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FROM THE BOOK OF DAYS
 
 
As we came upon the sea, the ferrymen waiting, He turned to me and smiled in that way He always did, as though He’d not seen me in ages.
“Here we part, my good Chamberlain,” He mused in His benevolent tone, the one I’d spent years following across the world. I pressed Him once more to allow me to accompany Him, but again, He refused with impossible grace. “Nay, my friend, the far shore waits for me and yonder brothers alone.”
With eyes closed, he drew the salt air deep into his lungs, that always-present smile widening, and when those gilded lids reopened, the sun itself shone from them.
“This land is born anew. You must be here to guide it. Others will aid you, should you retrace our steps and beyond. Where you meet them, a Great Oak will grow, and you shall know the future of this land by them.”
Daunted by the task set to me, I made to protest, but knew in my heart I could never deny Him. As if He could see the uncertainty painted across my soul, His warm hands settled on my shoulders, the comfort of that most-beloved touch assuaging even my deepest doubts.
“A stride for a stride, brother. Begin where you stand.”
With one final kiss, He left these shores, a riot of glittering sunlight against the azure froth of the Sea. I watched Him fade on the horizon in the keeping of the brothers Van Dryn and when at last I could not see his golden gleam with my eyes, I turned, bereft, to the teeming wharf and our patient mounts. They shuffled their hooves, dark eyes contemplating, and I knew where I must begin.
As promised, impossibly, the immense oaks stood proud and tall as I retraced our winding path across the land. Despite their brief existence, they towered above any tree I had ever seen, vast canopies stretching their labyrinthine fingers toward the sky. The dumbfounded faces of their keepers were familiar to me, pillars of kindness and generosity among the long years of our journey.
Gentle Caerus, whose medicaments drove away the fever that had threatened to claim me. To this day, I can still feel Adulil’s hand atop mine, concern creasing that beautiful face.
Proud Lazerin, who pulled his own plow so that we might take their horses. His sons and daughters had wandered the forests with Adulil for weeks, rapt in his teachings.
Cheerful Oristei, whose lyre played us to sleep many a night, whose singular voice had brought joy like no other to my earth-blessed companion.
Enigmatic Van Dryn, who sacrificed two of their sons to ferry Him to the far shore. They, surely, gave more than any other.
Solemn Tuvre, whose sword saved us in the streets of the far country. Adulil had fallen to His knees and wept beside the madman’s body, a silent manifestation of His Mother’s love for all Her children, even those with darkness in their hearts.
Beyond the place where I had first come upon Him, I followed the lingering echoes of His presence to the crofter’s door. Before the humble home, a towering Oak stretched toward the sky above, vast fields of wheat standing testament to the farmer’s diligent tending and that of his only daughter. As we spoke, she settled a young boy on her lap and all at once, hope flooded the emptiness I’d carried since the days of the wharf. Beneath golden curls, the child had His eyes, sunlight and spun gold piercing my lonely heart.
When at last I returned home, His final gift waited quietly for me. I wept to see it, branches laden with the golden leaves of autumn as it swayed patiently before mine own doorstep.
Seven oaks, seven families.
This land is born anew.
 



Prologue
 
 
Traitor. That is what they call me, still, in quiet circles and hushed conversations. There is little room for truth in the minds of ordinary men. I am what they say, of course, a woman condemned to hang for offenses against the Crown, but the crimes of which I am guilty are not the story entire.
I would have left well enough alone, were it merely my reputation that hung in the balance. Let them think what they like. I am too tired, now, to care. But it is not my name alone they whisper at Court, and I would see the wagging tongues of gossip stilled in the face of the honest truth.
In the Book of Days, the Chamberlain writes of Adulil’s unwavering love of all people, no matter their crimes. He taught us that His Mother – our Mother – the earth and trees and sky and rivers, made us as we are: compassion and jealousy, generosity and malice, hope and fear. Whatever we are, we are Hers and are loved. Life is the great balance, and it takes all kinds to level the scales. I hope that is true. I hope She can forgive me. I was just trying to do what I thought was right.
Like any child, I was raised on stories of triumph and heroism, from grand epics of champions long dead to the firsthand accounts of my father’s battle-ridden youth. I soaked in every detail with wide-eyed fascination and imagined myself similarly exalted for some extraordinary deed or another. Though the immortalization of my own name never eclipsed my duty to my House, I would be lying if I were to claim fame and glory never appealed to me. They are the kindling fire in the heart of every hot-blooded youth, and I was surely that, noble born and ever struggling to make up for the irreparable misfortune of my gender.
If that smacks of bitterness, it is for good reason.
A male heir is a formidable creature, expected to carve his name on the marble halls of the Court while remaining decorous and obedient. His is a delicate balance of strength and loyalty, posturing and propriety. An eldest son makes his mark on society, a paragon of confidence in both martial skill and inherent purpose, all the while safeguarding and elevating his House.
A female heir is to be none of those things. Rare though we may be, sole offspring of the gentler sex are often kept close to home and quietly married off at the earliest opportunity. Not me, though. I would not be gentle. I would not be quiet. Why should a boy be granted what was rightfully mine, while I was relegated to discreet dinner parties and sold off like a brood mare? My parents, Mother keep them, never intended to raise me as such. I enjoyed far greater freedom than any other daughter of the noble Houses, heir or not.
Still, even their forbearance had limits.
At the age of nine, I caught my first glimpse of the Lazerin cavalry. Like a midsummer storm, they thundered across the training fields atop their mounts, arrows flying and swords flashing in the sun. Heart racing, eyes wide, my small hands gripped the pommel of my father’s saddle in rapture, the man himself towering at my back. That sight burned itself into the deepest parts of me like a beacon. Here – here lay the consummate strength of all that it was to be a man, all that I needed to become to erase that disappointment from my father’s eyes. I am a Lazerin. My earliest memories are from atop a horse, but this was something else entirely. Something a woman was not meant to have.
But I wanted it. I wanted it more than I’d ever wanted anything in my short, sheltered life.
That night, I snuck out of the manor, crept into the stables, and stole my father’s horse. Perhaps I just needed the right mount, I thought, and my small dun pony was no warhorse. Midnight was surely that, an immense black destrier well-suited to bear my father’s massive frame. He snorted with curiosity as I climbed a teetering stack of crates to haul myself atop his broad back, those feathered white socks seeming a very long way down from where I sat. Shoving my fear down deep, I buried my hands in his mane, gave him a hearty kick of my heels, and held on for dear life.
It didn’t take long for the night patrol to spot us. I’d like to say we gave them a good run, but I would be lying. I might be a Lazerin, but I was still only a child with median riding skills at best. Needless to say, my father was furious. The following morning, my back learned the stinging kiss of a reed switch, one of many that hung in the stable for lunging yearlings; a gentle punishment, as whippings go, but it hurt my pride far more than it hurt my body. Each snap, each wince, shoved my spirit back down toward the quiet, obedient mold that was meant to be my place in the world.
I never stole my father’s horse again.
 




 



CHAPTER 1
 
 
Rain hammered the roof, echoing down through the rafters to fill the otherwise-silent house with an endless muffled hiss. Two less-than-pleased night patrolmen dragged me into the common room and deposited me in a sodden heap at my father’s feet. Their manners were markedly less gentle than usual, likely a result of the vigorous chase I’d led them on through the deluge outside. All three of us were soaked to the skin, the soot that had originally disguised me in the dark all but washed away.
“Took one of the cart horses this time, my lord,” one of the cavalrymen reported.
“The sorrel again?”
“The black.”
Father replied without words, both acknowledgement and disapproval wrapped into a single short grunt.
I looked up at him from my puddle on the polished hardwood floor, nothing but the drip-drip-drip of rain slipping from my tangle of sable hair to fill the sullen silence. There was no doubt in my mind that another solid lashing awaited me. Oh, I felt the sting of fear tugging hard at my chest, but I was young and proud and stubborn – gifts of my lineage, or so I’ve been told – so I hurled my insolent gaze up at him and refused to blink first.
“This is your doing,” my mother scolded mildly from her place in the shadows behind him, slender arms crossed over her night robe and a scowl painted on her face. “I told you not to take her to the training fields.”
He didn’t reply, holding my stare with that deadpan look of disapproval, fully aware of my silent challenge.
“We should take her back to the city,” she added. “Find her a governess.”
“She’s a Lazerin. She belongs here.” His deep voice reverberated through the heavy beams far overhead.
In a swirl of dark silk, my mother turned to leave, waving a frustrated hand our way. “Then check her, Damien, or she’ll be the end of this House. She has too much of you in her.” With that, she was gone, retreating back up the stairs toward their quarters and leaving my father and I to our staring contest. After a long, silent battle, he yielded, heaving a sigh and rubbing at dark-ringed eyes.
“Samson.”
My small victory abruptly withered in my chest. Heavy footsteps approached and I couldn’t help but glance toward that all-too-familiar whip hand. Stiff-backed and stone-faced, the captain of our house guard posted up behind my right shoulder, his aging physique no less intimidating as it cast its burly shadow over me. His empty left sleeve was pinned up, as usual, the arm itself lost in battle during the War of Crowns long before I was born. By all accounts, he’d been a fierce and capable commander in his youth, but the King’s army has no use for a crippled captain. My father had taken pity on him, offering Samson a position with our House after his commission had been terminated at the end of the war.
Unfortunately, the old bastard was right-handed and took no pity on me.
“My lord?”
Father dropped his hand from his face, deep evergreen eyes fixing on mine once more. This time, it was resolve I saw in them.
“How many times has the night patrol caught her?”
“This makes fifteen, my lord.”
“Disgraceful.”
“…Sir?”
“A Lazerin, outridden.”
Armor creaked as Samson tensed behind me, but my father’s loyal captain kept his thoughts to himself.
“I’ll not suffer this embarrassment any longer,” Father added with stern finality. “Take her to the stables in the morning. See that she learns to ride properly.”
“…Properly, my lord?”
Father tilted his head at me and raised his brows in silent query, inviting me to break my long, careful silence. The words practically leapt from my mouth.
“Like the cavalry!” I blurted. “Like the men do!”
He lifted his chin a fraction, unable to completely conceal the conspiratorial grin that tugged at the corners of his mouth.
“Astride, then.” His eyes drifted to my pilfered trousers and vest, which were many sizes too large. “Though I think we’ll need to find you something a bit more suitable to wear.”
 
Samson met me in the courtyard the next morning, grim and clearly annoyed at his new assignment. I squared up before him, solemn as a soldier, and weathered his disapproving assessment with little more than a silent scowl. My new breeches and tunic, which fit me far better than the ones I’d stolen from the cook’s closet, seemed particularly offensive to him.
“Roll up yer sleeves,” he growled, grabbing at my thin arms and examining my soft hands. Dirt yet lingered beneath my nails from scrapping with the stable boys the day before. He muttered something rather unflattering about a lady’s place, but I held my tongue and he eventually released me to obey his command.
“Bloody ridiculous, the lot of it,” he grumbled under his breath. “This is no ladies’ outing, ye hear?”
I fought the urge to look at his empty left sleeve as I rolled up my own. “Yes, sir.”
He leveled a threatening glare at me and laid out his terms in succinct measures. “No whinin’. No cryin’. No poutin’. No backtalk. Any such nonsense and I’ll tan yer hide same as any lad.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’ve earned as much a dozen times over already, by my measure. Switch is too soft for the likes of you. A proper thrashing’d put ye back in yer place.”
Those cold dark eyes glared down at me for a long moment, daring me to protest. When I offered nothing but a tight-lipped silence in response, he turned abruptly on his heel and started for the stables.
“Hop to, horse thief. Haven’t got all day.”
Those first two weeks, Samson taught me nearly everything imaginable about horses – everything except riding. I picked hooves, polished tack, and cleaned stalls. I hot-walked and lunged yearlings, and checked for swollen joints on a beige mare we had pastured after her prime breeding years. I sat with the farrier while he re-shoed one of our carriage horses. I hauled water and scrubbed troughs and spread armfuls of straw.
I had been around horses my whole, short life – it was my family’s livelihood – but I had never been required to do menial tasks reserved for servants and stable hands. Despite my young age, I knew one thing for certain: noble ladies do not pick stalls and polish saddles. Samson was taking advantage of my apprenticeship to humiliate me as much as possible. Though it burned my pride, I had enough sense to keep my mouth shut and obey without complaint. Eventually, he had to do as my father commanded. Until then, I wouldn’t give him any just cause to end my hard-won lessons.
The stable hands, including the young boys I knew well from our escapades about the house and grounds, tolerated my presence in their domain with a mix of amusement and sympathy. They dared not help me with any of my assigned tasks, for fear of reprisal from Samson, but they offered small gestures of solidarity whenever my ruthless overlord wasn’t looking.
At the start of the third week, I ambled into the courtyard for my daily lesson, yawning and wondering what fresh torment the commander had concocted for me that day. Instead of the usual bucket or pitchfork, his scowling visage waited with the beige palfrey in hand, fully tacked.
“Hurry up, girl,” he growled, jerking his head at the mare’s saddle.
I scrambled to obey, rushing for a nearby crate and dragging it out onto the cobblestones just as quickly as my small hands could manage. A harsh bark of laughter tore through the air, echoing off the stone around me.
“The bloody hells ye doin’, horse thief?”
I froze, blinking at him in confusion. “You told me to mount, sir.”
His smirk faded, face darkening. “Ye want a mounting box, ye can learn side-saddle like a proper lady.”
“But it’s too high,” I protested feebly.
“Ye said ye wanted to ride like the cavalry. This is how it’s done.”
“But I’m not tall enough-”
“Ye sayin’ ye changed yer mind?”
“No, but-”
“My men haul their own carcasses into the saddle.”
“But sir-”
He dropped the reins and stormed toward me, kicking the crate back across the stones before bending over to stick his scarred ugly mug in my face. One thick finger jabbed at my chest hard enough to hurt. His gravelly voice came out low and vicious, cold eyes gleaming.
“Ye want to know why they don’t let lasses into the cavalry? Because there ain’t no creature with a sharper tongue than a woman, but when it comes to the doin’, it’s only a man follows through to the end. Yer father might let ye play at bein’ a lordling, but ye haven’t the stones for aught else but a lady’s lot.”
I wanted to hit him. I imagined hitting him, squarely in the nose, so hard it would make his big, mean eyes water. I wanted to, but I didn’t. With my blood boiling and eyes burning, I shoved past him and approached the mare now skittering across the cobblestones, spooked by the rush of angry voices and the clatter of the crate.
It took several minutes and a good amount of coaxing before she settled enough to let me near. At nine, I hadn’t yet hit my main growth spurt of childhood, and my head barely grazed the middle of her flanks. The stirrup clanged against my chest, leaving me to despair at ever reaching the cursed thing without aid.
I tried, though. I tried for well over an hour. Samson quickly grew bored of watching me contort myself in one desperate attempt after another to lift my foot to that impossible height. I actually got my toes into the loop once, but the mare startled and sent me sprawling on my backside before I could heave myself up into the saddle.
“Call for me again when ye manage it,” Samson scoffed, his heavy boot steps receding into the manor.
I didn’t start crying until I was sure he was gone. Even as I wept in frustration, I kept at it. The mare shied at my repeated attempts and danced away from me until I finally resigned myself to a hopeless heap on the ground.
“I didn’t think you’d ever give it up!”
I turned to see a boy, only a few years older than I, leaning against the stables with a half-eaten apple in his hand, his reddish-brown hair and sparsely freckled face marking him as one of the stablemaster’s offspring. My jaw clenched, pride aching, and I wondered just how long he’d been standing there watching me make a fool of myself.
“Go away, James,” I snarled at him, quickly wiping my face on my sleeve in a futile attempt to hide my tears.
“If you wanted to learn to ride, you might’ve just asked. Erik and I woulda taught you.”
“I know how to ride,” I bit back. He raised a dubious brow at the sore pile of nine-year-old girl still wallowing on the cobblestones before him.
“This’d be an embroidery lesson, then?”
I bristled in all my youthful indignance, face flushing an alarming shade of red. “Shut up. Go away.”
“Would you like to see a trick?” he asked, ignoring my venom and gesturing to the skittish mare.
I continued glaring at him, too full of humiliated fury to reply. He waited a good long while for an answer, munching on another mouthful of apple before eventually giving up and shoving off the wall.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
Carefree steps carried him across the stones with quiet confidence, every movement tracked by the beast before us. The mare eyed him suspiciously but held her ground as he extended the remnants of his apple in one palm.
“Easy now, old girl,” he murmured.
After a brief hesitation, she toed forward and pushed her muzzle to his hand, settling into him. I put an extra bit of effort into my unimpressed snort, just to be sure he heard it. Such tricks were child’s play, common tools to calm spooked horses. I didn’t need help calming her. I needed a way to get my foot into that damned stirrup.
James moved to the mare’s side, rubbing her neck in circles and crooning in a voice so calming that I felt my own breathing slow. Deft fingers adjusted the reins higher on her neck and pulled them gently downward with a hand near her bit. The other slid to her withers, one booted foot tapping at her front hoof. I watched in astonishment as the beige mare knelt awkwardly on her front knees, blowing out her nose in soft whinnies. He rubbed her again in encouragement and climbed carefully onto her back. With a pat to her neck and a few clicks of his tongue, she stood straight again, calm as ever.
“So,” he lilted, meeting my gaping stare with the same smug grin inherent to every twelve-year-old boy. “Fancy an embroidery lesson?”
 



CHAPTER 2
 
FIVE YEARS LATER
 
“Bit early in the season for yarrow,” I remarked, but Izikiel didn’t seem to hear me over the sound of his own humming. The old priest couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket with a perfectly-fitted and securely-fastened lid, but somehow it had never seemed to matter. His aimless melodies might not have any set pattern, but they were soft and pleasant in their own way, an expression of contentment that I found both charming and soothing.
Lost in the wandering song, he meandered through the field away from me, his pale green robes collecting a veritable carpet of tiny burrs around the hem. Shaking my head with a small smile, I cut the half-dozen clusters of white yarrow with my knife and tucked them into the basket on my arm. The first spring flowers had only just begun to bloom, hardy grasses long since staking their claim on the hillsides. A number of useful herbs would be coming into season soon, tucked between the heather and hidden in the nearby forest. I’d learned them all, over the past year, for all the good it would do me.
As though triggered by my sour thought, the discordant humming fell silent and I looked up to find Izikiel’s weathered face turned toward the sky, marking the sun’s height.
“We ought to start back,” he said. “They will be waiting.”
My heart sank a little, knowing this was the end.
I’d fought my parents tooth and nail over it, but now that our year together was all but done, I hated the thought of parting ways with the old man. As soon as I’d bled, my father had sent for him; not to teach me of women’s matters – I had my mother for that – but to pass on the sacred wisdom of our people, as all the generations that had come before. My time wandering the land with Izikiel had settled something in me, tempering a bit of my youthful fire into what I knew would serve me better in the years to come.
With a flash of that gentle smile, he swept past me in no real hurry, the skirts of my white shift snagging on some thistle as I rose to follow. The afternoon sun lit the rolling hills of Laezon in brilliant tones of green, the endless landscape broken into a patchwork quilt by long stretches of short stone walls and scattered with herds of cattle and sheep. The occasional smudge of a distant village or homestead dotted the expanse, the largest being the garrison fort and surrounding training fields to the north. The vast length of the Laezon forest loomed to the west, the orchards in the east slowly inching by on the horizon as we made our way back toward home.
All of it fated to someday be mine. Somehow, it felt far more like a burden than a blessing.
“Have you decided?” Izikiel asked after we’d been walking a while.
I bit my tongue, not wanting to spoil the tranquility of that bright spring afternoon with my sour thoughts. To commit to the priesthood was to forsake all ties to wealth and station, to surrender your family name and devote yourself fully to Adulil’s path. As much as I yearned to shrug off the yoke of responsibility and disappear into the wilds, I was my father’s sole heir and the future of my House. That choice, if it ever was one, had been made for me long ago.
“It is a great honor to walk the land, Elivya,” he added in response to my silence.
“I know,” I finally murmured with all the sullenness of my fifteen years. “But you know what I am.”
“A child of Adulil, same as every crofter and blacksmith and fisherman.”
“A child of Lazerin,” I corrected, clutching the basket on my arm. “The last child of Lazerin.”
“There are others.”
“Lesser.”
“Lazerin, still.”
I fell silent once more and he thankfully did not pursue the matter. We’d spent many long days rehashing this same discussion, talking one another in circles about faith and blood and family. Between learning the properties of plants and the rhythms of the land I was destined to one day govern, the subject of choice seemed to keep coming up. In truth, I could walk away. The ritual of Bronnadh was as much a contract with the parents as the child. If I decided at the conclusion of my year of instruction to answer the Mother’s call and devote myself to wandering the world, they would have no grounds for protest. Yet in the end, I found myself always landing on the same conclusion: my duty was to my House, first and foremost. Choice was all but an illusion.
The manor was abuzz with activity when we returned in the late afternoon, servants and stable hands scurrying about the courtyard. Two laden wagons lingered before the massive double doors, a flurry of hands busily unloading casks of wine and ale for the celebratory feast that night. Three sprawling stories of moss-covered stone towered above, leaded glass windows glinting in the sun, casements thrown open to let in the fresh spring air. Extensive stables loomed opposite the house, a number of fine horses milling about the inner paddock and watching the bustle with big, curious eyes. Thick stone walls surrounded the whole of the estate, their broad shadow cooling me as we passed beneath them through the heavy iron gates.
“You’ve some time yet, if you wish for a bit of solitude.”
I glanced sidelong to find Izikiel watching me, a world of understanding on his heavily-lined face.
“I should see my parents first.”
“I’ll inform them of our arrival.” Gnarled hands reached out to take the basket from my arm. I surrendered it a bit reluctantly, accepting the small, worn book he offered in its place. “Go,” he insisted, pressing my hands around the faded leather binding. “Decide.”
Apart from a pair of scullery maids gathering herbs for the evening’s feast, the garden stood empty. They exchanged a hushed murmur and quickly made themselves scarce, leaving me alone in the vast green space. Bursts of spring growth filled every bed, ringing the broad yard and flanking the central focus of the walled sanctuary at the rear of the house: a vast oak, impossibly tall and broad enough for eight grown men to link hands around its trunk. Branches meandered and twisted every direction, the thick canopy filled with distant whispers of birdsong.
As always, a buzzing calm settled over me at the sight of that ancient tree, soothing the uncertainty fluttering in my chest. Ignoring the nearby bench, I slumped down onto the soft grass and gazed up into the labyrinth of green.
“I don’t suppose you’ve anything to say on the matter,” I muttered to the tree. It never did, no matter how often I spoke to it. Still, there was a kind of peace in those one-sided conversations and I liked to imagine someone was listening, whether it be Adulil or the Mother or the generations of my ancestors buried beneath its roots.
With no reply forthcoming, I turned my attention to the worn book in my hands. I’d read it cover-to-cover at least a dozen times over the last year. Though the bulk of Izikiel’s teachings came from his seemingly endless memory, the stories contained within those brittle pages were the foundation of all my people held sacred. Reverent fingers traced the faded symbols stamped upon the leather. Six sigils – a lyre, a staff, a compass, a stallion, a sword, and a quill – surrounded a seventh, embossed a bit larger than the rest. Adulil’s sunburst stared up at me from the center, delicate rays stretching out toward its loyal companions. At the bottom, almost as an afterthought, four words had been inscribed into the leather.
The Book of Days.
With a heavy exhale, I opened to a random page and began to read.
How long I lingered there, I’m not entirely sure, but the creak of the garden door eventually shook me from the depths of that contemplation. I knew the soft steps that approached, Izikiel’s heavily callused feet and pale green robes rasping on the grass. My eyes remained fixed on the page I’d been studying for an immeasurable amount of time, on the words that had finally settled that interminable debate within.
 
Seven oaks, seven families. This land is born anew.
 
I shut the book gently, pressing the soft leather between my palms and casting my eyes up at the immense tree that towered overhead. Patient footsteps halted behind me.
“Are you ready, daughter mine?”
I stood with a sigh, resolved rather than resigned, and claimed that choice as my own.
“Aye,” I replied with solemn conviction. “I’m ready.”
 
I found James in the kitchens once I’d changed out of my ritual robes, coppery head easily spotted poking up several inches above the rest. His tall, lean frame dodged around the flurry of servants to pluck morsels of this and that from the nearly-completed dinner preparations. A flustered Shera was attempting to chase him from the vicinity with a fierce scowl and a rather heavy-looking frying pan.
“You can wait until supper like the rest of us!” she barked at him, smacking a tart out of his hand and giving the pan a threatening wave. Despite being near of an age to me, Shera did an exceptional impression of a cranky old crone.
“But I’m hungry!” he moaned, twisting his face into a pout quite unsuitable for a seventeen-year-old boy.
“You’ve stuffed a whole meal’s worth into your gob already!” Just then, she caught sight of me and turned her exasperated pleas my way. “Would you get him out of here?”
I snatched James’ arm as he endeavored to stuff a whole biscuit into his mouth at once, straining against my grip to achieve his goal before allowing himself to be dragged away. He flashed a crumb-ringed grin back at Shera before we disappeared into the hallway.
“Must you be so obnoxious?” I huffed, shoving him against the wall. He struggled to swallow the mountain of pastry in his mouth before gesturing to my rather ordinary green dress.
“How’d it go?”
“…Fine.”
“Family over faith, then?”
“Still here, aren’t I?”
He reached out to nudge the vine bindings at my wrists, warm brown eyes meeting mine. Though I’d removed the rest of the trappings of the ceremony, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to take them off.
“Do you want to talk about it?” he offered carefully.
“You know I can’t.”
“I don’t mean the ritual.”
I shrugged with feigned indifference, crossing my arms. “Wasn’t much of a choice, in the end.”
His silence told me I hadn’t convinced him, but he knew me well enough to leave it be.
“Well your parents must be thrilled,” he remarked instead, peering through his ruddy bangs at me. “And with the number of casks we unloaded this afternoon, supper ought to be quite the affair.” A roguish grin crept back across his face. “Speaking of which…”
I knew that look like the back of my hand.
“Ohhh no,” I drawled in preemptive refusal.
“Come on, hear me out.”
“No!”
“It’s been a year! Besides, this one’s foolproof.”
I raised my brows and huffed an incredulous laugh. “Like the flour-dusted chickens? Or that time with the sack of thistle?”
His face twisted in horror. “No – gods – those were both terrible!” I was inclined to agree. He stood a bit straighter against the wall, chin raising a proud fraction. “This is a work of artistry. Simple and elegant.”
I doubted that very much. Of the two of us, his schemes were nearly always the worst, often ending in utter disaster or getting us caught. We’d earned more than twice as many lashes as a result of his plotting versus mine. Still, he managed to talk me into it, as he always did. In truth, it was one of his less outlandish ideas and didn’t take much convincing. After the solemn dignity of the last year, not to mention my recent choice of duty over freedom, the child in me was itching for a bit of mischief.
So it was that, after a long and festive supper, I came to skulk in the shadows of the kitchen doorway with James hovering over my shoulder. We watched in breathless anticipation as Samson reclined in his seat with his usual sour scowl painted across his face.
We both tensed when he reached for the wine glass on the table before him, took a hearty draught, and proceeded to spew the entire mouthful across the breadth of the table. The sight of it sent us both into a fit, hands clamped over mouths to stifle our laughter as we ducked back into the shadows. The infuriated roar of my father’s captain echoed through the dining room, the constant din of chatter dulling in curiosity. We pressed ourselves into the dark corner, smothering our hysterics as best we could when a number of frightened servants scurried past, retreating to the safety of the kitchens.
Just as we made to follow and make our escape, an iron grip seized my ear. A choked yelp beside me suggested James had been similarly ensnared. Twisting, I caught sight of our merciless captor in her tidy cotton dress and white apron. Her slight, middle-aged frame belied the crushing strength of those bony fingers, which kept us both firmly in hand as she glowered at us.
“Should’ve known,” Amita clucked, eyes blazing.
“Ow, Ma!” James howled in protest when she gave him an unnecessary tug. “Was just a bit of vinegar!”
She released him just long enough to smack him upside his bright-red head before snatching him by the ear once more.
“You can tell that to your father when he has you scrubbing troughs for the next week.” She turned that fierce matronly glare on me. “And you, miss, you ought to know better! Dishonoring your own Bronnadh feast with such nonsense.”
She made a disgusted sound and proceeded to haul us both into the dining room, delivering us to my parents with righteous aplomb. After a brief dressing-down from my father and no shortage of sharp looks from my mother and Samson both, we were ordered to spend the remainder of the evening serving our penance in the kitchens. We obeyed in sullen silence, knowing full-well that we’d gotten off easy, without even a single lash between us. Elbows-deep in tubs of soapy cookpots, James bumped me companionably from his post at my side. I glanced up to see that same old infectious grin creep across his lips.
“Worth it?”
I couldn’t help but smile, even as I shook my head and turned my attention back to the scouring brush in my hand.
“…Worth it.”
 
The next morning, I bid farewell to Izikiel in the fields outside the manor walls. My parents waited at the gate as my mentor and I waded out into the early morning fog, the icy dew soaking our feet and ankles. I was reminded, rather jarringly, of the day I’d met him in that very spot nearly a year ago. He’d appeared out of the same kind of still, gray morning, boney wrists and silvered hair entwined with vines. He’d greeted my parents as old friends and extended his hand to me with a smile.
Hello, young Lazerin. Would you like to take a walk with me?
Ah, gods, I was going to miss him.
At the sight of my eyes brimming with barely-contained tears, Izikiel tilted his head at me with a gentle smile.
“No need for grief, daughter mine. All things in life must come to an end.”
I stared at my feet and gave a noncommittal nod in reply. A knobbed knuckle nudged my chin, bringing my gaze back to his.
“Our paths will cross again, one day,” he assured. “Until then, follow the one you have chosen.”
Without another word, he pressed a kiss to my brow and vanished into the early morning mists. I stood there a long while, staring after him into the swirling gray, unable to deny the small pang of regret that surfaced in my chest. But to stay had been my choice, and I would not allow myself to resent it. At length, a heavy hand settled on my shoulder, warm and comforting.
“Come,” my father murmured. “I have a gift for you.”
In the courtyard, James’ father Stephan struggled to keep a beautiful dappled gray yearling in check. The beast shied at every movement, every sound, dancing angrily across the stones with nostrils flaring. Even at his young age, he towered over the stablemaster. Platter-sized hooves were trimmed with thick wisps of pale gray at the hocks, a broad chest and sturdy flanks rippling with muscle.
“A destrier?” I blurted in surprise, turning my bewildered gaze to my father. “For me?”
“A warmblood,” he corrected. “The pick of last year’s foaling for the Briare contract. He’s young yet, but Stephan’s boys will break him to the saddle soon enough.”
The clatter of anxious hooves on stone and a few muttered curses from the stablemaster drew my attention back to the scene before us. The yearling tossed its head in righteous fury, yanking at the lead.
“Once he’s gelded, he’ll be much more manageable.”
“No,” I replied quickly, watching the indignance in the beast’s dark eyes. “He is what he is. Leave him intact.”
I don’t know that my father would have argued the point, but I didn’t give him the chance. Leaving him and the crowd of curious spectators behind, I went to make my introductions.
Many thoughts raced through my head as I crossed those stones toward the silver tempest still rebelling against the hand holding him. Awe, uncertainty, gratitude, all muddled amidst a sense of rightness, as though the two of us had been bound long before either of us was even born. Fear, though, fear was not among them, even though I knew those hooves could crush bone.
“Leave him, please,” I murmured as I approached.
After a brief hesitation and a glance toward my father for permission, Stephan dropped the lead rope and retreated. The beast before me pawed at the stones, eyeing me warily and blowing out his nose in warning. I held my ground a few paces away, extending one palm to him. No apple, no oats, just me; an offering of self, without bribe or expectation. For long moments he just stared, sizing me up, nostrils flaring as his mistrust gradually waned. Finally, step by cautious step, he approached and pushed his muzzle into my hand to draw a deep, curious breath.
“Hello, proud boy,” I greeted with a smile, sliding one hand up his cheek. “You’ve a bit of fire in you.”
I took my time moving slowly about him, rubbing him down with my hands and speaking sweet nothings to him. Dark eyes watched me closely, but he tolerated my touch without much more fuss than an irritated flick of his skin.
“Told you,” I heard James mutter somewhere nearby, his undertone of pride breaking the long, tense silence. His father merely grunted in response.
“I still say the bay was the better choice,” his older brother Seth grumbled back. “Waste of a perfectly good palfrey, if you ask me.”
I didn’t dare take my eyes from that dappled gray coat. No palfrey, this one, but not quite a warhorse either, as he lacked the overwhelming bulk of those thickly-muscled titans we bred specifically for House Montre’s heavy cavalry. No, he was something in between, something apart, something more. He twitched beneath my hands, molten pride shivering through every sinew of his flesh. He was a mirror made of smoke and moonlight; my insides torn out, amplified a thousand-fold, and molded into being.
“He’s perfect.”
I heard, rather than saw, the satisfied smile in my father’s voice. “He’s yours.”
 



CHAPTER 3
 
 
After another hour or so, I left my new stallion in the hands of James and his brothers with a measure of regret and reported to the study for my daily lessons. My parents stood in conference at the wide desk on the far end, conversing in low tones over a small pile of missives and breeding charts. They fell silent when I approached, my father’s brow knitting at the expression on my face.
“Something the matter?” he asked.
“No,” I replied quickly. “I just…” I paused, clenching my hands tightly before me and mustering my courage. With a purposeful breath, I straightened and forced myself to meet his gaze. “I would like your permission to train with the garrison cavalry this summer.”
After a moment of stunned silence, their shoulders sagged in tandem, my mother dropping the missive in her hand and turning away as though recusing herself from the conversation. Father simply looked at me with something between pity and weariness.
“You know my answer, Elivya. I thought we were beyond this.”
“I was too young when I asked before.”
“You’re too young now.”
“I’ll be fifteen in a few weeks, same age Seth was when he went.”
“Seth was nearly twice your size at fifteen.”
“Same age as many of the conscripts,” I insisted, digging for all my carefully-prepared arguments and fighting to keep my tone level and reasonable.
“Your age is not the sole issue,” he replied stiffly, “as you well know.”
“I can disguise myself as a boy,” I pressed, ignoring my mother’s huff of disbelief at the notion. “In breeches and tunic, I look the same as any other.”
“Elivya…”
“Or you could order Samson to make some sort of accommodation.”
He drew a deep, steadying breath as I barreled onward.
“I’m as good a rider as James-”
“Elivya.”
“-and already a better shot than any of the boys-”
“No,” he barked, short and sharp, silencing me in an instant. A frustrated sigh immediately followed, along with a small shake of his head before he fixed those forest green eyes on me. “The fort is no place for a woman.”
“Then why give me the warmblood?” I challenged. “A warhorse in all but name.”
He straightened at the accusation, face darkening. “You are a Lazerin. A fine horse is your birthright.”
“Am I not also your heir?”
“You are my daughter,” he replied pointedly, the rest hanging between us in frigid silence.
Daughter. Not son.
I hardly needed a reminder, that bitter truth having haunted me from the time I developed the capacity to comprehend such things. Whatever he saw on my face, my father quickly turned his attention to tidying the papers on the desk and closed the breeding ledger with unnecessary force before leveling that stern gaze at me one final time.
“You know my reasons, and you know my decision. We will not have this conversation again.”
My feet remained fixed to the floor as his heavy steps retreated from the room, leaving me to the twisted knots of disappointment and anger writhing inside my chest. I’d known it was a long shot, but the sight of that yearling had sparked something in me, reigniting the burning beacon of my youth. Father’s latest rejection tolled in my ears like a death knell, the thunder of hooves and the thrum of bowstrings fading even farther beyond my reach.
Daughter.
I brooded over the unfairness of it all for what seemed like a long while before the clink of a teapot dragged me from my state of distraction.
“Come sit,” my mother commanded from a high-backed chair at the center of the room, her attention fixed on the tea service atop the low table nearby. I obeyed in sullen silence, sinking into my own identically plush seat and only half-watching her pour us each a cup.
“Did you decide on a name?” she asked conversationally, dropping two lumps of sugar into mine.
“…Valor.”
Steady hands extended the steaming cup and saucer, the simple gesture feeling very much like a peace offering.
“Bold.”
I shrugged, settling the cup onto my lap. “Better than ‘Bastard’, which was Seth’s suggestion.”
A smile curved her lips as she took a sip. “Men often dislike what they can’t control.”
A long silence stretched between us, the argument with my father still clinging to the mood in the room. At length, she settled those bright green eyes on me and approached the subject head-on.
“What is it you want, Elivya?” she asked carefully.
“Want?”
“In life.”
I blinked at her, unsure what had spurred this strange line of inquiry. She cocked her head and continued to press.
“Love? Children? Wealth?”
“I don’t know. I’ve not given it much thought.”
She barreled on as though she’d not heard me, her words nipping closely at the heels of my own. “Power, perhaps? Or renown? You always did enjoy your father’s stories.”
“What does it matter?”
“What is it you thought you’d find at the garrison?”
“I don’t know-”
“Must be something important to you, to ask when you must have known he would refuse.”
“Strength, I suppose,” I finally blurted, if only to cease her incessant prodding. Aloud, the confession sounded childish and ridiculous, and I immediately regretted it.
She peered long and hard at my face with that half-focused look she sometimes got, as though she was staring through me and reading my thoughts.
“Weapons,” she clarified firmly at the conclusion of her brief assessment. “A way to guard yourself, to ensure that you remain your own master.”
I failed to see the difference, but gave her a reluctant shrug of agreement anyway. Her face took on a sudden solemnity, shadows flickering in her eyes.
“You have much to learn if you think the only weapons in this world are made of steel.” She set aside her forgotten tea, the porcelain chiming on the wooden table, and folded her hands neatly in her lap. “I know you are your father’s child, but you will always be a woman, Elivya. And in case you’ve somehow confused the two, that is not the same as being helpless.”
I had, in fact, inextricably linked them in my mind, but I held my tongue and waited as she continued in earnest.
“In the War, I saw women rule cities from the back rooms of brothels. Flower shops more lethal than any battlefield. Girls barely older than you brought entire legions to their knees. This world is ruled by those with the wit to claim it, regardless of sex.”
“The War is long over.”
“True, but King Amenon’s Court remains much the same as it was in those days, and that is the arena in which you will soon compete.”
“A flock of preened peacocks,” I scoffed.
Her gaze immediately sharpened, one delicate finger raising in a pointed gesture. “A nest of vipers. One you’d do well not venture into unarmed.” 
“Last I checked, you can’t remove a snake’s head by reciting poetry.”
“Nor can you enter Crofter’s Castle bearing steel,” she bit back.
Chastened, I closed my mouth and dropped my sullen gaze to the cup in my hands. A small, steadying breath whispered through her nostrils across from me. 
“A sword is a formidable weapon,” she added after a long moment, “but it is the head that controls where it swings. Your mind is your greatest strength, Elivya, and I would teach you to use it.”
 
She offered me claws made of whispers. Razor-sharp teeth forged from shadows and wit. Weapons of a different kind.
What my Bronnadh had failed to mature in me, those lessons surely did. I left the girl behind to embrace the woman I needed to become. I learned the most effective way to move silently and disappear into a crowd. I learned how to listen beneath words, read behind masks, and draw out information. She taught me to observe, to calculate intent, to commit details quickly to memory. Above all, she taught me to think. It was the barest foundation of what I would spend years studying at her side.
In the hours that weren’t committed to the subtle arts of intrigue, I dedicated myself to bonding with my new mount. Though Stephan and the stable hands did eventually manage to break him to the saddle, Valor retained a good portion of his fiery temper. My silver tempest earned a reputation around the estate, particularly among the hands who had helped break him, and I saw not a few of them nursing bite marks now and again.
He made to bite me once, early on – just once. Still bitter from the ordeal of being saddle-broken, he whipped his head round as I made to mount, baring those bright white teeth. I’m still not sure how I managed to anticipate it, but the moment he reached for me, my fist shot out in reflex and knocked him square on the nose. He jerked back with a squeal of surprise, wide-eyed and wild. I abandoned the stirrup to face him fully, puffing up my chest and jabbing an angry finger at him.
“I stood up for you, you ungrateful brute!” I snarled. “Bite me and see how long it takes to have you gelded!”
He glowered at me. I glared back. And somehow, in that moment, we came to an unspoken truce. Though he remained unsettled and broody for several years thereafter, his volatile temperament gradually eased into one of limited deference, and he never tried to harm me again.
 
That formative summer quickly came to an end, and as fall surrendered to the first frosts of winter, we packed our trunks and headed for Litheria. I’d not seen the White City, so nicknamed for its generous use of white marble, since I was a child. Seated on the eastern banks of the Septim – that broad, slow river that bisects Alesia from the northern coast to the southern – the capital remains the largest and most populous city in our nation. High stone walls surround the sprawling hive of over two hundred thousand residents, encircled by endless grassy plains dotted with trees and flanked in the northeast by the vast, lush Kingswood.
Our carriage jostled up the cobblestone streets, curtains thrown wide to accommodate my curiosity. Our team of matched bays clopped in synchrony, row after row of tightly-packed wood-and-daub buildings gradually giving way to more refined structures. At one point, the roads vanished altogether, opening on a massive stone square. At one end, the Temple of Adulil overlooked the quad from atop a small rise, its white dome glowing in the late afternoon sun. Priests and supplicants filed in and out of the open-air structure, vendors outside hawking various offerings of incense and late-blooming flowers.
Towering in the distance behind it stood Crofter’s Castle, a modest name for a resplendent structure of dazzling white stone. Expanded at various times throughout history, it bristled with a variety of turrets and balconies, its patchwork edifice surrounded by high walls and gates well-guarded.
Before long, the carriage turned onto a vaguely familiar street in the noble quarter. Mansions lined the broad thoroughfare, their façades adorned with the emblems of various Greater and Lesser Houses. At last, we turned up a quiet drive lined with low shrubbery and creaked to a halt in a sizeable courtyard before a large, two-story house of red stone. A deep green banner fluttered proudly over the entryway, the rearing Lazerin stallion emblazoned upon it in gold thread.
I spilled out of the stifling carriage and sucked in a gratuitous breath of fresh air, stretching the three days of travel from my stiff limbs. My father climbed out after me, offering his hand to my mother, who stepped delicately down in her miraculously wrinkle-free gown. My own looked like it had been heaped in a corner for a week, but I couldn’t have cared less. I was just thrilled to be free from the teeth-rattling tedium of the journey.
“Look how you’ve grown!” crowed a familiar voice with unrestrained glee. I turned to see a short, round woman with wiry gray hair tottering down the front steps, arms thrown wide and a bleary-eyed look of joy on her face.
“Greta!” I greeted with a broad grin, surrendering myself to her soft embrace. Last time I’d seen her, that hug would have left me smothered in her ample bosom, but now I had a good two inches on her. After a series of firm squeezes and a hasty assault of questions to which she waited for no answer, she shooed me toward the house and went to welcome my parents.
Her husband Emmett held the door, a rather reserved older man with perfect posture in his immaculate green livery. I hurried up the steps and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek before sweeping past into the foyer. Beyond, the massive stone hearth remained unlit in the common room, the day wondrously mild despite the lateness of the season. All of the windows had been thrown wide to the warm evening air, the curtains tied and wall sconces ablaze. To one side of the generously-appointed space, a dark wooden staircase spiraled up toward the living quarters above. To the other, large double doors opened onto the dining room.
“I hope there’s food,” James groaned as he fetched up beside me. The glass chandelier high above clinked in the breeze that followed him in. “I’m starving.”
Seth stumbled in behind us, struggling with one of the heavy trunks. “Maybe if you bothered to earn your keep, Lord Damien might be more inclined to feed you.” My friend flashed me his contagious smile before rushing to help his brother and the other servants unload our luggage.
After a hearty supper, I made my way gratefully up the steps to my chambers, unaccountably exhausted from the journey. To my surprise, a familiar face was already bustling about my bedroom when I slipped through the door.
“…Shera?”
The mousy girl snapped to attention, her brown braid a bit tidier than I’d ever seen it. She smoothed her dress nervously, the garment clearly new and much finer than anything she’d ever worn working with her father in the kitchens.
She bobbed a neat curtsy. “At your service, my lady.”
I blinked at her in utter bewilderment.
“Lady Nefira… er, your mother… no, that’s not proper…” she mumbled almost to herself, struggling to find the words. At length, she fixed those dark, nervous eyes on me and settled on the simple truth of the thing. “I’m to be your handmaiden.”
After a brief, shocked silence, a grin split my face. “But that’s wonderful!” I exclaimed with a laugh.
A lady’s maid is a coveted position among almost any staff, and not only broadened her marriage prospects but also her income and general station. Though she’d never been as close a friend as James, we’d spent a good portion of our childhoods in Laezon together and she’d been the only other girl at the estate who preferred climbing trees to playing with dolls. I’d known the assignment of such an attendant was inevitable, but I had assumed my mother would choose one of the more feminine girls of our household in an attempt to sway my nature by influence. To have Shera instead was a welcome surprise.
Her face brightened with relief at my obvious delight. “Thank you, my lady.”
“You needn’t call me that,” I dismissed with a wave, crossing to the vanity.
She paled, her pretty smile immediately vanishing. “It’s only proper-”
“You’ve not called me that once in fifteen years. No point in starting now.”
“I must call you something.”
I glanced her way, working the studs from my ears. “‘Elivya’ has worked well enough thus far.”
She looked scandalized, which I found utterly ridiculous, given that we’d had our backsides blistered in tandem on more than one occasion. Still, it was clear she’d not accept anything less than a compromise, so I rolled my eyes and tossed my earrings into the small tray on the vanity.
“Fine.
‘Miss’,
if you must. But not ‘my lady’.”
It seemed to satisfy her. Even though I found the sudden shift in our dynamic awkward, she appeared almost reassured by it, going about her new duties with confidence and purpose. In the end, I realized it was less about decorum as it was about her own sense of pride in her newly-achieved position, and I was more than happy to oblige.
Having a handmaiden took some getting used to, but I quickly found myself glad for her presence. Shera was clever and kind and easy to talk to, and the new fashions my mother had seen made for me proved far more complex than the simple day gowns I’d always worn. Petticoats and corsets, buttons and hooks and laces; a gratuitous labyrinth of trappings that left me feeling strangled more often than not, and required skilled assistance to don and remove each day.
A few weeks after our arrival in the White City, we received an invitation to the King’s birthday celebration. The grand gala arrived quickly and I suffered Greta’s fussing attentions for hours, looming over my shoulder while Shera transformed my tangled heap of sable hair into an elegant updo. After extensive discussion, my parents had decided that this was as good an opportunity as any to debut me to the Court, so I was dressed in a modest gown of off-white chiffon with delicate, lace-capped sleeves. Green ribbons were woven through my hair, small emerald studs fixed in my ears.
A noblewoman’s debut is considered by most to be a momentous occasion, though for my own part, I largely dreaded the whole affair. I wasn’t entirely sure I’d make it through the evening without committing some heinous social blunder or another, and the fact that I might do so at the King’s birthday gala only turned my stomach all the more.
My mother joined us just as I was slipping into my shoes, casting a judicious eye over my ensemble.
“Are you sure about this?” I asked, glancing down at my debut white. For all that her reasons were sound, to be introduced to the Court at the King’s own birthday seemed unnecessarily brash. She gripped my shoulders, meeting my gaze with firm resolve.
“Trust me. If you do well tonight, your prospects will widen tenfold. Amenon will not take offense.” She gave my arms a brisk rub. “You look lovely. How do you feel?”
“Nervous.”
She nodded in sympathy and lifted my chin with one finger. “Confidence is a cloak,” she reminded gently.
One you can don at will, when you have need of it.
The servants waited in the foyer to send us off. Greta cried, kissed me, and wished me luck a hundred times, fidgeting with my hair until I managed to convince her it was perfect. Shera watched with a satisfied grin as our other two maids, Ellen and Poppy, squealed with delight over my dress. Emmett helped me into my cloak with a smile and sent the three of us out into the night.
The carriage waited in the courtyard, our two men-at-arms mounted alongside. 
“Elivya!”
I stopped halfway down the steps to see James jog over from the stables. He halted abruptly before me, sizing me up as he shook his head with a low whistle. Just as I was about to thank him for the admittedly crude compliment, a mischievous grin flashed across his freckled face.
“Don’t trip.”
With a withering scowl, I moved to throttle him, but my father’s voice sounded in warning and instead I climbed obediently into the carriage.
Litheria is well known as the White City, but it goes by another moniker as well and the reason behind it was on full display that night. As we clattered through the noble quarter toward Crofter’s Castle, I gazed at the high-hung lanterns lining every street, lighting our way with a dim, warm glow. From the castle to the docks, every major thoroughfare boasts rows of the same simple lanterns, lit by proud residents in honor of Adulil. Not year round, surely, as most in the city cannot afford the extra expense in candles or oil, but on holidays and other nights of note, that collective spirit surges to the fore.
The King’s birthday proved to be such a night. I caught a glimpse of the city as a whole when we passed through an open square, sprawled out below us like a field of fireflies. The spray of stars above mirrored the warm scatter of lights below, a quiet sliver of moon keeping watch over both.
Litheria, the City of Light. She earned her name, that cold winter night.
 



CHAPTER 4
 
 
Crofter’s Castle awaited in all its mismatched glory, front doors thrown wide and halls already buzzing with mirth. Lively music trailed out into the night, inviting us up the pristine marble steps to join the revelry within.
When we finally reached it, I caught my breath in sheer wonder at the opulence of the grand ballroom. Gold-dipped garlands and sprays of cypress and holly festooned every surface, the impossibly high ceiling dripping with crystal. At one end of the immense marble chamber stood a dais with a massive gilded throne. Two others flanked it, smaller and less ornate but just as striking. All three sat empty. At the end far opposite, rows of tables had been loaded to bursting with heaping trays of delicacies cleverly displayed among pine boughs dusted with gold.
Atop the grand staircase, we paused for the herald to announce our arrival, a solicitous squire in crisp white livery stepping up unasked to escort me. A nervous tremor shuddered down my spine when I heard my name announced to the Court, but I clung to the squire and forced myself to keep putting one foot in front of the other.
The polite applause that followed reeked of hesitation, and the bulk of those assembled were already whispering behind their hands by the time I reached the bottom step. My mother spared me a bracing glance, to which I offered a tiny nod of reassurance, and we pressed our way through the crowd.
I’d never seen so many high-born in one place. Children are not permitted at most social functions until their debut, so even in our brief visits to the city throughout my youth, I’d never attended more than the occasional supper party in our own home. Now, I found myself surrounded by the perfumed press of finery, a rainbow of dyed, appliqued, and embroidered pageantry adorning the perfectly-pressed scions of the Seven. They hardly bothered to hide their stares, peering down their powdered noses and ducking behind gloved hands to speculate at the brazenness of my debut.
They made way, though. That, I noticed quite clearly. Despite all their whispers and predatory stares, they made way for my parents in their deep Lazerin green, my mother’s hand resting lightly on my father’s arm. Their stiff, proud postures matched as closely as their garb, confidence and ease radiating from them both. I followed in their wake, doing my best to mimic that immovable countenance.
We soon came upon a long table heaped high with ornately-wrapped gifts and attended by a pair of watchful servants. A titter of excited chatter rose nearby, the deep and thoroughly pleasant tenor of a man at its center. As we drew closer to its source, a flash of polished plate caught my eye. A swordsman in full regalia stood at loose attention, eyeing the crowd with poorly-masked suspicion. His belt bristled with a longsword and two daggers, breastplate adorned with the golden blaze of Adulil.
King’s Guard.
A cursory glance about the area revealed two others close at hand. My heart stumbled in excitement, eyes squinting in a futile attempt to see through the dense crowd.
“Damien!” called the unknown man’s pleasant tone. My parents slowed to a halt before me and swept a gracious obeisance in perfect unison, my own following after a brief but awkward delay. We rose as one and there, between the figures of my parents, I glimpsed the hero of my youth.
At first, all I could see was the gleaming gold of his hair, offset by the crisp blue doublet and trousers he wore. The buttons on his jacket were the precise color of his eyes, that impossible brassy gold that marks every child of Adulil’s line. Despite being of an age with my father, Amenon looked as though he’d stepped straight out of the stories. I could easily picture him in glittering plate armor, sword raised in defiance and a snow-white charger between his knees.
But the longer I looked, the more I saw, thanks to my mother’s lessons. Though he smiled, it appeared forced, like an act of habit rather than genuine joy. He carried himself with a warrior’s ease, but it was faded and distant; more a memory of strength than the presence of it. He had the same haunted eyes as my parents and a shadow of sorrow that clung to his otherwise amiable countenance, darkening the quiet energy that seemed to emanate from his person.
Still, as he grasped my father’s hand, that forced smile warmed and crept up to his eyes.
“Damien, my old friend. It has been far too long.”
“Many happy returns, your majesty.”
He waved away the pleasantries with a graceful hand, turning his gaze on my mother. “Lady Lazerin,” he greeted. “Lovely as ever.”
“You flatter me, sire.”
“Not without cause, you can be sure.” His pleasant grin faded when those brassy eyes slipped through the cracks to settle on me. “I thought I’d heard a scandal brewing.”
Father stepped aside to usher me forward and I couldn’t help but flush under the full scrutiny of the King. I swept another deep curtsy, deliberately unhurried to veil the bone-shaking nervousness that threatened to overwhelm my composure.
“My heir, Elivya fen Lazerin,” Father introduced with a hint of quiet pride.
“Her mother in miniature,” Amenon mused, taking my full measure.
“Indeed. She promises to be a great beauty.”
“And well-versed, I imagine.”
“Capable in many arenas, majesty, her horsemanship not the least of which.”
“To be expected of any Lazerin.”
“As you say, though I’d wager she could have put me to shame at that same age.”
Golden brows raised slightly. “Beauty, wits, and an asset on a hunt. A fine prospect for any young man, I should think.”
“So we hope, sire.”
I flushed further, though in indignance this time. The King, who had kept his eyes on me through the whole of the exchange, did not miss my reaction.
“She has your temper, though,” he noted with amusement.
“…That she does. My apologies, your majesty.”
He repeated the gracefully dismissive gesture from before and angled his head curiously at me.
“You take offense to compliments?”
I wrestled my pride into submission and smoothed my face into a mask of neutrality, voice pressed flat to match. “I take offense to being discussed like a brood mare at auction, sire.”
The cluster of nobles that had been lingering at the periphery to eavesdrop – quite conspicuously, I might add – drew a collective gasp of horror at my impertinent reply. Amenon ignored them with the ease of long practice, a smile creeping back across his lips.
“I simply seek to endorse your merits publicly.”
“I’m perfectly capable of representing myself, majesty.”
“Oh, I’ve no doubt about that,” he chuckled. “But what others say about us matters quite a lot. One’s reputation often holds far more sway than one’s actions. For example,” he lilted, sparing my father a cursory glance. “What has good Damien told you of me, young Lazerin?”
I hesitated, acutely aware of the danger of that question. By the way my father shifted, I knew he itched to intervene in an attempt to rescue me, but my mother’s fingers tightened on his arm and he remained silent.
“Come along, now, out with it,” Amenon pressed.
“He told me many stories, sire, mostly from the War.”
“And?”
“…I heard you were bold. Fearless. That you charged the field at Istra outnumbered four-to-one.” When I hesitated, he raised his brows in expectation, urging me to continue. I folded my hands neatly before me and gave myself a subtle, bracing squeeze. “They say you slept in the mud with your men and went hungry more than once to see your people fed. That no man can best you in single combat.”
The King leaned close when I fell silent, brass eyes darting sideways as though to check for anyone listening in on our confidences.
“All rubbish,” he murmured.
I blinked at him a moment before opening my mouth to protest. “But-”
“I slept in the mud because there was nowhere else to sleep,” he confessed with a quirk of his brow. “Brandon’s men had cut us off from our supply wagons, you see, and the tents with them. I gave away my rations because I’d grown so sick of salt pork by then that I would rather have eaten my boots.” His secretive grin widened at the look of shock on my face. “And I may have been handy with a blade in my youth, but no man goes undefeated. In fact,” he added, glancing sidelong at my parents, “your father gave me a fair number of thrashings himself, back in the day.”
He straightened, then, tugging his doublet back into order. “But I’m quite certain that if the truth of my character was as widely known as the legend of it, my birthdays would be much less generously attended.”
I couldn’t help but laugh, which only seemed to brighten his face more. After that, he turned his attentions back to my parents, who informed him that a matching set of four white carriage horses had been delivered to the castle stables earlier in the day; a gift from House Lazerin in honor of his nameday. The King thanked them both warmly before we removed ourselves from the queue, well aware that we’d monopolized Amenon’s time far more than would be considered appropriate, had my parents not been in such familiar standing with him.
I barely had a moment to catch my breath before we were swept into the swirl of the crowd. As discussed, I trailed my parents from one cluster of richly-dressed nobles to the next, suffering the same introductions over and over with a polite smile plastered to my face. I quickly began to understand the forced nature of Amenon’s expression. I was already feeling the fatigue in the small muscles around my mouth, and I’d only been about it an hour or so. I could hardly imagine a lifetime of such tedious pretense.
Still, I performed my part capably, stretching my theoretical legs in all my mother had taught me. When addressed directly, I displayed a notable grasp of everything from politics and literature to trade agreements, and always with as much humility and grace as I could muster.
It was altogether exhausting.
After several hours, I excused myself to take a private moment of respite near the edge of the room. Finally free of the close press and stifling heat of too many bodies, I relaxed in the shadow of one massive marble column and let my gaze drift across the crowd. The evening was growing later and the music filling the cavernous chamber had long since turned bright and energetic. A sea of rich fabrics spun about the center of the ballroom, drawn in by the exultant melodies.
All around the perimeter, an intricate game of courtship was being played by the younger members of society. Dressed in rich gowns cut to the curves of their bodies, the ladies’ mannerisms were delicate and feminine, their every gesture a display of sensual grace. The unattached men of the Court prowled around and through them, daring touches and smoldering looks their weapons of choice. Predators, one and all, men and women alike. I watched, fixated, entranced by the subtle battle taking place between them, and for the first time in my life, I yearned to join that fray.
But I was only a woman by the most generous of definitions, still small and clumsy and glaringly young in comparison. I had two years yet before I would be allowed to participate in that hot-blooded waltz, but the concept suddenly appealed far more to me than it ever had before.
“Good gods, what is that smell?”
I startled, snapping out of my ruminations to find a trio of young women had approached from my right, eyeing me over their wine glasses with distaste. All three were several years my elder, dressed in elegant gowns with immaculately-pinned hair.
“Pardon?” I blurted stupidly.
“Look at her, poor thing,” crooned the fairest of the three, dressed in rich lavender satin. Her honey hair spilled artfully over one shoulder. “First time outside the barn? I’m astonished you managed to keep that dress clean. Quaint, with the little sleeves.” She waved one disinterested hand at the lace on my shoulders. Her own gown featured no such modesty, with a plunging neckline that showcased her flawless porcelain skin and delicate curves.
I flushed to the roots of my hair, all those months of preparations abandoning me in an instant. My tongue, which had so tactfully discussed wine export agreements mere minutes before, seized into a block of lead inside my mouth.
My lack of reply didn’t seem to make a shred of difference to them. The short brunette bedecked in layers of pink chiffon leaned back to peer at me with sharp scrutiny.
“Aren’t you a bit young for a debut? Fifteen is the traditional age, you know, though if you mean to set a new trend, my baby sister will be thrilled.”
“Desperate, I suppose,” the blonde sighed. “What with only the one to offer. Shame, really. Lord Damien is handsome for an older man. A son in his image would have been something to see.”
This seemed to be a point of emphatic agreement between the three, and they spent a brief moment debating the qualities of said imaginary offspring before returning their pitying attentions to me.
“Ah, well,” Lavender lamented once more. “Perhaps this one will sprout a cock and we’ll have something new to entertain us in…” She paused, looking me over as though deciphering my age. “…five or six years.”
“Are you certain you’re a girl?” the brunette added before I could muster a response, glancing at my flat bosom with a pointed raise of her brows.
As the two girls laughed, the third began to circle me, her sleek russet gown trailing on the marble. Sharp, dark features surveyed me from all sides, sending gooseflesh up my arms.
Predators, indeed.
I set my jaw and tightened my hands into fists, battling for my long-lost composure, but it remained firmly buried beneath the flood of anger that had taken up residence in my chest.
“I saw her eyeing Remy earlier,” the darker one purred to her companions, her voice like smoke. “Nolan as well.”
Considering the way the other two perked in alarm, this was clearly a serious transgression. Whoever the young men in question were, the mere suggestion of my interest in them turned their collective air of sharp-edged teasing into something far more vicious. As one, their shoulders tensed, heavily-kohled eyes hardening, painted lips tightening to thin lines. After a brief silence, the blonde huffed a haughty, scathing laugh and gave me another searing once-over.
“Not to worry,” she dismissed in a smug tone that turned my already hot blood to boiling. “I’m quite certain any man of quality would rather take House Lazerin’s livestock to bed than its heir.”
I was two breaths away from hitting her in the face when a rich, masculine voice intruded from somewhere to my left, sharp with scorn despite its warm tenor.
“You may be surprised to find that very few share your rather unsettling proclivities, Patricia.”
I tore my gaze from my elegant tormentors to see a bright-eyed young man with a careless smirk painted across his handsome face. A year or two my elder, his jacket matched the auburn waves of his hair, carelessly unbuttoned to reveal the fine silk shirt beneath, wholly out of sorts among such pristine company. He tilted his head in taunt, sharp amber eyes fixed on the girl in lavender.
“Does your mother mind terribly when you borrow her stallion?” he drawled, swirling the wine in his hand. “What was his name again? Edgar?”
Her pretty face tightened with fury, her two compatriots stiffening in tandem. Her lips parted to spit some scathing reply, but he cut her off with immaculate timing and a dismissive wave of his hand.
“Run along, little vipers. Surely you’ve more sporting game available to you this evening.”
The look on his face all but dared them to protest. Patricia’s lips curled in something between a smirk and a snarl, but she held her tongue. As if by some unspoken consensus, the three shot me one final withering glare before disappearing back into the crowd.
“Sorry about that,” he lilted, plucking a second glass of wine from a passing servant’s tray and offering it to me. “Even more sorry for Lilith, who will likely be their next target.”
I accepted the proffered glass, pity stirring for whatever young woman was doomed to suffer their brutal attentions in my stead.
“Don’t fret,” he added blithely, as though he could read my face. I realized, having been so thoroughly disarmed by the encounter, that he – and everyone else in the room – could most likely do just that. I struggled to drag my composure back into place while he continued his casual banter. “The young Miss Evitra might be soft-spoken, but she can hold her own, even against those vultures.”
“They’re afraid of you,” I marveled aloud, reflecting on the rather satisfying way he’d sent them fleeing.
He flashed me a wicked grin. “Everyone fears the power of the immortal verse.”
The Royal Poet’s son. The revelation reinvigorated me, dispelling my lingering embarrassment and replacing it with my armory of unseen weapons.
“A power you exercise freely?” I asked with a coy quirk of my brow.
“The most effective weapons are those left to your enemy’s imagination.”
“Agrippius.”
“A scholar!” he gasped with delight.
“A captive,” I corrected. “And I’m fairly certain Etracus was referring to siege weapons rather than poetry in that particular scene, but I’ll give you credit all the same.”
“Most kind of you.”
“I live to please.”
He settled against the column beside me with the kind of ease usually reserved for friends of long standing, and followed my gaze out into the crowd.
“In truth, not left entirely to their imagination,” he confessed after a moment. “I did see to the circulation of a rather unflattering limerick involving one Lady Yvonne fen Agreil.”
“Never heard of her.”
“Mm.”
“…Ah.”
“She beat a serving boy quite badly when he spilled a bit of velouté on her gown.” His deceptively casual tone had reclaimed its sharp edges with the words, chasing the smile from his face. “In the privacy of her own home, of course, but servants do love to gossip.”
“So you wrote a poem to ruin her?”
He glanced my way, and something proud and vicious gleamed in his amber eyes. “Not ruin. Erase.”
It wasn’t for any self-aggrandizement or vindictive whim, I realized as I watched him stare into the crowd and pretend apathy. That pride was rooted in a sense of justice. He hadn’t needed to act. No insult had been giving to him or his House. He would have lost nothing, standing by and ignoring the gossip like everyone else. And yet he’d chosen to see that cruelty answered for one powerless young boy, whose name he likely didn’t even know.
“You’re staring,” he pointed out dryly, flicking an amused smirk my way. “Still trying to puzzle out who I am?”
“Oh I know who you are,” I dismissed. “I’m trying to guess why you’re so uncommonly crass for a Chamberlain. At first I thought perhaps you were simply arrogant, but that’s not it at all.”
“And to think, we were getting on so well…”
“You’re a cynic. A fatalist.”
“A hazard of the post, I’m afraid.”
“But somehow still a bleeding heart for the less fortunate.”
“You, my sheltered little dove, are far more naïve than I originally thought if you think anyone at Court has anything close to resembling a heart.”
“I take it that’s wine in your veins, then?”
“Undoubtedly,” he answered, peering at the glass in his hand. “A good percentage of it, at least.”
As if to confirm his theory, he drained the remainder and abandoned his post to trade the empty glass for a full one on a passing tray. Replenished, he spun to face me with a playful flourish, not spilling a drop.
“Seeing as we’ve barreled past the pleasantries and dived straight into incessant sarcasm…” He swept a theatrical bow. “Aubrey ben Chamberlain, son of Augustus, at your service.” He straightened and pointed at me with his glass-wielding hand. “And you are the girl-heir of House Lazerin.”
“Elivya,” I confirmed, raising my own nearly untouched wine. “Just Elivya.”
Crystal rims met with a delicate chime.
“Yes, please, just Aubrey.” He slumped back against the marble column beside me and followed my gaze to the carefully-coordinated trio of lavender, rose, and russet slowly circling the room. “Cynic or otherwise,” he continued conversationally, “you ought to take more care in this company. Those girls would gladly destroy your reputation just for sport.”
“They caught me off-guard. It won’t happen again.”
His shrewd eyes flitted my way. “Will you lead with the fists, next time, then?”
I took a tactfully silent sip of my wine.
“Would have paid to see that,” he added brightly. “Though I think the King’s Guard might’ve asked you to leave after.”
“You don’t say.”
“Oh yes,” he replied solemnly. “To spill blood on the king’s birthday is a grave offense.”
“Not to mention the cost of replacing her bloodstained gown. More than my dowry, I’d expect.”
“Considerably.”
We were still laughing when a robust man in a too-tight doublet pushed his way through the crowd to approach us with a broad grin. My companion immediately straightened, tugging his disheveled jacket into some semblance of order.
“Aubrey, my boy!” the man puffed, buttons of his waistcoat straining. Eyes the same warm amber as his son’s glanced over me speculatively. “Finally found a young lady worthy of your sonnets, eh?”
“This is Miss Elivya fen Lazerin, Father,” he introduced pointedly, a fresh note of tension in his voice.
“Good gods, is it really?” the big man spluttered, wide eyes fixing on me in full. He barked a short, sharp laugh. “So it is! My stars, child, I’ve not seen you since – well it’s been a fair mark, that’s for sure – spitting image of your mother, look at that… Perhaps you don’t remember me, young as you were at the time…”
For being the Royal Poet, he certainly didn’t seem particularly well-spoken and I suffered his rambling exclamations for several awkward minutes before my parents appeared out of the crowd.
“Ah, Damien!” he greeted, leaving off the rather uninteresting tale of how he’d saved my father from a mud pit – or was it a creek bed? Either way, it was something that sounded wholly innocuous, but Lord Augustus seemed quite keen on telling me how he’d come to the rescue.
After a barrage of pleasantries, we were enthusiastically invited to join them for supper three nights hence. While our parents worked out the details, Aubrey nudged me companionably and leaned close to murmur in confidence.
“A bargain, dove, if you’ll consider it.”
I knit my brow in sudden suspicion, but he continued on unhindered, eyes fixed on Lord Chamberlain.
“Come study with me, and I’ll teach you a thing or two on surviving at Court.”
“Study with you?”
“With my father,” he clarified, nodding discreetly in the Royal Poet’s direction. “I’ve grown weary of weathering his lessons alone. He might be less inclined to drone on so endlessly if there were another victim in the room.” He gave his brows a suggestive raise. “One needing to keep a schedule, for example.”
“So you’d have me suffer with you?” I challenged, bemused.
He shrugged. “That, or I can leave you to the wolves.”
“How gallant.”
Amber eyes flicked my way. “First lesson, free of charge: there’s no such thing as gallantry here. This city is a den of thieves, and every last one of them will gladly take advantage of your noble nature if it gets them one step closer to what they want.”
“And what is that?”
His lips curved into a sly grin, a wisp of auburn hair drifting across his brow.
“Depends on the thief.”
 



CHAPTER 5
 
 
As the fall marched on, I studied statecraft and intrigue in the morning and had my lessons with Aubrey and Lord Chamberlain in the afternoon. I finally learned the technicalities of the breeding and marketing of our horses, and accompanied my father on several occasions to negotiate contracts with lords and wealthy merchants in need of new stock. Many members of the noble Houses wintered at Court to pursue marriage alliances, business agreements, or favor with the Crown. As such, we received no small number of invitations to various dinner parties throughout the colder months, many of which we accepted.
When I wasn’t being put on display, I devoured books from the immense library of the Chamberlain manor, though Aubrey assured me the collection at their main estate in Cambria was far more expansive. Lord Augustus’s lessons complemented my mother’s rather well, our afternoons filled with debate that stretched my mind to the point of blinding exhaustion. At each conclusion, he would leave Aubrey and I to review the day’s discussions over wine and a well-stoked hearth until my father’s armsman Gabe arrived to escort me home.
Despite his jaded outlook on life at Court, the young heir of House Chamberlain proved to be a genuine and generous soul. Having spent most of his life in Litheria, Aubrey had developed thick skin and a vast treasury of gossip about nearly every member of society. Much of this, he shared with me, though he warned me not to use such valuable leverage frivolously. I found myself with little cause to do so, since no one seemed overly eager to try me at public affairs while the son of the King’s Poet lingered by my side.
Which he did, unwaveringly, for the entire season.
We grew close quite quickly over the course of our lessons together, falling in like old friends from the very first day. Aubrey’s sarcasm and brilliance charmed me to my core, and his unfaltering attentiveness to me in public only served to feed the rumors that the Houses of Chamberlain and Lazerin would undoubtedly be joined. I discouraged such gossip whenever it arose, even with Shera, but couldn’t help the flutter in my chest at the thought.
 
One afternoon in the midst of winter, Aubrey was strangely absent when I arrived at the Chamberlain manor for my daily lesson. The gathering of old Academy friends he’d mentioned the day before must have run late, and – knowing Aubrey – involved quite a bit of wine. He was likely only just dragging himself out of bed and into his trousers, and I looked forward to greeting him with unnecessarily boisterous cheer. Grinning deviously at the thought, I relinquished my cloak to the doorman and wandered up the stairs to his quarters.
I stopped first in his study, half expecting to find him slouched over his desk with a glass of watered wine and a squinty-eyed grimace. Instead, the room showed no sign that he’d even been in it that morning. I was about to turn back to the hallway when a scrap of parchment caught my eye, conspicuously out of place amidst the tidily-kept office. Crossing the last few steps toward the desk, I tilted my head to read the familiar scrawl on the page.
 
We burn
Flint and tinder
Touch and breath and ache
Colliding in a scorching tempest
Fingertips featherlight
Lips searching
Demanding surrender
Begging to yield
Consume me
Claim me
Reduce me to ash
 
I’d read Aubrey’s verses before, but this was something far removed from his usual biting satire. This was deeply personal. Intimate. I don’t know how many times I read those words, frozen in place with my head uncomfortably cocked, but a small part of me couldn’t help but wonder if they were meant for me.
The thought left me a bit breathless and heated, the careless drop of ink near the bottom like a piece of his soul on the page, but none of it was meant for my eyes. Perhaps it was a commission; a gift for a noble lord to his mistress, or a token to woo some besotted patron’s intended. Either way, I was a voyeur. A trespasser. I withdrew quickly, careful not to disturb my surroundings.
Though I was tempted to abandon my search, I decided persistence would help clear my head of any lingering haze and forged on down the hall toward Aubrey’s bedroom. Distracted by the passionate words still rattling around in my head, I’d raised my hand to knock before I noticed that the door had been left slightly ajar. Faint whispers of laughter and low voices wheedled their way through the crack.
If Aubrey was suffering the after-effects of too much wine, he wasn’t doing so alone.
I hesitated, but the combined weight of my mother’s training and the jealous nature of a fifteen-year-old girl proved too powerful for good manners to overcome. Leaning close, I held my breath and peered through the slit in the wooden frame.
A tangle of limbs and bare flesh grappled lazily amidst the sheets, the sounds of gasping and moans barely reaching my ears. I flushed to the roots of my hair and knew I should pull away, but I lingered a moment longer in hopes of gleaning the identity of the other figure. A familiar flash of auburn emerged from the confusion, trailed closely by a head of golden hair.
Patricia? I thought with a sharp sting of betrayal. But no, that hair was too short, the flesh too firm to be-
Wait…but that’s…
Slender fingers wound around the back of Aubrey’s neck, pulling him close for a sensual kiss as I retreated abruptly from the scene. Shallow breath heaving in undue panic, I backed into the table against the opposite wall and narrowly avoided sending a vase crashing to the floor. The sounds inside the room ceased at the audible collision and I froze in place for a long, terrifying moment until the faint murmurs began again. With confusion, hurt, and jealousy battling for control of my racing heart, I turned and fled silently back toward the library.
Augustus immediately apologized for his son’s tardiness and regaled me with some rambling bit of gossip that went in one ear and straight out the other. For a mercy, he took my wounded silence for a byproduct of Aubrey’s lack of courtesy, and chastised him smartly for it when he finally did arrive for our lesson.
I could feel his eyes on me from the moment he walked in the room, watching me dodge his gaze and offering a mechanical apology for his thoughtlessness. I dismissed the latter with some pitiful attempt at nonchalance and the day’s lesson got quickly underway.
My mother would’ve been ashamed, had she been unfortunate enough to witness the following two hours of ineptitude on my part. All that training at dissembling amounted to naught beneath Aubrey’s piercing gaze, which he kept relatively fixed on me throughout the course of the afternoon. No matter how many times I heard her voice in my head, demanding apathy, commanding calm, I couldn’t bury the whirlwind inside my chest.
Lord Augustus cut our lesson short, no doubt due in part to my lackluster participation that day, and my heart sank to see him heave himself out of his chair. Sharp eyes glanced between his son and I with a keen glimmer.
“Feeling a bit taxed, today,” he sighed. “Best leave you to it a bit early.” Wisp-thin brows raised pointedly at his heir. “I expect you’ve enough to discuss as it is. We’ll expand more on the Hydraxian border disputes tomorrow.”
Clearly pleased with his cat-like subtlety, the Royal Poet strode promptly from the room. When his lumbering steps faded down the hall, leaving us to our usual devices, Aubrey whirled on me with all his tightly-held exasperation finally unleashed across his handsome face.
“For the love of Adulil, Elivya, what is wrong with you today?”
For the first time in months, I wished Gabe would find reason to fetch me early and spare me the humiliation of that question. But if the light outside the windows was any indication, I had at least another hour to go and no amount of evasion could keep Aubrey at bay that long. I turned my attention to him in the beginnings of an effort to dissemble but faltered in the face of those disarming amber eyes, digging for words and coming up wholly empty. Despite my silence, I could tell by the shift in his expression that he understood.
“Oh, hell….”
“I didn’t mean to spy,” I stumbled in a desperate whisper, my face hot and tears welling in my eyes. After hours of restraint, I staggered through my apology, the words tumbling from my lips in a rush. “You weren’t there to greet me, so I went looking for you, and the door was open, and – ah, gods, Aubrey, I’m so sorry!”
As I buried my face in my hands and seriously considered throwing myself out of the nearest window, he crossed to kneel at my feet.
“I know…” he murmured, his warm hands closing on mine. “I told him it was getting late. Please, it was my folly.” When I didn’t respond, a wave of dark hesitation and preemptive hurt flickered across his features. “I’m sorry if it… offends you.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I huffed in reproach.
He squeezed my fingers with a soft smile. “Then why are you crying?”
I looked up from my lap to meet his gaze and shook my head. “Don’t you know?”
A long moment passed between us, and understanding dawned on him for the second time in as many minutes. He immediately dropped my hands and sat back on his heels. Of course he would recoil, learning I had thought of him that way. Any reasonable young man would. I was gawky and boyish and more than a little uncouth; no qualities any nobleman would seek in a wife, no matter how familiar we had become. I ignored completely the fact that the young man before me would prefer no wife at all.
“‘We burn, flint and tinder’,” I muttered, and watched the blood drain from his face as the rest of him fell frighteningly still. A bitter smile tugged at my lips. “Not meant for me, clearly.”
“You thought…”
“You intervened, at the King’s gala.”
“I wasn’t about to let-”
“You invited me to study with you,” I interjected, a stiff, defensive edge creeping into my tone.
“I told you why.”
“And you always dote on me in public. You’ve not left my side at a single event all winter.”
Aubrey huffed an incredulous laugh. “To keep the rest of them from eating you alive!”
 Embarrassment quickly turned to anger, and I abandoned my chair to put some distance between us. Fabric rustled behind me as he stood.
“I’m sorry, Liv. I don’t mean to make light of it, I just…” A faint hiss told me he was running a hand through his hair, gathering his thoughts. “It was never my intention to mislead you. I do truly enjoy your company.”
Hugging my arms about me, I couldn’t bring myself to face him in my abject humiliation.
“The fault is mine,” I replied in a miserable whisper. “To assume such a thing.”
Any man of quality would rather take House Lazerin’s livestock to bed than its heir.
“I will admit,” he added hesitantly, cutting through the memory of Patricia’s voice, “the thought crossed my mind as well on more than one occasion.” He didn’t flinch from the scathing, doubtful glare I hurled at him over my shoulder. “It’s true,” he pressed with a wry grin. “Would certainly get my father off my back about it.”
“Surely you’d find such an arrangement… unappealing.”
“The bedchamber is not the only arena in life. Any man would be lucky to have you at his side.”
“Any man but you.”
The small, quick breath he drew told me without words that I had wounded him. Biting my tongue, I fought to suppress the bitter disappointment scouring my ego raw. I didn’t resent his choice of partner. Far from it. Alesians hold Adulil’s tenets of love and acceptance dear. But knowing he could never even begin to consider me that way, when I had spent months with it in the back of my mind, stung the proud, jealous girl in me.
I was so painfully young, then. What Aubrey had been to me, my heart had hoped might grow into something more. I enjoyed our time together. We shared common interests and our temperaments complemented one another. What was a good marriage if not that? Ah, gods, I knew nothing of love’s delicate misery.
Aubrey did. It was written all over his face.
“Who is he?” I finally asked after a few uncomfortable minutes.
“Leon. Leon ben Therus.”
“An heir?”
“Third in line for his House.”
I nodded, sniffling and scrubbing tears from my face as I turned, banishing my hurt and clinging to a mask of pragmatic indifference.
“That doesn’t help your situation much.”
“My aunt has two sons,” he replied quickly, suggesting a significant amount of prior consideration. I couldn’t blame him. It was his duty to ensure the continuation of his House, just as it was mine. I envied him a bit, that he could simply step aside and pass the mantle to his cousins. I had no such insurance at my disposal. My father’s only brother had died before marrying, leaving the fate of the dominant Lazerin bloodline entirely upon my shoulders. Despite the weight of that burden, I couldn’t bring myself to begrudge my friend his freedom.
“Do you love him?” I asked.
“…Very much.”
Nodding again, my mask faltered a bit.
“And me?”
I watched his eyes widen slightly in surprise at the question, saw his brows knit as he considered it, noted the small shake of his head as the lines of his mouth softened. I didn’t need to hear it aloud to know.
“Very much,” he repeated, his voice hushed. “Enough to want you to have a chance at a true marriage, with a man who can love you in every way.”
“And if no such man exists?” I asked carefully, all the self-doubt of my fifteen years bubbling to the surface.
He tilted his head as though he were about to scold me for such thoughts, but decided against it. One corner of his mouth quirked in a playful grin, even as he leveled those sad eyes at me.
“If Alesia fails to produce any man worthy of you, then I will gladly take you to wife and raise your bastards as my own.”
Ah, Aubrey. My fearless, amber-eyed poet would live a lie just to save me from disgrace – to save my House from ruin, even at the expense of his own. He was willing to commit heresy for my sake.
To this day, I cannot believe I ever deserved such a friend.
 



CHAPTER 6
 
 
In the spring, we returned to Laezon and I turned sixteen. With no small amount of assistance from Aubrey, my debut and subsequent winter in the White City had been a well-received success by all accounts. Several Houses had expressed their interest in pursuing an alliance once we returned to Litheria after my seventeenth birthday, the age deemed appropriate to begin courtship proceedings. I breathed a private sigh of relief, my bargain with Aubrey one step farther from becoming a necessity.
Though Valor and James both had accompanied us to Litheria, my exploits at Court and my studies at the Chamberlain manor had left little time for recreation throughout the winter months. Now, with the removal of both from my daily schedule, I found my days blissfully empty once again. After my mother’s lessons concluded each day, I spent hours riding the vast grounds of the estate, reveling in the open spaces and fair spring weather.
It was on one such outing that an old ache was thrust back into the forefront of my mind.
James and I had stopped for a respite in the orchards before pressing on, laughing about old pranks and marveling at the burst of spring blossoms on the trees. Valor shot me a sour glare once he realized there were no apples to be had, but I scavenged a juicy clump of shade grass for him as consolation and he forgave the offense with little more than an irritable whip of his tail. From there we rode north at a leisurely pace. I was telling James about one of Aubrey’s more clever pieces of satire when we came upon the fort.
My words stalled, Valor shuffling to a halt by instinct at the crest of the hill. Seated atop the next rise, a massive construction of stone overlooked the valley below. The walls stood high and thick, all five towers crested with the emerald banner of my House. Atop the tallest, a white flag of the House of Adulil rose above the others, its golden sunburst catching the afternoon light. The massive southern gate stood open, wagons and men passing through the jagged maw of the portcullis.
The training fields that stretched across the broad valley before us buzzed with activity. Mounted figures rode laps along the rails. Men on foot performed repairs on the various targets and training implements scattered about. One lone soldier watered his horse at a broad trough.
Though they weren’t doing anything inordinately remarkable, the sight of them still stirred that same old ache I’d first felt as a child. They were men. Soldiers. Seasoned Lazerin cavalry preparing the fort for the new batch of recruits that was surely already gathering behind those walls for training. For three months of steel and sweat. Three months of suffering that would earn them the strength they needed to fight for their place in the world.
A strength that should be mine, I thought, my chest swelling with the dark sting of bitterness. My mother had given me teeth and claws, but no clandestine skill could make up for the yearning I’d felt since the first time I’d set eyes on those fields.
“Still?”
James’ gentle murmur pulled me from the bitter mess of my thoughts, drawing my gaze away from the fort. Those warm brown eyes met mine, understanding and pity painted across his features.
“…Always,” I muttered back.
 
Though I had never lacked for bravery – the stubborn, mutinous sort, at least – I was hard-pressed not to tremble when I strode into the study the next afternoon. Two pairs of green eyes glanced up when I entered, conversation halting as I approached the large wooden desk. With shoulders squared and back straight, I folded my hands behind me in the manner of a soldier and forced my face to a mask of stoic confidence.
“I know what you said,” I began solemnly, forcing myself to meet my father’s eyes without flinching. “But for my own sake I must ask one last time.”
I didn’t need to say the words. They both knew why I’d come. Mother retreated to the sideboard to pour herself a glass of wine, every movement pensive and deliberate. She would leave the decision to him, as she always had when I’d dared to tread in the domain of men.
A low sigh hissed through his throat as he slowly straightened across from me. I watched the battle on his face, anger at my disobedience at war with the fatigue of having the same tired argument yet again. Throughout my youth, my father’s strict nature had often made exceptions for my rebellious spirit, but on the few occasions when he took a firm stand, he expected his word to be obeyed. With his towering size and fierce scowl, my father was terrifying when angry, and nothing stirred his share of Lazerin pride quite like a show of disrespect.
The look on his face told me I was venturing perilously close to that line in his mind.
“You know my answer,” he rumbled, the low warning in his voice sending a shiver down my spine. The steadying breath I drew didn’t quite chase it away.
“I have done everything you have ever asked of me-”
“As is your duty.”
“-and never asked for anything in return.”
“Your reward is this House.”
“I have memorized bloodlines of people I will never meet,” I pressed on, ignoring his sharp retort. “I’ve learned to dance and curtsy and sew and smile. To make polite conversation until my tongue turns to lead. I have studied five languages and can recite entire ballads in two of them.” My eyes burned with the threat of tears as that long-held frustration seeped to the surface. “I have done my duty, Father.”
“You are yet unwed,” he countered stiffly. “You will have done your duty when you marry. When you have ensured the continuation of this House.”
My own pride rose to meet his. “Is that all I am to you?” I scoffed. “A bit of breed stock to be charted in your damned ledger?”
“Don’t,” he warned, jabbing a finger my way. “Don’t do that.”
“I will fulfill every aspect of my duty to this family, but I will not-”
“Don’t twist my words,” he thundered, those forest eyes flaring angrily. “Or you’ll soon find yourself reacquainted with the switch.”
Knowing full well that my father did not make idle threats, I swallowed the rest of my bitter argument and stifled my temper.
“Send me with a guard or two if it eases your conscience. I’ll pose as a son of one of the lesser bloodlines.”
“Such a son would be trained by his father’s master-of-arms,” he dismissed flatly.
“Call it a punishment, then. A son in disfavor.”
His only response was a sharp, humorless laugh and a shake of his head.
“Or a wealthy merchant’s boy,” I suggested, battling to keep my voice steady. “A guildsman. Anything.”
“No.”
“Then a layman, same as all the others. It makes no difference to me.”
“No,” he repeated through gritted teeth. The gathering storm on his face was nearing its breaking point, but I barreled on heedlessly.
“It’s only a few months,” I bit back, my own anger rising once more in the face of his stubborn refusal. “I’ve more than a year before I’m due back at Court. Plenty of time for Mother’s lessons and whatever else you deem necessary before selling me off to the highest bidder.”
“Elivya,” he growled, a final warning, but my composure had long since made way for the well of frustration I’d kept buried for so long.
“What are you so afraid of?” I gasped, throwing my hands wide. “This isn’t Tuvria. No one dies training with the cavalry.”
“I told you to leave this-”
“If you had a shred of confidence in me-”
“You are not a son!” he roared, exasperation finally stealing the last of his control. “You are a daughter – my daughter – and you will do as I command!”
The full force of that terrible anger withered me where I stood. I shrank beneath it, despite my best efforts, all at once a weak and spineless thing worthy of nothing but contempt. It felt as though I watched myself from the outside, shriveling in fear before his fury, suddenly unable to fight for the things I wanted.
And in that moment, I realized just how much I hated that weakness. It burned through my veins, a vibrant scourge of self-loathing that flooded me in a flash but did nothing to halt the quick retreat I made from the study. My feet fled of their own accord, eyes battling bitter tears while my mind spun. That moment of revelation finally put into sharp relief the truth behind my lifelong yearning.
I didn’t want the sword for the sword’s sake. I didn’t expect to cross blades on a battlefield or have to best a man in single combat. No matter how much the bow and blade called to me, I didn’t want to endure those three months at the fort for the skills alone.
I needed to know I could.
 
“You’ve lost your damned mind,” James breathed, wide-eyed and gaping at me through the dark of the stables that night. The flickering lantern light cast his dumbstruck features in deep shadow.
“I’ll not be able to pass for a boy much longer,” I replied in as even a tone as I could muster. “It must be now.”
He gestured at my figure, breeches and tunic barely concealing the slight curves that had finally begun to reshape my body.
“Bit late, don’t you think?” he scoffed.
“I can be convincing enough, especially with someone there to reinforce the ruse. If you don’t appear to think twice about it, neither will they.”
Until that moment, he hadn’t realized I meant for him to accompany me, a prospect which clearly sat ill with even his limited amount of good sense. He recoiled a step, fear tightening his features, and raised a shaky hand between us.
“Ohhh, no. This isn’t some stupid prank, Elivya.”
“I’m fully aware.”
“I’ll lose my position!” His eyes flitted to Shera, hovering silently beside me. “So will you, in case you hadn’t bothered to give it half a thought!”
She held his gaze unflinching. “I am at my lady’s service.”
A sharp bark of a laugh tore from his lips, and a few drowsy whickers of protest sounded from the nearby stalls. James jabbed an angry finger at me.
“If – when – your father finds out, he’ll come for you. And anyone who’s helped you will pay the price.”
“I know what I’m asking, James.”
“Not just lashes,” he pressed impatiently, clearly convinced I’d not given the plan a lick of consideration. “Dismissal is the best of it! He could have me arrested for kidnapping! And you, a noble – and a woman! You want to see me hanging in the bailey?”
“It won’t come to that,” I assured. “I’ll tell him everything, when the time comes.” James turned from me to tug at his fiery hair while pacing a lap up and down the aisle. “If everything goes according to plan,” I added, “we’ll have at least a few weeks before he tracks me to the fort.”
James halted abruptly at that and turned his accusatory glare on Shera. “In case you weren’t aware, Shera here isn’t exactly reliable. She botched every prank we tried while you were away with Izikiel.”
The girl bristled, her pretty face flushing in the dark. “Don’t mistake indifference for incompetence. I never asked to be dragged into your harebrained schemes.”
He waved an exasperated hand my way. “And what do you call this?”
She glared right back at him, cocking her head in fierce challenge. “Loyalty.”
Their animosity threatened to set the whole barn alight unless I intervened, so I grabbed James by the arm and marched him back down the aisle away from my fuming handmaiden.
“This will work,” I insisted once we’d established some semblance of privacy, “but I can’t pull it off without your help.”
His steadfast glare finally tore from Shera to settle on me. “You think a few letters will fool your parents? If anything, the two of us disappearing in the night will only spur their search for you that much sooner.” Despite his steady tone, a bit of pink colored his cheeks. I’d been thorough, though. I knew full well how our vanishing act might appear and had made arrangements to legitimize our escape.
“Charles is to be our escort.”
He raised a dubious brow at me. “I think your father will notice if one of his armsmen isn’t actually missing.”
“He will be. He and Clarissa left for Fumel an hour ago.”
My friend paled a bit. “Fuck’s sake, how did you manage that?”
“With a handful of my best jewelry.”
“You bribed one of Lord Damien’s own armsmen?”
“Clarissa’s father was never going to give his blessing,” I retorted with a roll of my eyes. “I simply offered them a way out. Charles was smart enough to take it.”
“You mean desperate enough.”
I shrugged in concession, unable to suppress the small swell of pride I felt at the success of that particular play. What skills my mother had taught me, I’d practiced on the only court at my disposal prior to our winter in the city: the Lazerin household. I’d spied on nearly every member of the staff, learned their secrets, practiced pressing for their fault lines and drawing out information. It had been a game to me, then, a challenge to put my new abilities to the test. In the end, I’d learned the most important lesson of all: that even the most trivial knowledge can have value. That seemingly worthless story of star-crossed lovers had suddenly become more precious than gold the moment I decided to run away.
“In the morning,” I forged on while James continued to gape at me, “Shera will report that I fled to Litheria to seek solace in Aubrey’s company in the wake of our argument. When my parents find both you and Charles missing, she will mention overhearing my plans to enlist an escort; yours by means of friendship and Charles’ by bribery.”
“Accurate.”
“The best lies stick close to the truth,” I recited with a wry smirk.
“Was it really that bad?” he asked after a moment of consideration, kind eyes finding mine in the dark. “The argument.”
My smile faded. “…Bad enough.”
He watched me with that knowing gaze, all the years of our friendship crowding the still air between us. James had been there every time my father had refused my petitions to train with the cavalry. Every spring, when I retreated to the stables to hide in the hay loft and nurse my bitter tears, he’d listened to me rail against the unfairness of it all and told jokes to cheer me. He knew better than anyone just how badly I wanted that training. More than that, though; he was the only one in the world who truly understood why.
His warm brown eyes roamed the stables in thought, teeth worrying at the inside of his cheek. At length, his attention settled back on me, his tense shoulders slumping.
“What about Samson?” he muttered with a defeated sigh. “If he sees us, we’re done.”
“That’s a chance we’ll have to take. I expect he does little of the training himself. I’ve never seen him on the fields, only his captains.”
A reluctant nod of agreement was all he offered in reply, dropping his pensive gaze to the straw-scattered floor.
“I must do this,” I pressed in earnest. “Even if I only last a day. A week. I need to try.”
“I know,” he murmured, staring at his boots.
The distant lanternlight behind me caught in his mop of red hair and set the tips aflame. When he lifted his head to face me once more, it did the same to the scrap of copper scruff on his jaw. Resigned to his fate, he gripped my shoulder, quirked a brow, and offered me that familiar roguish grin.
“You’re going to hate the food.”
 



CHAPTER 7
 
 
We slipped out the side gate just as the velvet black of the sky began to blush with violet, a whisper of the dawn to come. In the smokey light, it was easy enough to pick out the distant silhouettes of the mounted patrols and give them a wide berth. Our circuitous route through the orchards concealed a good portion of our journey, though it added nearly a half-day to our travels.
Dusk was all but gone by the time we reached the fort, our weary mounts ambling up to the sturdy wood-and-iron gate. After a short exchange with the sentries, we passed beneath the portcullis and into a massive stone courtyard still bustling with activity.
“You’ve missed supper,” a stable boy grumbled as he showed us to two open stalls, “but Sarah may be willing to warm you up something.
 After seeing to our own mounts, we signed in with the quartermaster and then headed for the mess hall. The main basilica reached nearly as high as the fortress walls, as wide as it was tall and nearly twice as long. Simple shutters had been thrown wide to allow smoke to escape into the pleasant evening air.
As we drew near, the doors before us burst open to expel four very inebriated men, a cacophony of noise spilling into the night behind them. They stumbled by us and we made our way inside. I was immediately glad for my breeches and tunic, and even more thankful that Shera had tied back my hair. My face and figure were still boyish enough to do the rest. None of the men at those tankard-laden tables paid much attention to us as we passed through the long hall.
Tattered, bloodied flags lined the walls, hung like tapestries over the stones. One infamous black flag caught my eye at the far end, its golden sunburst a twin to the one flying over the fort on a field of white.
Brandon the Bastard.
Two decades ago, Amenon’s half-brother had pressed Laezon in an attempt to gain control of the fort as a strategic staging point for a final assault on Litheria. Wave after wave of his army had broken against those formidable walls, until his losses became so great that he retreated southwest to Istra to regroup. The War of Crowns ended shortly thereafter. That months-long siege had cost thousands of Laezonese lives, including my father’s only brother Thomas, but that hard-won victory was the pride of the Lazerin garrison and the shredded black flag of Brandon the Bastard held a prized place closest to the hearth.
We made our way through the mass of ale-stinking bodies to the far end of the hall and found a few empty seats within sight of the kitchen. James poked his head into the galley to ask after some supper, returning shortly with two bowls of lukewarm stew and some crusty bread. I barely noticed when he set my portion before me, distracted as I was by the wanton chaos around us.
Two young men toppled onto the tabletop several seats down, grappling drunkenly and overturning tankards of ale to the rather audible dismay of their peers. The next table over, a small circle of similarly disheveled recruits shouted and jeered as two among them competed in some absurd contest of strength. All around the room, men roared, laughed, jostled, or otherwise hassled one another with brutish abandon. I had never felt more out of place in my life.
“What in the seven hells is going on?”
James watched me shrink in my seat, clearly relishing my discomfort. “These are men, Elivya. Soldiers. This is what men do.”
I returned his stupid grin with a sullen glare. “Nice to see you’ve gotten over your misgivings.”
He shrugged one shoulder and set into his unappetizing supper. “Might as well enjoy my last few weeks breathing.”
After choking down as much cold stew as I could stomach, we found the barracks and I set eyes on the deplorable conditions that made me seriously reconsider my years-long determination to come to this place. Rows of bunks made from no more than roughly-hewn timbers lined the walls, three levels high. It was cold, damp, dark, and stank of stale bodies despite the place being all but empty. We managed to find two adjacent lower bunks, thin pads of wool and wool blankets their only accompanying comforts. As I poked at the bundle of stained bedding in horror, I caught James watching me out the corner of my eye.
“What?” I snapped, snatching my hand away.
“Not too late to change your mind.”
I held his gaze and dropped my saddlebags onto the floor beside my bed with an unambiguous thump.
“Suit yourself,” he muttered.
Sore from the day’s ride and secretly appalled at the situation I’d willingly put myself in, I curled up in my scratchy blanket and learned firsthand how little good those pads of wool did to soften the planks of wood beneath.
 
After a short night of troubled sleep, I awoke with a start to the roar of male voices and the clatter of gear. Shooting upright in my bed, my forehead slammed into the planks of the bunk above me, sending a burst of blinding pain through my skull. I collapsed backward and curled onto my side in agony, eyes watering and hands clutching the throbbing knot at my hairline. Not a half-second later, I heard James release a string of curses and guessed that he had done the same.
“On the field, you worthless dogs!” someone shouted as men scrambled around us. My bunkmates above dropped down with a loud slam and dressed, shedding tunics and trousers with complete disregard. I quickly hid my beet-red face behind my blanket, but not before a hairy eyeful had branded itself irrevocably into my memory.
Perhaps I’d not quite thought this venture through.
When the sounds had mostly faded, James roused me from my mortified cocoon with a stiff shake and a told-you-so smirk. Luckily still dressed from the night before, I tugged on my boots and we hurried out after the rest.
The recruits assembled in the bailey, eighty-or-so unkempt young men milling about and waiting for further instruction. I stuck close to James’ side and scanned the crowd around me. We were a sad-looking lot, with the exception of a few broad-shouldered crofters’ boys, a mismatched band of eager lads looking to prove their worth and earn some coin. Though it was by no means required by law, most fathers sent their sons to the fort as a rite of passage and many were encouraged to return for at least one three-month patrol before settling into their lives as tailors or blacksmiths.
The cavalry patrols kept order in Laezon, dealing with bandits and thieves as well as acting as scouts for my father to maintain a firm hold on the province. The tradition also had the added benefit of keeping a sizeable skilled militia at the ready. A generation had passed since Alesia saw open war, but our people had suffered greatly during the months of Brandon’s siege and many who had endured the Black Company’s cruelties firsthand yet lived to counsel vigilance. If war did come again, Laezon would stand ready.
Not that any of these knob-kneed boys would be much use yet. Half of them looked as though they’d topple in a strong breeze. The other half looked like they’d just staggered out of the village tavern, still drunk from the night before and itching for their next brawl. I’d no delusions regarding which category I fell into. I might be tall for a girl, but I lacked the breadth and brawn of any man – or boy, for that matter.
“You sure you want to do this?” James murmured close to my ear, his warm eyes watching me with poorly-masked concern. Before I could reply, a barrel-chested voice thundered over the assembled recruits.
“Line up, you little bastards!” it bellowed, and the sea of flesh around us stirred to action. James and I scrambled to follow suit as the men spaced themselves into tidy rows. Once safely entrenched near the back, I peered through the mass of bodies to locate the source of such unquestionable command.
Two soldiers in fine leather armor stood at the front of our motley company. Both looked to be near my parents’ age, throwing our collective youth and inexperience into even sharper relief. Even the most formidable of the crofters’ boys looked like children in comparison.
The smaller of the two men stood still as a statue, hands folded behind his back and sleek cinnamon hair bound in a neat club. A bow and bristle of arrows peeked over one shoulder, a subtle promise of skill only reinforced by the way his keen eyes wove through our numbers. Across his chest, a bandolier of slender knives glinted in the morning sun.
His companion paced slowly before the front row of recruits with a scowl to rival Samson’s. A born brawler, by the build of him, his thick dark hair and towering height made him look a bit too much like a bear for my comfort. A massive two-handed broadsword was strapped to his back, a bone-handled dirk sheathed at his hip. It was his voice that had called us to order, and he continued berating those in reach while the rest of us did our best to remain invisible.
“The captains?” I heard James whisper to a nearby recruit, a slight boy with a crooked nose.
“Aye,” he confirmed quietly, jutting his chin at the bear-man. “Briggs. One of Lord Damien’s own. The tracker’s Rowan.”
“Red Rowan?” another lad interjected with a hint of awe.
“The same.”
“Fuckin’ hells.”
James shot me a nervous glance, but I’d no notion of who this ‘Red Rowan’ might be. At the mention of Briggs’ name, I realized I’d seen him a time or two in my father’s company. A few times a year, Father would made a weeks-long circuit of Laezon, visiting the various towns and villages to hear complaints and settle what grievances the local Elders were unable to handle. He always took a handful of his most trusted armsmen on such journeys. Few of them maintained permanent posts at the manor, preferring the open air and comradery of the patrols to the tedium of estate life.
Whatever my father saw in that man, though, I was hard-pressed to see it myself. Briggs proved to be just as sharp-tongued and merciless as Samson. With a barrage of curses and bullying shoves, he marched us out to the main training field outside the walls. Rowan brought up the rear, his hawk-eyed stare discouraging anyone from dawdling. My stomach twisted itself in knots of hunger and fear, the latter of which was only compounded when we were ordered to pair off and spar. The hordes of young men around me obeyed with enthusiasm, calling each other out with good-natured taunts and no small amount of roughhousing.
“They expect us to just…fight?” I balked, heart hammering as James squared up opposite me. “But we’ve had no instruction!”
“Taking our measure. Sorting us. Infantry or cavalry,” he explained somberly, raising his fists. “Ready?”
“I have no clue what I’m doing!” I hissed back, but raised my own regardless.
“You know how to punch. Swing at me.”
I’d thrown mud and scrapped with the stable boys plenty in my youth, but this was something else entirely. The two lads to my right were already tangled in a vicious heap on the ground. On my left, a pair of crofters’ boys hammered one another with fists the size of meat mallets, each of them sporting a bloody grin as though it were all just a bit of fun. Despite my determination to hurl myself into this brutal world, I suddenly found my feet frozen to the ground and my mind utterly blank.
“Come on,” James pressed, eyes flicking to something behind me. It was then that I recognized Briggs’ rumbling baritone growing steadily closer, shouting pointers, condemnations, and the occasional compliment. As his heavy steps neared, the last threads of my resolve faltered.
“Just like when we were children,” my friend urged in a near-whisper. “Come at me!”
I did my best, which wasn’t much good at all. Embarrassingly bad, to be honest. Poor James didn’t have the heart to hit me outright – not yet, anyway – so he looked nearly as foolish as I did. We traded a few feeble blows to the ribs and stomach before clenching and toppling to the ground.
“What in the hell is this?” the captain thundered down at us as we scrabbled for advantage. “You’re fighting, not fucking, you ninnies!”
I’d just managed to get my arm around James’ neck in a paltry attempt at a chokehold when a pair of rough hands grabbed the back of my tunic and hurled me backward off my confidant. I stumbled in surprise at the sheer force of it and fell squarely on my backside with a yelp, the men around us pausing to snigger at me.
“You’ve a height advantage and a good forty pounds on him,” the captain snarled at James. “My old nan
could’ve thrashed him by now!”
“Aye, sir. Sorry, sir.”
“And you,” Briggs growled as he turned my way, the words falling flat the moment he laid eyes on me. I watched a deep crease form between his bushy brows, suspicion flickering across his face. At first, I feared he’d somehow recognized me from our few brief encounters at the manor. It had been years since our paths had crossed, but I still had the same dark hair and Lazerin eyes as my father. What if that alone was enough to betray me? Just as the panic began to seize my lungs, I realized his attention was fixed not on my face, but on my chest.
Sprawled on my back, my tunic was pressed flat against my torso, laying the faint mounds of my bosom plain for all to see – or not, since mine was barely a swell worth noting at the best of times. For once, my lack of marketable feminine qualities might work in my favor. What little evidence there was of my gender could easily be dismissed as a convenient bunching of my tunic or an awkwardness of figure, but only at a passing glance. Longer examination would betray me in full.
It took all of my self-control to keep the terror from my face as I scrambled upright, slouching over my knees in a manner that looked carelessly boyish and let my tunic hang loosely about my chest. With just as much calculated nonchalance, I turned my head and spat crudely into the mud nearby.
Whatever Briggs thought he saw, he quickly dismissed it, stomping over to me and giving my mud-smeared thigh a firm kick.
“On your feet, whelp,” he snarled and I hurried to obey. The captain peered down at me with those dark eyes, face twisted in a remarkably Samson-esque scowl. “How old are you, boy?”
“Sixteen, sir,” I mumbled, throwing my voice a pitch lower.
“Might’ve believed you if you’d said fourteen.” He gave me a quick once-over. “A scrap like you won’t last the week.”
I lifted my gaze to his, equal parts indignation and terror rising in my chest. Of all the things to ruin my chances, my age had not even come into consideration.
“I’ve as much right to be here as anyone else.”
“Fifteen’s the minimum age for the garrison. Piss off home before I have you flogged.”
“He’s sixteen, Captain,” James called from behind the towering brute, having found his feet once more. “I’ll vouch for it.”
Briggs didn’t bother to turn and face him as he tilted his head at me and replied, “And why should I believe you over my own two eyes?”
“I’m a man of my word.”
He did turn at that, a humorless bark of laughter rasping through his lips. “Let’s get something straight, boy-”
“I’m of age,” I interrupted before he could lay into my friend, drawing the captain’s formidable ire back onto myself. “Flog me if you like. I’m not leaving.”
Born brawler or otherwise, Briggs was a seasoned commander and not quick to anger. Even so, my insolence challenged his authority and he wasn’t about to let it go unchecked. He took a menacing half-step closer, his massive bulk towering over me.
“Interrupt me again,” he warned, low and dangerous, “and you’ll earn as much, lad.”
I made a show of swallowing thickly and dropping my gaze. If he was focused on stamping out my insubordination, he wouldn’t be thinking about my age or the faint swell of my chest anytime soon.
“Aye, sir.”
With one more searing glance to each of us, he turned to continue his rounds, finally catching sight of the good number of recruits who had ceased their matches to gawk at our exchange.
“Back to work!” the captain roared as he stalked away. The chaos around us quickly resumed, but I noticed several pairs of eyes still watching us with marked suspicion.
“You should’ve stayed out of it,” I scolded as discreetly as I could manage when James and I closed ranks once more.
“Worst ‘thank you’ I’ve ever heard.”
“I don’t need you to protect me.”
“I thought that’s why you brought me here.”
“I brought you here to help.”
“Then let me,” he insisted, bristling with impatience. “I’ve a far better idea of how to survive this place than you do, and it starts with not shooting your mouth off in front of the fucking captain.”
“You want to help?” I challenged, leaning closer. “Then hit me.”
His mouth dropped open in disbelief, voice rising to a dangerous volume. “I’m not going to-”
“Yes, you are,” I hissed, more to shush him than anything else. “Or so-help-me-Adulil, I will kick you right in the stones.”
He took a step back, throwing up his hands. “This is ridiculous.”
James was right about one thing: I knew perfectly well how to punch. Without warning, I stepped in and cracked him hard across the jaw, immediately retreating to shake out my hand. He swore colorfully at me, clutching his face, brown eyes blazing with fury. When the pain in my knuckles had diminished from blinding to throbbing, I fetched up close to him again, keeping my voice low and earnest gaze locked on his.
“I knew what I was getting into, coming here. If you don’t hit me, one of them will, and I’ll give you two guesses which one will hurt more. You want to help me?” I repeated, giving him a hard shove and squaring up with fists raised. “Then quit your whinging and hit me, James.”
If ever there was a time to lay the groundwork for our ruse, that was it. Every nearby recruit had seen Briggs dress us down and heard him challenge my place among their ranks. They’d all be looking at me far too closely for comfort unless I could find a way to put their doubts at ease. The best way to accomplish that was to look like any other foolhardy young man: long on ego and short on experience. If I had to take a beating to prove it, I’d much rather James be the one to administer it than one of the crofters’ boys.
Clearly, my friend worked his way through the sense of it just fine on his own, though the grim look on his face told me he didn’t much care for the conclusion. He raised his hands anyway, resignation and reluctance battling in his eyes.
“Do me a favor, will you?” I mused with a nervous smirk. “Go for-”
His fist slammed into my gut before I could finish, doubling me over and driving the air from my lungs. I stumbled back a step, clutching my abdomen and gasping for breath. The second blow followed shortly after, a half-pulled punch to the ribs that sent stinging fire up my side. A knee connected with my torso before I had a chance to straighten my thoughts, sending me toppling to the dirt.
His boots shuffled over, every step stiff and forced. No amount of coughing or heaving seemed capable of restoring my breath to me, but I rolled onto my back anyway to look up at him through pain-slitted eyes. For some absurd reason, the pale, miserable look on his face made me want to laugh, and a deranged smirk forced its way through the grimace on my face.
“Yes,” I wheezed. “Precisely.”
 



CHAPTER 8
 
 
I thought the first day was bad. I soon learned I had much more to be sore about than hurt pride, though I had that aplenty. The thrashing I took from James had quelled our comrades’ suspicions, but I was still a soldier in training and the training was made for men.
We worked from dawn to dusk, pausing only a moment in the early afternoon to eat a hunk of bread and drink from the massive barrel of rainwater in the bailey. Hours were dedicated each morning to learning and repeating circuits of one-handed sword drills. Those, I relished. Even though the weight of the blade combined with the length of the practice left me with a persistently sore shoulder and plenty of blisters, I rose with purpose each morning, eager to lose myself once more in the steady hum of steel.
Sparring, though, was another matter entirely. I had no innate gift for the sword. That much became clear right away. Not only did my lack of comparable strength and size hinder me, but a sharp bite of terror took hold every time I squared up against one of the other recruits. It slickened my palms with sweat. Turned my knees to jelly. Froze my feet to the ground. There was nowhere to run, nowhere to escape the welts those dulled practice blades would invariably imprint upon my skin, and there was no salvation from that same brutal certainty except by my own actions. But in order to act, I had to find a way through my fear to a place of stillness, of numbness. A place where the fear couldn’t cripple me.
I stared across the circle into the faces of my comrades and saw reflected in them a bitter truth: that this world would not give me anything I did not take for myself. If I wanted strength, I couldn’t just stand still and wait for it to come to me in some moment of revelation. I had to mine it from the deepest depths of me, melt it down, and forge myself anew in its image. I had to choose strength, over and over again every day, until it was no longer a choice at all.
So I chose. I stumbled through the fear and found tiny pieces of that stillness within. Enough to move my feet. Enough to block a strike. Enough to duck a swing. Bit by bit, I patched together something vaguely resembling courage and learned to face those bouts without flinching.
But I still wasn’t any good at it.
Taking those beatings earned me a measure of respect amongst our comrades, a contradiction that James assured me was one of the unwritten laws of men. After the first week, I noticed my opponents’ dedication to removing my head from my shoulders started to dwindle. They began offering me pointers and openings instead, the way they might if they were teaching a younger brother. I still earned my share of bruises, but the shift toward acceptance made the mornings far easier to bear.
Afternoons were better. Afternoons were mine. I knew they would be from the first day Rowan called those of us picked for the cavalry to the outer training fields. Between the years of James’ riding lessons and my long acquaintance with the bow, I seemed born to shoot from the saddle. After only a week of steady improvement, my arrows were finding their targets with nearly unfaltering consistency. James worried I’d draw too much attention to myself, putting us at risk of discovery, but I wasn’t about to abandon the one thing I was actually good at. Not when I’d proven myself so laughably inept in nearly every other arena.
I was careful, though. I could feel Rowan’s hawkish eyes following me on the training field, boring into me as though they could peel back my flesh and read the truth of me inscribed on my bones. He said little to me besides offering the occasional pointer or flat-toned acknowledgement, but I knew he was watching me, waiting for my façade to slip. He could sense something amiss, so I made a point to spit, curse, slouch, and scratch at my personal bits a few extra times in his presence.
Beyond the difficulty of the training, there were practical concerns with which I had to contend. James and I kept largely to ourselves, but it was impossible to avoid the rest of the recruits all the time. I adopted the name Eli to give the men and fashioned myself as a tailor’s son, a story given substance when James got a tear in his tunic and I offered to stitch it for him.
“You’re going to mend my shirt?” he mused with a quirk of his brow. “How unexpectedly domestic of you.”
I gave him a firm punch to the shoulder and patched it for him anyway. Several of the men approached me in the following days, offering coin or barter for repairs of their own. I soon found myself flush in both coin and trinkets, though I likely would have done the work for free, just to earn a bit of their goodwill.
I found ways to wash and dress without revealing my sex, usually retiring early to the barracks and having James stand watch outside the door. In the mornings, already fully dressed from the night before, I’d keep my eyes fixed squarely on my boots while the shameless flurry of half-naked men around me scrambled into their trousers.
And then we’d line up in the training yard and do it all over again.
We were almost three weeks in when Briggs decided we all needed to brush up on our hand-to-hand techniques. He was in a sour mood that day, having sent a few lads to the dirt himself during sword practice. I was halfway to the stables with the rest of the cavalry, all of us grateful for the escape from his temper, when his booming voice rang out across the bailey.
“Hold, whelps,” he barked. “Maneuvers can wait.”
We exchanged confused glances, but doubled back obediently and lined up before him with the rest to suffer his dark, critical gaze. Rowan lingered in the background, watching the scene with his usual sharp-eyed curiosity but making no move to interfere.
“Open hand,” Briggs growled. “Pair up.” I turned to James automatically, but just before we headed off to pick an open patch of ground, the captain’s voice thundered a warning. “One infantry, one cavalry. I don’t want to see any stale matches.”
My heart sank like a stone in my chest, fear gripping hard. I hadn’t the strength for brawling, and I knew very well I wouldn’t be able to take a hit from any of the infantry Briggs had been training while we cavalrymen were busy riding formations in the outer fields. James shot me a worried glance and was quickly pulled away to face a lean, sharp-featured lad while I was left to fend for myself.
“Come on, tailor,” called a good-natured tone. “Let’s have a go.”
I turned to find one of the hulking crofters’ boys grinning down at me. His tree-trunk arms were crossed over his chest, making his already broad frame look even more formidable. My mouth went dry at the sight of him.
“Trente,” I greeted lightly, hoping a bit of courtesy might sway him toward restraint.
He unfolded and prowled a half-circle around me, meat-mallet fists raised between us. “I know you’re not much good in a scrap, so I’ll try not to snap you in half.”
I wasn’t entirely convinced he meant it.
As soon as I put up my guard, he charged in, swinging wildly and with more speed than I expected. I could do little else besides scramble backward out of range, bumping into a nearby combatant and earning myself a shove and a string of curses. 
“Don’t run, lad,” Trente counseled, “or Briggs’ll keep you here all day.”
“I’m not running,” I retorted stiffly, pride burning in my chest right alongside the fear. “Just wasn’t expecting to fight the second coming of Tuvre today.”
He grinned. “Compliments won’t keep you from taking your lumps.”
“Oh, I’ve no delusions on that front. I hear Tuvrians aren’t much for bribes anyway.”
“This isn’t a fucking social call!” Briggs snarled at us from afar.
Trente tilted his head at me in preemptive apology, but the jesting had done its work, freeing me from the paralyzing grip of my fear. I flashed him a boyish smirk and bounced a bit on the balls of my feet in invitation. He lunged again without warning. I dodged to the side and under his swing, only to find myself immediately in danger of a thick elbow driving backward toward my ribs. Skipping away in surprise, I managed to evade it, but Trente was a born brawler. He wasn’t about to relent when he had me on the back foot. I narrowly avoided several more blows before one caught me across the jaw and sent me sprawling.
Hard-packed dirt rushed up to greet me with enthusiasm, gifting me a pair of fresh bruises on shoulder and hip while spots danced in my vision. A choked gasp was all I could manage as my face bloomed with delayed pain and tears welled in my eyes. The fact that I could still move my jaw at all meant Trente had pulled the punch at the last moment, but the sheer agony spreading through my skull was still more than sufficient to obliterate any semblance of composure I might’ve had. At least I retained enough sense to curl onto my side and bury my muted sobs in my sleeve, hiding my face from the others.
“I’ll take my cavalry now, Captain Briggs.”
Rowan’s stiff voice called out across the yard, slicing through the steady din of grunts and shouts. I barely heard it, too busy struggling to regain control of myself and stifle that perilous torrent of tears.
Stop-stop-stop, I commanded in my head. You’re not allowed to cry. If they see you cry, they’ll know.
My lungs heaved one deep, shaking breath after another, gradually steadying with each subsequent effort. The captains’ argument continued in the background.
“Your boys’re too soft, Red.”
“And yours couldn’t hit the broad side of the mess hall at ten paces. If you want to trade, just say so, but don’t use my cavalry for bait.” 
Their boots and voices drew closer, approaching through the nervous throng of recruits. Not wanting to be berated for wallowing on the ground, I forced my hands under me and shoved myself up onto all fours. My head spun with the effort, black stuttering at the edges of my sight.
“Bunch of mewling pups,” Briggs growled, nearer still. “The commander won’t be happy-”
“He’ll not be happy if you let your infantry beat my best marksmen to death, either.”
I was still trying to get a firm hold on consciousness before I attempted standing when a figure crouched down beside me and took hold of my arm. Rowan’s keen eyes flitted over me in a flash, narrowing a fraction before he leaned in close.
“Mind your tunic, lass,” he murmured, his voice barely a whisper.
Lass.
My gaze snapped to his, terror surely painted across my features, but there was no threat or scathing disapproval on his face. He stared back with only the tiniest hint of impatience, glancing briefly at my chest where the laces of my shirt had come undone in the scuffle. The neck had fallen open, revealing the top edge of the muslin bindings that kept my breasts tightly bound to my torso – a precaution I’d deemed necessary after the near-disaster of that first day of training.
Once I’d knotted the cord tight, he proceeded to haul me indelicately to my feet and gave me a rough shove in what I later realized was the direction of the stables. The rest of the cavalrymen fell in around me, sweeping me along toward our familiar routine. Still reeling from Rowan’s words, I dodged James’ whispers of concern and tacked Valor in silence.
 
Rowan kept my secret, though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why. He treated me no differently in practice than he had before. I was largely ignored, both by him and my comrades, who seemed to think I was landing my shots with the sole purpose of making them look bad. A few put their egos aside and quietly asked for pointers. I gave as much cautiously, not wanting to anger the captain and give him reason to out me, but Rowan simply eyed me with apathy and turned his attention elsewhere.
He and Briggs must have come to some sort of agreement, because we added an hour of open-hand practice to our afternoon drills. Once again, I found myself woefully outmatched and the unintentional recipient of a number of solid thrashings, but my opponents was nearer to my own size and the lessons were far more academic in their structure. Rather than pitting us against one another in an all-out brawl, Rowan had us practice specific techniques and their counters. Still, each session concluded with a brief sparring match and my catalog of bruises continued to be refreshed regularly.
I was in the middle of enjoying one of those daily thrashings when my father found us.
A spry tanner’s son, Bryce, had just sent me to the dirt with a solid fist to my gut when I heard the mood shift around me. A slight hush stifled the constant din of pummeled flesh and heavy breathing. Clutching my stomach, I struggled to my feet and spun, searching for the source of the distraction.
Dark forest eyes snatched mine in an instant, burning into me from across the field. The flush of the fight abruptly drained from my face at the sight of that hard gaze. He stared at me through the crowd of recruits from atop his black destrier, Samson mounted at his side, and my spine abruptly turned to water.
“Did I say you could stop?” Rowan barked at us as he shoved his way through our ranks toward my father. Scuffles quickly resumed around us, bodies interrupting my line of sight and freeing me from the iron grip of that stare. I turned back to Bryce just in time to see his fist closing in on my face.
“Sonofabitch!” I snarled, gingerly touching my freshly-split lip. “You cheap-shotting little cock!”
Flat, scraggly hair the color of dirty laundry water was plastered to his brow, dark eyes and crooked grin laughing at me. “If you can’t be big, you’d better be cheap. Pay attention and you won’t get knocked.”
I spit a bit of blood and charged, barreling into him with full force and taking him to the ground in a heap of thrashing limbs. Somehow, I managed to get on top of him and landed a few punches before his strength overtook mine. He sent me toppling over his shoulder and scrambled round to pin me, sitting squarely on my stomach and grabbing a handful of tunic. I braced myself for the pain and the humiliation of my father watching me get trounced by some common boy when Rowan’s sharp tone rang out.
“In line, whelps!”
Bryce’s fist froze, drawn back and poised to strike. For a moment, I thought he meant to get one last blow in, but he heaved himself off me instead and extended a lean, filthy hand.
“Hurry up,” he cajoled with a red, toothy grin. “Don’t want to keep the captain waiting.”
Grateful to be spared another bloody nose, I let him haul me to my feet. One wiry hand clapped me companionably on the shoulder.
“Getting better, Eli. Someday, you might even win one.”
We shuffled into neat formation and I spotted James several rows away, his eyes fixed on my father and face as grim as death. One of the recruits raced off toward the fort on his mount, the rest of us waiting in tense silence while Rowan exchanged low words with Commander Samson and his lord. For a mercy, Father kept his attention fixed on the captain until our comrade returned with Briggs and two others in tow.
“My lord,” Briggs greeted with a crisp bow. “An unexpected honor.”
“Report, Captain,” Samson replied in my father’s stead.
One hand settled on the bone-handled dirk at his hip, a nervous gesture I’d not seen from him before. “We’re not even halfway through, Commander. They’re as good as can be expected.”
Samson’s scowl could’ve curdled milk. He glared down at his two officers, lips pressed into a thin line.
“Perhaps a demonstration, my lord?” Rowan interjected, directing the suggestion at my father with that same disinterested lilt in his tone. “We’ve a few promising pups in the litter.” His keen eyes glanced sidelong at Briggs. “A few with the gift for steel, as well.”
“Aye,” the big man chimed in, shaking off his unease and waving a thick hand at the two massive lads he’d brought with him. “Thought you might want a look at them yourself, if you came all this way.”
I expected my father to dismiss their offer and turn matters toward the truth of their presence.
I’m looking for my daughter.
That would be the end of it. Even if he hadn’t already spotted me, the words alone would plant enough suspicion in our ranks to make it unsafe for me to stay. Before long, my comrades would start to wonder why I never lingered in the mess hall at night. They’d realize I’d never removed my tunic in practice, even when the days were swelteringly hot. They’d recall the way I lost every single bout and couldn’t take a punch without my eyes watering. If Rowan had figured it out, so could they. I wasn’t stupid enough to put myself at risk of rape for the sake of my pride.
But he didn’t call for his daughter. He just sat in his saddle and stared at me – through me – as though he were trying to identify a stranger. I surely looked the part, after four weeks at the fort, a compendium of bruises wrapped in dusty breeches and mud-caked boots.
“See to it, then,” Samson growled, breaking my father’s unyielding attention from me once again.
Briggs’ infantry matched one another in a vicious flurry of steel, swords sparking with the force of each blow. The rest of us looked on while they battered away at one another, thick arms and massive shoulders tight with their efforts. I envied them their strength, their fearlessness, their aptitude. I’d wanted so badly to be good at the sword. I didn’t envy the crushing blow that ended the bout, though. They locked in a parry, pitting their might against one another until the smaller of the two pivoted his blade down, slipping past his opponent’s guard and smashing the hilt of his sword into the lad’s face.
A small cheer rose from the victor’s friends among our ranks, quickly silenced by a sharp glare from Briggs. Blood poured from the loser’s ruined nose and I was reminded of my brief match with Trente, once again grateful for Rowan’s intervention.
That is, until he called my name.
“Lehs! Eli! Mount up!”
Shit.
I should have kept my head down. Should have missed more shots. If I were smart, I would’ve kept myself in the middle of the pack, no better or worse than the others. But no. I had to show off. Had to revel in the one thing I was actually good at.
Shit shit shit.
“Go!” Bryce whispered when I didn’t move, reaching over to give me a shove. Lehs, the lanky son of an innkeeper, was already halfway to his horse. I forced my feet to release their grip on the ground and hurried after him, but as soon as I broke free from the huddle of recruits, Samson’s shout dragged me to a stumbling halt.
“Horse thief?” he exclaimed, wide eyes bright with the same fury my father was keeping so carefully suppressed in the presence of his men. A few low murmurs of confusion rippled through my comrades behind me. I turned to face the commander like I was turning to face my own executioner. His features twisted in anger when he laid eyes on me in full, his dark gaze darting toward my father for a brief moment before settling back onto me. “Do ye have any idea-”
“Get on with it,” Father’s stern voice cut him short, full and deep and unquestionable as the ocean. Samson’s mouth snapped shut, my father’s unspoken command clear as day. My identity was his alone to reveal.
I didn’t dare linger, fleeing toward the silvered shape of my mount. I ducked beneath Valor’s neck to put his massive frame between me and that sea of eyes. Finally out of sight, I heaved a steadying breath and leaned against his sturdy mass, drawing what strength I could from his presence before climbing into the saddle.
Whatever was going to happen would happen. I could no more control my father’s actions than I could control the weather. What I did have say over was the manner of my exit from the garrison. If I was to be outed as a woman and dragged back to the manor in disgrace, then I would at least leave them with the unequivocal knowledge that it was a woman whose skill was deemed superior.
And for good reason.
Lehs and I rode a full lap of the target course. He took the lead on his little piebald mare, Valor and I bringing up the rear a few lengths behind. The innkeeper’s boy did a fair job of it, sinking a number of decent shots and getting close to the small long-shot target the men had affectionately started calling ‘the Maidenhead’. About the size of my hand and painted bright red, it was pinned to a short post nearly thirty yards from the course. An impossible shot for most, but I’d managed to hit it three times in the last few weeks. Of course, I’d missed it twenty times as often, but of the forty-seven cavalry recruits, I was one of only two who had managed it – Lehs being the other.
But luck wasn’t with him that day and his arrow drifted wide, burying itself in the grass a few feet from the tiny red smudge. When Valor and I turned the last corner and his hooves hammered the dirt after them, I drew my last arrow and took aim. His pace was my heartbeat, our breaths heaving in time. The wind was out of the west, short gusts that were impossible to anticipate, but I trusted my instincts and adjusted accordingly. I gripped his barrel with my knees, rose slightly from the saddle, and let fly.
Valor slowed beneath me, skipping to a prancing halt alongside Lehs. I wanted so badly to look back over my shoulder, to see if my shot had struck true, but I didn’t dare. Hit or miss, what mattered most was that I kept my chin held high, my back straight. My father sat astride barely ten feet from me, Samson a dark cloud at his side. Rowan offered me the barest twitch of a grin.
“Quality stock, my lord,” he announced loudly enough for all to hear. Briggs and his two infantry lingered on foot nearby, one pressing a blood-stained rag to his nostrils. All three were watching me with guarded expressions.
“Yes,” Father replied stiffly, though a measure of the anger had slipped from his tone. I met his piercing gaze and held it, seeing within all those nights my antics had roused him from his bed; all the stories of war and heroism he’d spun with me perched on his knee. He didn’t falter or give any of it away as he added, “I can see that.”
I could have begged with my eyes, a silent language every parent shares with their child. I could have pled for time, for trust, for leniency. But I’d stolen those three weeks and shattered his trust. There would be no mercy for me.
“Captain Rowan.” My father turned his attention to my superior. “You have one of my stablemaster’s sons here, I believe. I’d like to have a word with him. In private.”
My heart sank to my boots and I quickly found James’ face in the nearby crowd, bloodless and wide-eyed with fear. The rest of us were ordered to start in on our next round of drills while the Lord of Lazerin met with his servant in the fields a good distance out of earshot. Lehs and I set out to retrieve our arrows, making our way around the course.
“What do you think that’s about?” the lean boy asked, nodding in their direction. I glanced at the distant silhouettes, James’ slight outline dwarfed beside my father’s massive figure.
“Dunno,” I murmured. “Not for our ears, though.”
“Bet he’s getting dismissed. I heard he skirted his duties to be here.”
I yanked an arrow from the straw target and shoved it back into the quiver at my knee, keeping my mouth firmly shut on the matter. Lehs’ curious gaze shifted to me next.
“How do you know Commander Samson?”
A light tap of my heels sent Valor trotting toward the next target, putting some space between me and the irritatingly curious innkeeper’s boy. Of all the recruits, he had the most juvenile demeanor of all, being the youngest of eight siblings. His excitable nature made him a nervous talker, and I suddenly longed for Bryce’s sharp-edged – and silent – company.
“Seemed like he was surprised to see you,” Lehs observed, reaching out to wrest his arrow free.
“He and my father fought together during the War,” I replied flatly, hoping my tone alone would discourage him. “He didn’t think I’d ever train here.”
“Why not?”
I returned another arrow to the quiver strapped to my saddle. “My father didn’t want me to.”
That gave him pause, but only a moment’s worth. As we headed toward the final target, he sidled up alongside and peered over at me.
“Why’d you lie?”
My heart tripped inside my chest, breath catching as I instantly feared discovery, but I forced myself to reply in as bored a tone as I could muster. “About what.”
“You said you won him at dice,” he said, jutting his chin at Valor. “But the Commander called you ‘horse thief’.”
A tiny, tightly-controlled sigh of relief eased from my lungs. Thank Adulil for my mother’s training. The lie came to me as if it were already written inside my head.
“I said it was a lucky throw. Not a fair one.”
We dismounted to the raucous cries of birds swooping overhead and Lehs started the search for his wayward arrow.
“If he fought in the War, why wouldn’t he want you to train?” Lehs called back over his shoulder to me, hands sweeping through the tall grass. I shuffled over to the bright red Maidenhead, staring at the single shaft jutting from its center.
“I suppose he didn’t think I’d be any good at it. That I’d embarrass him.”
He snorted as he rejoined me, picking the dirt off his recovered arrow and eyeing the pierced target. “If only he could see you now.”
“Aye,” I muttered, yanking my own free. “If only.”
We heaved ourselves back into the saddle and turned back toward the cluster of mounted recruits riding maneuvers in the fields. It was then that I noticed James ambling back across the valley alone. In the distance beyond, two mounted figures retreated on the horizon.
“That didn’t last long,” Lehs remarked.
I blinked at the dark silhouettes heading south with haste, certain I must be hallucinating. It made no sense. Why would he just leave? I stumbled into the reason shortly after the question surfaced in my mind.
He’s having James bring me back quietly.
Proof of my friend’s loyalty to his lord. A gesture that would save his position at the estate. I wondered grimly if Shera had been given a similar opportunity.
I didn’t have a chance to ask until that evening, leaning across the table to speak in hushed murmurs at our secluded spot near the hearth.
“What the hell do you mean?”
“I mean exactly that,” he replied flatly, glaring at me over his supper.
“That makes no sense, James.”
“Tell me about it.”
“What exactly did he say to you?” I pressed.
He washed a mouthful of mutton down with a swig of mead and shot me another irritated look.
“A whole lot that’s none of your business.”
“Then tell me the part that is. Why
would he just leave without so much as a word to me?”
Solemn brown eyes darted to one side and then the other before he leaned closer and replied. “Because you’re his heir, idiot. You think he wants all of Laezon talking about how his daughter ran off to wallow in the mud with a bunch of commoners for three months? A garrison full of men?”
He shook his head with a snort and took another long draught. “You don’t need the Court to ruin your reputation. You’re doing a fine job of that all on your own.”
I shut my mouth with a snap, embarrassed that I’d not managed to draw that rather obvious conclusion myself.
“Besides,” he added, pressing his mug between his hands. “He saw you on the field today.”
I scowled at my freshly torn knuckles, my tone turning sour. “Saw me get trounced by Bryce.”
“Saw you hold your own. Saw you outshoot every other man here.”
He’s trying to distract me.
“Tell me what he said, James.”
He chewed his cheek a moment, a soft sigh slipping out his nostrils. Then he reached down to his left boot and drew forth a sheathed dagger, setting it gently onto the table between us. The worn leather scabbard was of fine quality, curved slightly to follow the arc of the blade within. A bit of decorative tracery had been stamped into it long ago, the design faded with time and use. Above, a simple hilt of polished steel glinted in the torchlight.
“He told me to give you this,” he said, face darkening. “And a message.”
I turned the dagger over in my hands, thumb tracing the sigil carved into the pommel: a rearing stallion, the symbol of my House. When I gripped the polished wooden handle and drew the blade from its sheath, folded whorls of Euzoni steel stared back at me.
“What message?”
James fidgeted with the mug in his hands. “Return with honor,” he murmured, “or not at all.”
 



CHAPTER 9
 
 
Mead sloshed as nearby tankards were refilled, and yet another roll of deafening laughter thundered off the stone walls. I winced at the racket, glancing toward the cluster of men already well into their cups just a few seats down from where we sat.
“They’re in rare form tonight,” I remarked dryly. Even after almost three months, the cacophony of the mess hall never ceased to make my head hurt.
James eyed them briefly before returning to his own barely-touched mug. “Only a week left. They’re celebrating.”
“A week?” I balked. “That can’t be right.”
“It’s true. We’re nearly done. Good thing, too. There’s only so many buggering jokes I can stomach.”
Those jests had been largely aimed at us, conspicuously sequestered together near the hearth each night and notably early to retire – also together. At first, the suggestion had made me turn every shade of red, but I’d since heard every imaginable curse, insult, and vulgar description known to man, and I was quite certain nothing could unsettle me anymore. Shera could spend a year scrubbing out my ears and never get rid of all the filth. Refining my newly-expanded vocabulary back to a more Court-appropriate scope was going to be a challenge as well. I’d taken quite naturally to the coarser points of soldiery.
Slouching in my chair, I propped one foot on the table and settled my third mug onto my stomach with a bleary-eyed smirk.
“If you didn’t want the lads talking about your backside, you should have worn looser trousers.”
“Ah, well,” he sighed. “I do love the attention.”
I snorted into my mead, the flush of alcohol warming my face. We’d not dared deny those rumors beyond the occasional insult or empty threat. I’d grown comfortable in my ruse as a boy, but the threat of discovery – and my father’s ultimatum – lingered always at the back of my mind. My feat with the Maidenhead had endeared me to our comrades, but they were still men. I doubted many would accept the truth of my gender with the same apathy as Captain Rowan.
“Will you be glad to head back?” I asked after a long moment, shoving those familiar worries aside.
James shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose.”
A chorus of toasts rang out nearby as I watched him and wondered for the hundredth time what had passed between him and my father. He claimed he’d not been dismissed, but refused to say more on the subject.
“Can’t say I’ll be sad to put those damned barracks behind me,” he added, scratching at his head. “Pretty sure I’ve got lice.”
I chuckled at that, which earned me a wry glare from my companion. His face darkened a shade when his eyes fell to the dagger at my belt.
“What about you?”
The mead in my mouth suddenly soured. I set my nearly-empty mug aside with a frown. “Not much choice in the matter. Have to face them eventually.”
“Aye,” he murmured.
I shifted in my chair, folding my arms across my chest and turning the conversation firmly elsewhere. “So that’s it? One more week and we all just go home?”
“You and I will.” He jutted his chin at the rest of our comrades. “Most of them will return in the fall for their first patrol.”
“…Will you?”
My friend fixed me with those kind brown eyes, one corner of his mouth tugging upward. “What’s it to you?”
I picked at a loose splinter in the tabletop. “Just curious.”
A quiet laugh escaped his lips. “Don’t tell me you’d miss me.”
My head already swimming in two mugs of mead, I lacked the capacity to dissemble. Or to ignore the way his copper hair caught the torchlight, a few ragged curls sweeping forward to kiss his throat.
“…I guess I would.”
He stilled, reading my face for a long moment before his own split in a toothy grin. “Buggerer.”
I was still laughing when a familiar figure slumped gracelessly into the seat next to mine. “Before you steal ‘way to plunder each other’s peach groves,” drawled an exceptionally drunk Bryce, “I need you teh wager a settle fer me.” Bloodshot eyes and a wavering finger drifted from me to James and back again, a look of grave intensity on his face. “Do you put it in him, or does he put it in you?”
What little composure he’d managed to maintain crumbled less than a second after the words left his mouth, and both he and the attentive crowd behind him erupted into howling laughter.
I sucked my teeth as I eyed him, the fog in my head clearing just enough to harness a decent retort. I waited for the noise to dim before hooking one elbow over the back of my chair with casual swagger.
“Still in heat, darling?” I watched his face fall and flashed him a sultry smile. “Don’t worry. I’ve enough cock for the both of you.”
His comrades burst into even more of an uproar at that, and Bryce retreated to his distant mug with a wounded scowl. I turned back to James to find him eyeing me across the table.
“What?” I challenged.
“Your mother would faint in her corset if she heard such filth from your mouth.”
Before I could reply, Trente wandered over to us, markedly coherent and still chuckling.
“He was supposed to ask you to join us,” he said, flashing James a companionable smile. “Though we did take bets on whether or not he’d say something stupid enough to make you throttle him.”
It wouldn’t be the first time.
We did join them, though, forgoing my chance at a discreet wash in favor of a raucous evening with our comrades. With the end of our training only a week away, we all boasted of our hard-won skill and many challenges were laid in the dining hall that night. I turned down one such for a bare-fisted match but took on Bryce in thrown knives. He beat me, as usual, but by a closer margin than normal – largely due to his inebriated state.
James accepted a challenge from one of the leaner infantry and pinned him rightly after a short scuffle. Shirtless and bloodied, he beamed at me as his opponent was hauled to his feet by two others, far worse for the wear. Someone thrust a tankard into his hand, which he drained to the cheers of his admirers before shuffling over to rejoin me.
With a damp rag I begged off one of the kitchen hands, I cleaned the blood from his cuts. He’d have a few ripe bruises to his face and ribs come morning, but the worst of the damage had been to his hands.
“I have to admit, I’m going to miss this,” he said with a grin, the words thick and clumsy on his tongue. I’d tapered off my own consumption once we joined the others, sipping from my fourth mug of mead with care, but he’d downed at least three more since we abandoned our seats by the hearth, no doubt attempting to keep pace with the rest. I wasn’t foolish enough to try. Nevertheless, the garrison’s mead was strong and I still felt the buzzing warmth in my head, a sensation that spread to my fingertips when they grazed James’ skin in the tending.
Foolish, really, considering that we’d been nearly inseparable since childhood. What did a simple touch matter when we’d swam in the pasture ponds with all the other children of the estate, not a scrap of clothing among us? We’d been too young to care, in those days, more concerned with leeches than modesty, but my body’s reaction still seemed utterly absurd.
When I began to dab at his torn knuckles, he flinched and pulled away, breaking the mead’s spell. “Watch it, would you?” he hissed through his teeth.
“Don’t be such a baby,” I growled, snatching his hand back. “No lass is ever going to bed you if you cry all the time.”
He turned his nose up. “Hasn’t been a problem thus far.”
“Oh, please. Paying Marcie for a roll in the loft hardly counts.”
“Paying-I’ve never paid for it in my life!”
“Don’t get so indignant. Not like you’d be the first.”
“I don’t-” he started to protest, but stopped short when he noticed my lips squeezed tight. “Oh, ha-ha.”
My snort of laughter drew a few looks, but our comrades soon turned back to their mugs and Bryce, who resumed regaling them with one of his bawdy tales.
“As if you’d need to,” I drawled, glancing up at James through my lashes without thinking, one of the subtleties my mother had taught me. Timed well and paired with a smile – sweet or wicked, depending on the mark – it was one of the most effective tools for manipulating men. By the startled look on my friend’s face and the deepening of the flush on his cheeks, I’d done a fair job employing it.
Except I hadn’t meant to.
The mead was making me sloppy. Reckless. That flirtatious gesture had slipped from me without thought. A sharp chill of revulsion slid down my spine.
Is that what I am now? Using those weapons on those closest to me?
I’d used them on my parents, a betrayal I knew they would never fully forgive. To use them on James, when he had risked so much to help me…
I could feel his eyes lingering on me as I ducked my head to continue my administrations. For long minutes, neither of us spoke. I bent to my task and tried to tighten my wavering composure, but my efforts proved in vain when his breath rustled a loose strand of my hair.
“You did it,” he finally said, his low voice strumming a reluctant chord somewhere deep within me. “You pulled through, the whole three months.”
I battled to keep my breath steady, painfully aware of how close he’d leaned in order to speak those words in confidence.
“Couldn’t have, without you,” I admitted.
“You could.” His hand turned slowly in mine, palms meeting in a graze of calluses. When I dared to look up, those warm eyes sparkled with quiet affection. “But I’m glad I was here, with you.”
 
A week later, we assembled at dawn for our dismissal, underslept and heads aching. Our final night in the mess hall had proven far more raucous than any night previous, and even I had overindulged to the point of agony.
Samson, mounted on his chestnut gelding, observed the proceedings in silence as the Captains called role. One by one, the men strode to the front, collected their pay, and accepted the simple shortsword granted each recruit at the completion of their training. The same size as our battered practice blades, the stack of weapons shone in the morning sun, freshly-oiled leather and newly-forged steel catching the light. I stared at that pile and waited to hear the name I’d given myself, my mind already drifting south to the manor and the confrontation awaiting me there.
After dismissal, many lingered to say their farewells in the bailey. Samson’s hard eyes remained fixed on me and I knew he must be under orders to escort me home himself. Not eager to race into the waiting storm of my father’s fury, I turned my attention to James as he clasped Trente’s massive hand in his own.
“Be seeing you in a few months, yeah?”
“Don’t see why not,” James agreed, and I felt a sudden and uncomfortable sting. If he intended to return for patrol in the fall, he’d not mentioned it to me.
“You too, Eli?”
I met Trente’s gaze and forced a rueful smile. “Afraid I’ve other obligations.”
He nodded, a strange glint in his eyes as he said, “Pity.”
A few others wandered over to say their farewells, Lehs and Bryce among them. Both jostled me fondly and expressed their own disappointment when I told them I’d not likely return for patrol.
“Why come at all, then?” Lehs asked with a bewildered shake of his head. “The training pay isn’t that good.”
Bryce flashed a toothy grin and clapped me on one shoulder in feigned sympathy. “Dodging an arranged marriage?”
“Did your parents put you out?”
“If you’ve a mind to run away, I know a strapping young tanner’s son-”
“Leave her be,” Trente grumbled in warning, and every drop of blood drained from my face.
Her.
James took a protective step closer and we both reached for our knives. Trente threw up his hands in a peaceable gesture, a small smirk curling the corner of his mouth.
“Easy. We’ve known for a while, love.”
“How?” I demanded. “How long?” I’d been so careful.
“About a week. You’re not so good at pretending when he’s around,” he said, nodding at James.
“Especially when he’s bleedin’,” Bryce contributed smugly. I flushed to the roots of my hair, the mess hall and James’ torn knuckles flashing in my mind.
“And you didn’t tell anyone?” I pressed, practicality overruling the panicked racing of my heart.
“We figured if you’d come this far…” Lehs trailed off with a shrug.
Trente raised his brows pointedly at me. “Most of us have sisters, you know. Not about to out you in front of this lot,” he said, nodding toward the crowd around us. “I expect you’d not risk staying if it came down to that.” His light demeanor shifted, replaced by a worried frown. “Tell me true, though. Have you somewhere to go? If you’ve been cast out by your family-”
“I could find work for you at the inn,” Lehs offered, his cheeks pinking. “Both of you,” he revised quickly, eyes flitting to James. “Ma always needs help in the kitchen, and we’ve a small stable…”
My fear faded in the face of that earnest generosity and a sense of humbled awe flooded me. They’d actually talked about it, the three of them. They cared enough to not only keep my secret to themselves, but to find a safe haven for the runaway girl in their midst.
“You have my thanks, truly,” I forced out, my voice rough with emotion. I scanned their faces one by one and offered a wry smile. “But I’ve not been disowned.”
“Yet,” James muttered at my side.
“Well,” sighed Trente, running a hand through his short hair. “If it comes to it…”
“Thank you,” I said, reaching out to squeeze his massive forearm. I wanted to pull them all into an embrace, but men do not do such things, so we merely said another round of goodbyes and parted ways.
James and I retrieved our mounts from the stables. Samson yet waited near the main gate, scowling from atop his chestnut warhorse like some immovable titan. Beside him, Captain Rowan watched the newly-invested soldiers take their leave, a steady trickle of young men passing beneath the portcullis on foot or horseback. To a man, they carried themselves proudly, shoulders square and heads held high, boys become men in those three brutal months.
The sick feeling of dread gradually returned to me as we rode across the bailey toward Samson, his hard eyes tracking my approach. Rowan, too, seemed fixated on me, though on foot he didn’t cut nearly as intimidating a figure as the garrison commander.
“‘Bout time, horse thief,” Samson growled when we fetched up before him.
“My father sent you?” I inquired cautiously, casting a wary glance at Captain Rowan.
“In case ye get any more bright ideas on yer way home.” Samson gave his reins a sharp tug and turned his mount toward the exit. “Say yer piece. I’ll be waitin’ outside.” The stalwart charger gave a hop and clattered out through the gate. If his dark mood was any gauge of my father’s, I wagered my return home would not be an easy one.
“He’ll forgive you.”
My head whipped round to find Rowan’s hawkish eyes staring up at me, the edges of his bored tone softened by something approaching compassion.
“Your father, I mean,” he added, one corner of his mouth tugging with a hint of a smirk. “Samson doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Hasn’t since he lost his commission with the Crown.”
“Such a betrayal is not easily set aside,” I replied carefully.
“No,” he agreed, his cinnamon hair gleaming in the morning light. “But Samson is not your father.”
“Thank Adulil for that.”
The slight huff of air that slipped through his nostrils might have been a laugh, but I wasn’t entirely sure the hollow-faced captain was even capable of such a thing.
“You are very much like your mother,” he mused with a tilt of his head, keen eyes glinting with memory. “And he forgave her easily enough, once upon a time.”
“What-”
“Damien respects honesty above all else. Tell him the truth. All of it. He will understand.”
Dumbstruck, I could do little else but gape at him stupidly from the saddle. How long had he known? Before the question could form on my lips, Rowan took a step back and offered me a subtle salute, pressing one fist to his chest and bowing slightly.
“Miss Elivya.”
And then he turned on his heel and was gone.
 



CHAPTER 10
 
 
My mother was waiting in the courtyard when we arrived, deep lines of worry carved into her elegant features. The look on her face suggested she’d harbored substantial doubt that I’d return to her while still breathing. The sheer relief in those bright green eyes tore at me as I dismounted and walked into her crushing embrace. Behind me, I could hear Stephan laying into James for his disappearance, but I was too undone by the feel of my mother’s arms around me to care much for my friend’s plight.
When at last she released me, her expression had turned from relief to foreboding, and I knew very well the reason. James’ entire family had welcomed him home. My mother was the only one waiting for me.
“Thank you, Samson,” she intoned, casting a solemn glance over my shoulder.
“My lady.”
“I’m sorry-” I began, but she silenced me with a shake of her head.
“Later.” Her warm hands rubbed my arms, the reassuring gesture countered by the grim look on her face. “Go,” she murmured. “He’s waiting.”
I didn’t need to ask. I knew where he’d be, where he’d want to stage this particular verbal evisceration. As much as I dreaded the coming confrontation, I’d known from the start what my actions would bring. My father’s furious gaze in the training fields that day had promised a reckoning.
My steps echoed off the walls as I made my way through the house, every room wholly abandoned in anticipation of my father’s wrath. I wondered briefly if there was a single warm body left within those halls, or if every servant in my parents’ employ had found some excuse to vacate the premises.
The garden door stood as a final taunt, plain panels of heavy oak staring me down, the carved brass knob daring me to take hold. I paused, knowing full well what lay beyond them, and fidgeted with my belt, the unfamiliar weight of a shortsword tugging at my left, the curved dagger on my right. My thumb grazed the tiny sigil carved into the pommel.
I, too, am Lazerin, I reminded myself and felt a measure of the dread hanging over me relent, replaced by steady purpose. With it firmly in hand, I reached for the knob.
He was standing before the Oak, his broad back to me, staring at the bark as though some great secret were etched into its grooves. I wondered, strangely, if he ever talked to it the way I did. He made no sound or gesture of recognition as I halted several paces away and mirrored his own posture, standing at ease, shoulders squared and hands clasped behind me in the manner of a soldier. I refused to speak first, to cow and grovel like a penitent child. The bruises on my ribs and the steel on my hip bore testament that I was no longer such. Whatever retribution he had in store for me, I’d face it without flinching.
“You deliberately disobeyed me.”
I was ready for a fight, hackles up and armor donned, fully expecting my father’s furious roar and succinct, cutting tones. Instead, his low baritone threaded through the silence, slow and quiet, though no less intimidating for its lack of volume. A deaf man could have heard the anger in it – and the betrayal.
My tongue felt thick and heavy inside my mouth. “You gave me no choice. You refused to listen.”
 “It is not my place to listen,” he snapped, thick hands tightening. “It is yours. And you will be silent until I give you leave to speak.”
I bit my cheek hard to suppress the surge of pride and anger rising in my chest, but in the face of that thunderous fury, only a fool would dare to make a sound.
“You lied to us, Elivya,” he continued sternly, still staring at the Oak. “Betrayed our trust. Disregarded my orders. Put yourself and your friends at great risk.” An edge of disgust crept into his voice. “Not only that, but you had Shera lie for you rather than deliver your treachery yourself.”
Coward. He didn’t need to say the word aloud for me to hear it. I yearned to protest, to point out in my most vicious tones that a coward would never have dared the garrison in the first place. But I knew that by taking the whole of the blame unto myself, Shera and James would be much less likely to be dismissed, so I held my tongue.
“Your actions reflect not only on me, but on this House,” Father added, his voice turning low and dangerous. “And the consequences of those actions determine the future of this family.” He did turn, then, face tight and forest eyes dark with anger. “Have you any idea what could have happened if you’d been discovered? Not only the risk to your reputation, but to yourself?”
I was wise enough to keep my mouth firmly shut.
Father drew himself up like an Elder passing sentence, his massive frame casting a long shadow over me. “Your selfishness and disregard have clearly demonstrated how unprepared you are to lead this House. I am of a mind to confine you to your studies and postpone your return to Court until you have proven otherwise.”
A spark of dread shot through me, Aubrey’s face surfacing in my mind. My father’s chin lifted a satisfied fraction.
“If you have anything at all to say for yourself, now is the time.”
A warm breeze tugged at my tunic, as though the Mother Herself was offering reassurance. Distant trills of birdsong flitted through the vast canopy above our heads, oblivious to the battle taking place below. I held his furious gaze, using every ounce of my hard-won courage to maintain some semblance of calm.
Tell him the truth, Rowan’s voice echoed in my head. All of it.
The words rose from deep in my chest, dredged from some hidden ocean to roll off my lips one fragile syllable at a time.
“Have you never once wondered why I am the way I am, Father? Why I stole horses and played with the stable boys and begged Seth to teach me how to shoot?”
Dark, bushy brows darted a fraction closer together. “We have tolerated such things to a generous extent.”
“And yet you refused, time and again, anything approaching proper training.”
“That is my right as your father. Such training is dangerous. Painful. Liable to cause permanent injury.”
“So it was my pretty face you were protecting all this time,” I drawled – a poor choice, given the spur of anger that flashed across his face.
“There are reasons women are not permitted at the fort.”
“Because we’re too fragile?” I retorted, an uninvited edge of bitterness creeping in. “Too weak? Quit too easily? Samson was sure to make that point to me years ago-”
“Do not pretend ignorance. It doesn’t suit you.”
“No one ever made move to harm me, not even those who discovered what I was.”
“If you truly believed yourself safe in their company, you would not have bothered to go in disguise.”
His flat tone and perfectly valid point reduced me at once to a fuming silence. I ground my teeth and glared daggers at him, too proud to admit there was truth in his words. After a long, tense moment, the stiff set of his shoulders softened and a hint of regret crept into his voice.
“Some endeavors are simply not meant for you, Elivya.”
“Because I’m a girl.”
“Because you are not their equal.”
I huffed a tiny, incredulous laugh. “Not their equal?”
A deep sting of hurt shuddered through me, a searing wave of anger quickly following on its heels. I had survived three months of blood, sweat, and suffering among men. How could he still not consider me worthy? I jerked the tucked hem of my tunic free from my breeches, lifting the fabric to reveal the fresh patch of deep purple across my ribs.
“Tell me, Father, do men bruise with more dignity? Do their bones break with some noble fanfare ringing in the background?” Venom dripped from every word I hurled his way as I dropped the hem to grasp at the neck of my shirt and tug it aside, laying the abraded skin of my right shoulder bare. “Do they bleed better? Seems unlikely. Women have far more regular experience-”
“That’s enough.”
I paused just long enough for my lip to curl in furious rebuke, my fiery Lazerin pride refusing to be silenced. “I am the best rider and the best shot in my company. I have stood across the circle from men twice my size without flinching and taken a hundred thrashings from fist and sword alike-”
“That is beside the point,” he countered stiffly. “I made my decision on the matter perfectly clear and you chose to disobey me.”
“Then why allow me to stay?” I challenged. “You could’ve made up any number of excuses for bringing me back, once you found me at the fort. Instead, you left me a knife and a threat.”
“Not a threat.”
“A warning, then,” I bit back, unable to stifle the resentment in the words. “Well you can be sure my ‘honor’ has not been compromised. My precious virtue remains as unspoiled as it was when I left.”
His face flushed, brows knitting angrily. “Your virtue is not the issue at hand, Elivya.”
“You’ve made it quite clear that it’s my most valuable asset.”
“You are my-”
“Daughter, yes!” I spat, bearing down on the word, tears blurring my eyes. “As if I could ever forget. As if I could ever look at you without seeing the disappointment on your face at that grave misfortune.”
He looked stung, startled to silence and face tight with dismay, but I was too far gone to stop now, sixteen years of pent-up truth pouring from me in a torrent of bitterness.
“You said it yourself. I will never be a son. I will never charge into battle wearing your armor. I will never command men. But I have chosen the interests of this House over my own time and again, and I will see to its survival.” I squared my shoulders, hands shaking from the force of my anger as they blindly worked to free the sheathed dagger from my belt. “But I will do so my way. With more than pretty smiles and polite manners at my disposal.”
He stared at the knife when I held it out to him, my hands and voice suddenly and impossibly steady, the intangible wisps of my rebellious youth finally coalescing into something recognizable. Something with a shape. A name.
My
name.
“If that makes me unworthy of this steel, unworthy of this House, so be it. I am done apologizing for it.”
A stone silence settled over the garden in the wake of my declaration, the both of us as still as the moss-covered statues tucked between the flowers and herbs. Finally empty of my long-suppressed resentment, the red haze of anger subsided and I saw the wounded look on my father’s face.
“Disappointment,” he breathed, disbelief woven into the word. I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat at the sound of it.
He closed the distance between us with stiff, slow steps and gingerly took the dagger from me, steel pommel catching the afternoon sunlight. Worn leather creaked as he turned the curved scabbard over in his hands, pulling the blade a few fingers’ breadth from the sheath.
“Return with honor, or not at all,” he murmured.
I stiffened slightly, hearing those cutting words from his own lips. Marbled Euzoni steel shimmered between us for a moment before he returned it to its rest and closed his thick fingers around the leather.
“My father’s words to me, the day I left for the garrison.”
A cold sweep of realization trickled down my spine.
Not a threat. A challenge. A father’s farewell to a son.
Dark eyes lifted to mine once more, a sea of ache replacing the well of pride and anger I’d seen in them only minutes ago.
“Leaving you there was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”
My hammering heart stumbled, breath catching in my throat at the unfamiliar shade of regret on his face.
“Seeing you bruised. Bloody. Thin. You think any parent wishes to see their child suffer?” A small shake of his head offered the answer I lacked. “It would have been easier, if you’d been struggling. If you were in over your head or in clear danger. I could have simply put an end to it and brought you home. But you weren’t any of those things. No more so than any other recruit. You… you fit there. In a way I’ve never seen you fit anywhere before.”
He paused, shoulders squaring with effort, that long-familiar posture of stiff authority returning to him once again.
“But that is not your place.”
Deep in my gut, a thrum of understanding buzzed and settled, a truth I’d always known coming to rest at last.
“I know,” I replied.
With a half-step forward, Father erased the careful distance between us and reached for my hand, lifting it and pressing the sheathed dagger against my palm.
“I have never once regretted you, Elivya. You have been the joy of my life since the day you were born. No matter how many times you disobey me, no matter how far you stray, you will always be my daughter.”
The tears from earlier threatened to resurface as I held his earnest gaze, those deep Lazerin eyes so much darker than my own. His thick hands gave a pointed squeeze, voice darkening with caution.
“But I am still the lord of this House. You would do well to remember it.”
A few hot trails of moisture slipped down my cheeks and it was all I could do to nod my silent acceptance before he pulled me against his massive frame and hugged me to his chest. Despite my pride, my resolve, my newly-formed sense of purpose, that months-long rift between us had gnawed at my heart and the relief of reconciliation poured through me like a cool summer stream. I clung to him, the dagger clutched in one hand, sniffling into his doublet for long minutes before he finally released me.
“Go,” he said, voice rough with emotion and a smirk tugging at one corner of his mouth. “You’ve three months’ worth of filth to scrub from yourself before supper.”
My chest ached at the thought, the promise of something so ordinary as a family dinner plucking a deep chord of yearning in me.
“I stink of horse,” I observed lightly, simultaneously giving myself a sniff and wiping my damp face on my sleeve in one move.
He quirked a bushy brow at me. “Among other things.”
I left the garden feeling as though a great weight had been removed from my chest, every breath coming easier than the last. A hollow kind of exhaustion hummed at my core, the ache of a deep wound finally on the mend. The heavy door clicked shut behind me and I padded down the dim hall toward the common room and the stairs up to my quarters.
“Your forgery needs work.”
I whirled to see my mother’s dark features materialize from the shadow of a doorway. I’d walked right past her without noticing. Despite the severe expression on her face, her tone was casual.
“Wax grows brittle as it heats and cools in a courier’s satchel. Scuffs, too, as it rubs against other missives.” She slunk a few lazy steps toward me, her skirts whispering in the close air. “A pinch of wood ash, next time, and a bit more attention to the weathering.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Not that it would have mattered,” she dismissed with a wave of her hand. “You broke the cardinal rule.”
“I had little choice, given the circumstances.”
A razor-sharp edge crept into her tone. “You chose the easy path over the safe one. You trusted others to do what you could have – should have – done yourself.”
“I used the resources available to me.”
“She has no training. Her face gave you away the day after you left.”
I clenched my jaw, stifling a retort. I’d given Shera strict instructions to only leave the letters on the breakfast table, and under no circumstances deliver them directly to my parents. Apparently, not all had gone to plan.
“If you saw through it from the start, why did it take Father so long to come to the garrison?” I challenged, but I knew the answer before I’d finished uttering the question.
She didn’t tell him.
She folded her hands neatly and raised her chin a proud fraction, returning my dumbstruck silence with that sharp, piercing gaze.
“You wanted your chance. I gave it to you.”
Between those stiff words lay the bitter burden of the near-lie she told on my behalf, keeping the truth from the one person in the world with whom she had no secrets.
“Perhaps now you’ll see that the weapons I have offered you are far more useful than any blade.”
Two more silent steps brought her beautiful, terrible features right up close to mine, her bright eyes carving through me. I barely dared to breathe, pinned beneath that scorching stare.
“Never use them on me again.”
 



CHAPTER 11
 
 
Shera was waiting in my chambers when I arrived, still battered and shaken from the confrontations with my parents. At first sight of her smiling face, my melancholy was overcome in an instant by overwhelming relief and I flung my arms around her. She clutched me just as tightly, chattering a string of apologies and questions into my hair until they halted abruptly and her whole body tensed against mine.
“Good gods, miss,” she mumbled, pulling away and crinkling her face. “You reek.”
A laugh tore from me, a sound of sheer glee at both her unchanged demeanor and the fact that she hadn’t been dismissed for her complicity in my escape. She ushered me into the waiting bath, where she proceeded to tell me all of what had happened in my absence.
Once discovered, she’d been assigned double-duties and spent six long weeks helping her father Eustace in the kitchens while still keeping up her chores as a lady-in-waiting. With me gone, the latter proved a blessedly light burden, but her father’s wrath had her scrubbing every inch of the scullery from hearth to cellar as punishment.
While Shera continued to scour me to her satisfaction, I told her much of what had passed at the garrison. Near the end, I found myself faltering when describing those last few nights in the mess hall, avoiding certain details without really knowing why. I skirted around the way James had looked at me, the way our hands had touched, the flush of heat I felt at the memory of both; these things, I kept to myself, unsure of their meaning or what to do with them.
They followed me into my dreams that night, my first decent sleep in months plagued by copper hair and a crooked smile; a hesitant touch, the brush of familiar lips on mine, that as-yet unexplored rise in my blood growing stronger, humming through me and settling in my loins. I woke abruptly the next morning, aching.
I was no stranger to the passions between the sexes, at least in theory. Even as children, we whispered and giggled behind our hands about such things, the occasional firsthand account of an older sibling adding bits and pieces to our patchwork understanding of what exactly boys and girls did in the loft above the stables. What little mystery had remained to me after that was thoroughly erased by my three months at the garrison.
I had little experience myself beyond a few timid kisses with one of the kitchen boys as a blushing twelve-year-old girl, but I was old enough to know what it was to want someone. I’d felt the primal rush of desire before and explored the workings of my own body in the dark hours of the night. This wasn’t the first time such images had invaded my dreams.
But this was different. This was James. My oldest friend, my first confidant; all but a brother to me before now. But then I’d baited him in the mess hall barely more than a week ago, using my skills without thinking. Stupid. 
I could still see the flush in his cheeks and feel his palm against mine. His husky voice still echoed in my ear. The way he’d leaned close, warm eyes fixed on me – was it just the mead, or did he mean to look at me like that? I needed to know. I had to know.
I caught him in the courtyard that afternoon, hauling a sack of oats from the cellars toward the barn. The mere sight of him felt like a sharp tug, as though a cord had been tied between us, pulled tight by simple proximity. Fiery hair blazed in the bright summer sun. Cats danced around his ankles, barely avoiding tripping him. He moved in the same easy way he always had, though he’d gained an edge of quiet confidence during our months at the garrison. His steps slowed as if he’d heard someone call his name, head pivoting, brows knit, eyes searching until they landed on me and his face immediately brightened. He sauntered over, dropping the burlap bag carelessly at my feet.
“Eli,” he teased in greeting, looking me over with a hint of disbelief. I couldn’t blame him. The last time he’d seen me, I hadn’t brushed my hair in months, was dressed as a man, and still had practice wounds on the mend. Now, I stood before him looking as if none of it had ever happened, though inside I felt wholly out of place in my delicately embroidered gown.
“James,” I greeted, crossing my arms to brace myself against his nearness. “I wanted to see how things went with your father.”
He shrugged with a small smirk that told me he was generously pretending not to notice my nervousness. “Too old for the belt, these days, but I got an earful. That, and half of Seth’s chores. What about Shera?”
“Had to pull double duties in the kitchens while we were gone, but she kept her position.”
James gave a small nod and I could tell that, despite their tendency to butt heads, he was glad for it. “And you?”
 Before I could respond, Stephan’s sharp voice barked across the courtyard. “Let’s go, boy!”
James offered a quick wave of assent in his father’s direction, the stablemaster hovering just outside the barn, thick arms crossed and scowling furiously at us.
“Gods, he’s livid,” I breathed in awe.
James fetched the sack from the ground between us, slinging it back over his shoulder and muttering, “You’ve no idea.” He flashed an apologetic smirk and turned to go. I quickly snatched his arm to waylay him.
“Harvest moon?” I murmured in haste, drawing a surprised look from him. We’d not used that silly code in years.
“Tonight?”
“…If you can.”
A quiet smile lit his eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
I slipped out the servants’ entrance when the moon was high and the house still, hugging the shadows of the manor walls until I reached the back of the barn. Horses whickered groggily at my entrance, hinges creaking as I eased them shut behind me and followed my lantern into the darkness. Valor’s silver head emerged over the half-door of his stall and I paused to offer a few scratches and murmured promises of rides to come. He was surely just as disoriented as I by our return home, though he didn’t seem to mind the markedly improved accommodations. The stable hands had brushed him down and his coat gleamed in the faint glow. The hay rack behind him was bursting with a generous amount of alfalfa.
“Spoiled,” I muttered fondly as he lipped at my stays.
A second light flickered in my peripheral vision, James approaching down the aisle. He pressed a finger to his lips and beckoned me away from the stalls, past the tack room, and up into the hayloft above before either of us dared to speak.
“Harvest moon, eh?” he mused, still keeping his voice low as he took my lantern from me and set both safely aside. “Not used that one in ages.”
I settled onto the splintered boards, a mountain of straw at my back. “I wasn’t sure you’d even remember.”
Back in our wilder days of wreaking havoc as a pack of unruly children, we’d used a handful of code phrases to coordinate all sorts of mischief-making. ‘Leek stew’ meant retreat to the kitchens, ‘mop bucket’ signaled an ally to create a distraction, and so on.
“Of course I remember,” James snorted and toppled into the prickly stacks nearby, kicking up a burst of straw fibers that tickled my nose. “Though I’ve always wondered if you ever had cause to use ‘harvest moon’ with anyone else.”
By the faint hint of jealousy in his tone, I guessed he was alluding to more than just an innocent midnight chat. He and I had snuck out to meet in the loft dozens of times over the years, but never for anything other than hushed conversation and the thrill of disobedience. Not that I was ignorant of the main use most young men and women made of that haystack, but the constant awareness of my station ensured that I made no such use of it myself.
Flushing at the thought, I picked a few pieces of debris from my dress.
“No.”
His lupine grin flashed in the dark. With his hands folded behind his head and copper hair tousled carelessly, it made him look roguishly handsome.
“Our little secret, then.”
“One of many,” I drawled, looking quickly away.
He stretched out his long legs and we both watched the flurry of tiny gold fragments catch the light as they floated back down over us.
“Well?” he asked at length. “How did it go?”
I shrugged one shoulder and focused on tucking my cursed skirts around my knees. “Not disowned.”
“Too bad,” he sighed wistfully. “Lehs made a good offer. I was looking forward to watching you spill trays of ale all over the common folk.”
I managed a half-hearted smile but it soon faltered and silenced stretched between us once again. I wanted to tell him what had passed between my father and me, sixteen years of contention finally brought to a head, but the quiet understanding on his face only made me that much more aware of the lingering bruised feeling in my chest. It was still too raw, too personal, to share with anyone – even James.
“We don’t have to talk about it,” he murmured gently, reading my reluctance with ease. “I just thought, when you asked to meet…”
Shaking my head loosened a few strands of my hair from its tired updo, all but bursting from the careful pinning Shera had put in place that morning.
“I just missed you. It’s strange being back.”
Blowing out his breath, he nodded in agreement. “Nice to get rid of the lice, though.” One hand reached up to scratch at his shaggy mop of hair. “Not getting splinters in my sleep isn’t half bad, either.”
“Eating a decent meal more than once a day,” I contributed, a grin creeping across my lips.
“Having a proper bath.”
“Gods, it took Shera hours to untangle my hair. My skin still hurts from the scrubbing.”
“If you’re not bleeding, you’re not trying,” he growled in his best impression of Briggs.
We both laughed, a faint chorus of crickets joining in our levity from the pastures outside.
“I never thanked you,” I said once we’d settled, hugging my arms about my knees and watching him in the dark. “For any of it.”
Propped on his elbows, his dismissive shrug looked more like a lurch. “No need.”
“You risked a lot to come with me.”
“Of course I did. It’s you.” The lanternlight ignited his fiery hair, laughter dancing in his eyes as he glanced at me sidelong. “We look out for each other.”
I forced a small smile of agreement and he turned his attention toward picking a few bits of straw from his tunic. My eyes followed, the unlaced neck of his shirt hanging open to reveal the curve of his collarbone and the top of a muscled chest. A fragment of my dreams surfaced in my mind, the invented taste of his skin on my tongue bringing heat to my face. With effort, I forced myself to look elsewhere, eventually settling for tugging at the hem near my ankles.
“My father…” I started, dredging up long-prepared words in my quest for distraction. James’ gaze snapped to me but he kept silent, giving me the space to work the words loose. “He didn’t believe I could do it. Not until he’d seen. But you…”
Shaking my head, I forced myself to meet his eyes and immediately regretted it, the sympathy and worry in them dismantling my calm.
“You never needed proof,” I grated out before I could lose my nerve altogether. “You’ve always stood by me. Told me the truth, even when I didn’t want to hear it. But even at the start, when I was so small I could barely draw Seth’s bow, you never tried to dissuade me. You never told me I couldn’t. Never made me feel like it was wrong to try.”
“Not like you would have listened if I had.” A small smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, but the soft gleam in his eyes and the rough cadence of his voice ruined his pretense of nonchalance.
“Likely not,” I admitted with a tiny laugh, “but it meant…”
My voice cracked, his face blurring in my vision. I swallowed the lump in my throat and inhaled sharply to drive back the tears, determined to finish the words I knew I should have said long ago.
“It meant everything to me.”
A frozen moment passed in the silent dark, our eyes locked as the lanterns hissed softly.
“Everything,” I repeated, an emphatic whisper.
He pushed himself upright, then, scooting across the boards to fetch up against me. A jolt fluttered through my stomach at his sudden nearness, vividly aware of every point of contact. Those warm brown eyes bored into me as his hand closed on mine and gave a squeeze.
“You are the most impossible, irritating, pig-headed girl I’ve ever met,” he said flatly, mouth quirking at my gasp of startled laughter. “And if you want to give me credit for having enough sense to not bother arguing with you, then I suppose I’ll take it.”
One rough hand reached to tuck a stray hair behind my ear, lingering a moment before he withdrew it. The other remained firmly clasped with mine, resting on his leg.
“But I’d follow you to Tuvria if you asked,” he added with another flicker of a grin. “And if you don’t know that by now-”
Without thought, without consideration, without finesse or skill, I lurched across that small gap and pressed my lips to his. Chaste and fleeting, it lasted barely the space of a heartbeat before I drew back to read his reaction, my chest a knot of terror and hope.
Surprise, first and foremost, brows high and lips frozen slightly parted. Fear second, shallow breath flaring his nostrils and eyes widening as they stared back into mine. For a horrible moment, that was all I saw, instantly overwhelmed by the crushing certainty that I’d ruined – perhaps forever – the precious friendship between us.
But then his copper lashes dipped low and lazy over the dark pools of his pupils, the lines of his brow softening, the corners of his lips easing upward.
“You’ve got some nerve, soldier,” he murmured, his voice husky and teasing. “I’ll have you know I’m a lady of sound morals, not some tavern wench you can-”
And then I was on him again, the flooding river of my aching heart overflowing its banks to drown the small space between us. Our lips met in earnest this time, nothing timid in the way he pulled me close, one hand twisting in my hair and setting it free from its last remaining pins. It tumbled down over my shoulders, his fingers sampling its softness as we kissed.
Ah, gods, the sheer sweetness of it – I melted inside myself, thoughts racing as a wave of heat cascaded over me and the scent of summer lilies surrounded us. When our swollen lips finally parted, he swept the thick curtain of my dark hair aside.
“I don’t ever want to be without you,” he said, his voice low and rough, a look on his face unlike any I’d seen there before.
I had no reply, no words to express the blazing fire in my chest, so I grabbed him by his unruly red hair and pulled him back to me.
Stupid, selfish girl.
 
I should have known such a thing wouldn’t stay secret for long. Mother called me out at one of my morning lessons two days later. I was reciting some romantic drivel by the Elan poet Ephelius when I noticed her eyeing me with that unfocused stare. I realized suddenly that I’d been lingering over the words, as though hearing them for the first time despite having uttered them several dozen times before. I made a point to hurry through the last few stanzas, after which I fell silent and schooled my face to a mask of bored indifference, awaiting her next challenge.
“Very good,” she remarked. “Unusually musical, for you.”
I don’t know why I bothered trying to dissemble. My mother could read anyone. Shifting in her chair, she set aside the small book of sonnets in her hands.
“Be careful, Elivya,” she warned, her satin voice uncommonly hushed. “You know what is expected of you when we return to Litheria next fall.”
It wasn’t really a question but I answered anyway, my throat tight around a single barely-audible word.
“Yes.”
Her head tilted a fraction, bright eyes meeting mine with a mix of caution and compassion.
“…Does he?”
I stiffened but held my tongue as uncertainty sank its teeth into my chest. Until that moment, I’d not given a single thought to the line we had crossed or the consequences of doing so. After all, it was just a kiss. A touch. Nothing capable of ruining me, especially so far from the predatory eyes of the White City.
The swish of Mother’s skirts pulled me back into the present as she rose from her chair and fetched a violet pouch from a small coffer on the shelf. I set aside my book to accept it, loosening the drawstring to peer inside. The stiff scent of herbs drifted up to fill my nose, a spark of nostalgia accompanied by Izikiel’s weathered visage flashing through my mind.
“Silphium,” she supplied in her pragmatic tone. “Silverleaf. Steep it in your tea within the same day, and you’ll not conceive.”
I flushed bright pink, tongue tripping over my hurried protest. “We haven’t-”
“You will.”
There was no judgement on her face, no condemnation for deeds not yet done, decisions not yet made. Only a tiny, rueful smile and an unfamiliar shadow of sorrow darkening the corners of her unusually open countenance.
“I am not fool enough to tell you to end it,” she added. “Doing so would only make you careless, and that is the last thing you can afford to be.” The curl of her lips fell, giving way to an intense solemnity that had me holding my breath. “But you know the Court will never accept a high lord of common birth. Before it goes any further, make sure you both understand its end is already written.”
I stared at the pouch clutched between my hands, her words stirring a painful truth I’d been assiduously avoiding. Whatever lay between James and I, it could not follow me back to Litheria. Nor could the scandal our tryst would surely ignite if discovered by the likes of Patricia and her entourage of vipers. But it could live here, in the rural isolation of Laezon, at least for a while, allowed to flare and burn and fade like any other youthful passion.
But what if it didn’t fade?
What if I couldn’t bring myself to let him go?
A nondescript murmur and a wave of my mother’s hand interrupted my thoughts, dismissing me for the day.
“Elivya,” she called as I hurried to make my exit.
I halted with one hand on the knob and looked back to meet her shuttered gaze.
“One year,” she added somberly.
I nodded and slipped out the door.
 



CHAPTER 12
 
 
The winter after our return from the garrison, Father invited me to join him and several of the men of the household on a hunt. The wolves had grown bolder, as they often did in the lean months, and two of our valuable new foals had been lost in as many weeks. As a woman, it was an unprecedented invitation. This was no pleasure hunt in the warm summer months, with baying hounds and carefully-packed delicacies in our saddlebags. There would be no laughter or song, no servants or leisurely respite. It was an endeavor of harsh necessity, one that would leave none of us smiling by the end.
We set off at dawn, a handful of able-bodied men and sturdy horses trudging out the main gate beneath a lazy snowfall. Samson’s scarred face twisted at the sight of me, his clear disapproval darkening my mood, but I wasn’t about to be cowed by the old brute. With a bow and freshly-filled quiver strapped to my saddle, Valor and I trailed after them into the snowy wilderness.
Crossing the open fields of Laezon, I began to second-guess my place among their hardened company, shivering in the merciless environs despite my thick wool breeches and cloak. The trickle of flurries that had heralded our departure steadily grew into a torrent of thick flakes, blustering across the hills and valleys in sheets of blinding white. Gusts of frigid wind blasted my cheeks with snow and ice, frosting my eyelashes and chasing me deeper into the layers of my motley garb. When we finally reached the shelter of the dense forest, the bite of the wind subsided, but it was still miserably, bitterly cold.
James rode beside me wherever the trees allowed. His presence alone was a bolster to my waning spirits, and the doe-eyed looks he flashed me on occasion did wonders to keep me warm. Every furtive glance renewed the memory of his skin against mine, a tangle of limbs and ache barely two nights past. We’d learned every inch of each other over the six months since that kiss, until our adolescent restraint could bear no more and we finally put those piles of straw – and my pouch of silverleaf – to good use.
It took the better part of six hours to track the wolves down. Though our household boasted a number of skilled huntsmen, the harsh weather had left few tracks to follow and we were forced to double back several times when trails went cold. At long last, as the sun began to sink in the sky, we found them. No one had spoken for hours, the biting cold discouraging all but the most essential exchanges, but that silence somehow deepened when my father raised his hand at the head of our somber column. At Samson’s hushed orders, we halted and dismounted, leaving our horses tethered as we pressed on through the trees. Boots crunched the frozen blanket beneath our feet, nine clouds of steaming breath fanning out to encircle the den.
They were beautiful. I hadn’t counted on that. Thick, white fur glistened in the afternoon light, powerful limbs in repose as they basked in what limited sunshine slipped through the spindly canopy above our heads. Glassy eyes flashed amber and blue and green. One yawned – yawned – like any household pet. Killing them suddenly felt so utterly wrong, but these were no docile hounds. These were predators. Stunning as they were, the carnage they’d left behind stood testament to each foal’s violent end.
Our herd, I reminded myself. My responsibility. Father had bucked centuries of tradition to bring me along. I’d not disappoint him by losing my nerve. Samson’s hulking figure loomed across the clearing from me, the mere sight of him serving as a bitter taunt.
When it comes to the doin’, it’s only a man follows through to the end.
The commander’s cruel words rang in my head, stoking the ever-present coals of my pride. Determined to prove the old bastard wrong once and for all, I stifled my misgivings and slipped off my borrowed mittens, dropping them to the snow at my feet.
All around me, concealed behind barren oaks and bristling pines, men knocked and drew. My heart thundered in my chest as my fingers cradled an arrow against the string. Yew creaked, my arm pulling taut, fletches barely grazing my cheek.
It’s necessary. I picked my target with care, a large male close to me, a clean shot open for his heart. Balance must be maintained. For a brief moment, I squeezed my eyes shut against the surge of preemptive guilt and offered a desperate prayer. Mother, let me strike true.
As one, we loosed.
I’ll never forget that sound. They yelped as our arrows struck home, a frightened, heart-wrenching cry. Most of our shots landed cleanly, but a few had to be followed up with knives. That was the worst of it, high-pitched whines and terrified snarls suddenly silenced.
My own mark had died quickly, the arrow sunk deep into his chest. I dropped to my knees beside him, trembling hands reaching out to touch his soft fur, the lingering warmth of his lifeless body seeping into my bare fingers. I was struck by the utter stillness of what had only moments ago drawn breath. The silence gnawed at me, dark tendrils of guilt wrapping around my insides.
The crunch of snow beneath familiar boots barely registered in my ears, pausing a moment before making their way over to me.
“Are you alright?” James murmured, his hushed tone indicating that he knew I wasn’t.

Necessary. Necessary. Necessary. I clung to the word in my mind, battling to bury my grief beneath it.
“Here,” he said as he pressed my abandoned mittens into my hands. “I’ll get him onto your saddle.”
“No.” The word came out unintentionally harsh, a few nearby men casting guarded glances my way. With effort, I swallowed my revulsion and schooled my tone. “I’ll do it.”
It took every ounce of my strength and I got blood all over my cloak, but I managed it. I could feel the eyes on me as I led Valor over and, with some rope and a sizable amount of stubbornness, levered the wolf’s carcass up and lashed it into place. By the time I heaved my own hollow mass into the saddle, I was numb inside and out.
The moonless winter night had long since swallowed any trace of daylight by the time we plodded into the courtyard, men and mounts both exhausted from trekking through the drifting snow. Even my proud stallion dragged his hooves, clumps of ice clinging to his mane and my own. We still had to clean our kills. I wasn’t looking forward to that part.
I unburdened Valor and handed him off to one of the younger stable boys, lingering among the others and waiting for instruction as yet another round of flurries began to fall.
“Go,” father’s low murmur sounded at my shoulder and I turned to meet his forest eyes. The tenderness in them threatened to shatter my resolve. “See Amita about some supper. We’ll take care of the rest.”
“I can do it,” I retorted stiffly.
“I know you can,” he assured gently. His gaze swept across the men around us, some staring outright while others pretended to adjust their cloaks or knock ice from their boots. “So do they.”
I knew I should stay. Finish it. See it through to its awful end. A son would have been expected to do so. In truth, a son would have ridden to the winter hunt at twelve, gifted some manner of clothing trimmed in his first kill’s pelt to mark the occasion. James had a pair of fur-lined boots; Seth, a thick vest he rarely wore. But the thought of gutting that magnificent beast, emptying his chest cavity and peeling the hide from his flesh, made me second-guess the strength of my constitution.
“Go on, lass.” Samson’s scarred face peered at me through the dark, something unfamiliar behind his ever-present scowl and tired eyes.
That final nudge was enough for me. With one last glance at my kill, I turned and fled into the house.
My mother sat with me while I spooned stew into my mouth with feigned indifference, ignoring her probing stares.
“You are not unjustified in your sorrow,” she said at length, her tone gentle but pragmatic. “To take a life is a grave act, but if we don’t cull the packs, it is our horses who will suffer.”
That, I knew, was a fear shared by every Lazerin in history. The herd was our livelihood, yes, but also our family’s sacred charge – a pact of guardianship maintained for a thousand years in honor of Adulil. I loved those horses as much as any of my ancestors had, but the wolf’s cry still haunted me and the thought of donning his hide like some trophy of death turned my stomach. As usual, my mother read my thoughts as easily as if they were scrawled across my face.
“All life is sacred, Elivya, but to lead is to make choices. To weigh lives and risks and consequences for more than just yourself. To sacrifice your easy conscience for the sake of those who depend on you. There is no room for uncertainty or meekness.”
I stared into my bowl, still locked in my disquiet, as she shifted in her chair and eyed my blood-smeared woolens.
“Grief does nothing for the dead,” she added firmly. “If you wish to honor the beast, wear his pelt with pride. Make him a part of you. Let him remind you of your duty as one of the Seven each time you put it on. And move forward.”
 
I tried, turning it over in my mind, but it never quite settled until the day of our small Yule celebration a week later. The whole of the household gathered in the great hall for feasting and dancing, a sea of familiar faces lit with merriment. From the lowest stable hand to the garrison commander, all residents of our estate were welcome on feast days, a tradition maintained by our House for centuries.
Shera, James, and I danced until our feet ached. My handmaiden had railed at me for twenty minutes straight when she first uncovered our affair, but their animosity had eased somewhat over the fall months. Together, the three of us stuffed ourselves to bursting on the endless delicacies crowding the long dining table. The night never seemed to grow later, the clamor of festivity a constant, unbroken hum echoing through the heavy beam rafters.
But when my father approached me with a large box in hand, the lid secured with a shimmering green ribbon, eyes followed and the raucous din fell to a hushed lull. The men of our hunting party pressed their way to the front, eyeing the parcel with quiet anticipation. My heart bucked in my chest, knowing full well what lay within, but the breath still caught in my throat when Father lifted the lid. A pool of thick wool stared up at me, dyed the deep evergreen of our House, bits of white bristling from its amorphous mass. By the sheer volume of it, it could only be one thing: a cloak.
“There is a black one as well,” he said, “but it’s not quite finished.” I forced my hands to grasp the fabric and pull it free, a cascade of fine-combed wool tumbling all the way to the floor. A pool of white fur had been stitched into the hood, bright white against the green. As I held it, a dozen seasoned hunters watching me in silence, I finally understood.
Not a trophy of death. A badge of honor.
I looked up into my father’s eyes, his face aglow with quiet pride, and felt the beast settle somewhere deep within me, amid the biting wind and the bone-deep cold.
“Thank you,” I murmured. “You honor me.”
We lost no more livestock that winter.
 




 



CHAPTER 13
 
 
At seventeen, I was expected to winter at court, and so we went. My parents had given me my freedom for one magnificent year, and I went toward my duties without complaint. Of the fact that one of those duties was to attract suitors, James and I did not speak. Instead, he closed himself off to me bit by bit as the fall dwindled and the date of our departure neared. Knowing full well that clinging to our doomed relationship would only make things harder for us both, I let him. By the time we set out for Litheria, he was barely speaking to me.
Lest you think me cold and heartless, I will tell you I grieved my share. How could I not? He was my best friend. My first love. My first. Oh, I wept. Quietly, privately, bitterly, hiding my wounded heart beneath a mask of solemn purpose that I thought would spare us both an even greater measure of pain.
It’s no wonder he hated me by the end.
My father left a month before us, taking a circuitous route through the provinces of the Lesser Houses of the Lazerin bloodline. Once every few years, he made the trip to reaffirm alliances in Montar, Korent, Erade, and Estia, and offer what assistance he could to our distant brethren. The next trip, he assured me, I would ride with him to learn yet another piece of my responsibilities as heir.
Due to some difficult foaling, we left late in the season and the journey, though short, was miserably cold. When we finally shuffled our frozen masses through the front door of the city manor, dusk nipping at our heels, the sight of the massive hearth ablaze in the common room put a relieved smile on all our faces. Father emerged from the depths of the house almost instantly to greet my mother with a kiss while I knocked clumps of icy mud from my boots.
“We’ve only just arrived this morning,” he informed us as he helped her out of her thick overcoat. “Bit of a delay in Erade – some trouble with the import tariffs – but Harold sent me with a few casks of the thirty-five to make up for it.”
“You seem to have brought back more than just wine, my dear,” she mused in reply.
I followed her gaze to the two figures lurking in the archway nearby. One, I recognized. Captain Briggs eyed me sharply as he offered a bow, clearly still resentful of my deception at the fort. Beside him stood a stranger, a young man somewhere in his early twenties, a double baldric strapped overtop his worn leather breastplate.
“A new addition,” Father announced as he turned, sweeping one hand toward the newcomer. “This is Quintin.”
Mother’s brows rose a fraction. “A Tuvrian?”
Feigned surprise, of course. A blind man could see what he was from a league away. Spine as rigid as the steel on his back. Face carved out of stone, cold and unreadable. He was tall and broad-shouldered, not a wasted ounce on him, a thick mane of wheat hair wrestled back into a tidy knot at the nape of his neck.
And handsome, which I found particularly obnoxious, given the way he was looking at me like I was something to be scraped off the bottom of his boot. He ducked his head in a polite bow the moment I glanced his way, but that strong jaw remained clenched tight enough to crack teeth.
His demeanor didn’t improve any over the course of our family dinner, an otherwise jovial affair filled with friendly banter, news, and stories. Though we were all bone-weary from the journey, we talked late into the night over the cold remnants of our meal.
While the older members of our household chatted with my parents at the head of the table, Seth spent most of the evening regaling the rest of us with second-hand stories of our time at the fort while James and I exchanged guarded smiles across the table. Gabe and Preston, our two men-at-arms who resided in the city permanently, leaned in to listen and contribute the occasional anecdote from their own time under Samson’s heel. Quintin, on the other hand, seemed to take the recounting as some kind of personal insult. His pale blue eyes gradually hardened with fury, though he didn’t dare aim them at me.
No one was brave enough to address him directly, but I wasn’t the only one casting curious glances his way. The militaristic scions of Tuvre largely keep to their own kind, traveling in insular legions that contract with various lords and merchants as need arises. It is unusual to see one alone. Though their fighting skill is legendary, Tuvrians are well-known to be a humorless, brutally conservative lot, and I couldn’t begin to fathom why my father would ever hire one into his service.
As the evening waned, Quintin continued to ignore his nearly-full wine glass with impressive determination. He had drunk to my father’s toast over dinner, but after that, the glass had sat untouched.
Three glasses of my own had me flushed with self-assurance. Irked by his obvious disdain for me, I decided it was time to get a better feel for this hard-eyed young man.
“Do you dislike the wine, armsman?” I called lightly down the table.
He blinked as he stirred from his sullen silence, clearly surprised to be addressed at all. No one had spoken to him all evening.
“No, miss, it’s quite good.”
I had caught him off-guard with my question, but only for a second. He recovered that stoic mask effortlessly, a shield as familiar to him as the blades on his back. Despite my ire, I couldn’t help but find myself impressed by it. Aside from my mother, I’d never known anyone with such flawless control.
“Not thirsty?” I pressed with an innocent tilt of my head. By the way his features darkened, he wasn’t fooled. Still, he responded with the same flat detachment of a well-trained soldier, utterly devoid of emotion.
“It is a matter of self-discipline, miss.”
“Oh?”
“I am on duty. Wine dulls the senses.”
“Surely a single glass would not affect you so.”
James and Seth chuckled quietly and I watched the Tuvrian’s jaw tighten in indignation.
“Perhaps not,” he replied, his voice unwavering. “But one must restrict oneself to the proper choices befitting their station.” His icy eyes never left mine as a pang of pride resonated in my gut at his subtle barb. I could feel James’ gaze on me, tension settling over the room.
“And you deem my actions unsuitable to my station?” I lilted in a carefully neutral tone, fighting the predatory snarl tugging at my lip.
He held my gaze a moment longer before ducking his head in stiff obeisance. “I would not presume to judge your actions, miss.”
“Good choice,” James muttered under his breath. If the armsman heard, he made no indication.
Quintin stood and excused himself for the evening shortly thereafter, baldric rattling as he swept a graceful bow that none of us would have been able to match under the circumstances. Gabe leaned across the table toward me once he’d gone.
“Don’t pay him any mind,” he murmured. “He’s from the far country. Tuvrians are strict with their women.”
 
Despite the late night and my weary muscles, I slept poorly and woke with the first light. The fire in the small hearth in my quarters still smoldered dimly as I dressed, the breeches and thick tunic from the journey smelling faintly of horse but more or less clean. James and I had kept up our daily training exercises in the year since the garrison, and I had no intention of letting that hard-won skill slip into disuse.
The house slept in hallowed silence while I made my way to the rear garden, an open-air quad surrounded by the manor on three sides, the fourth by a tall brick wall shrouded in ivy. A semicircular fountain abutted it, a great tree sculpted at the center of the basin. Though it had been emptied for the winter, snow dusted the branches and capped the small icicles that hung from them.
Breathing deep, I stretched and drew my sword in the bitter cold of the morning. Cautious steps felt out my footing on the frozen grass as I progressed through the exercises Briggs had drilled relentlessly into our heads until we did them in our sleep. There is a kind of meditation in such things, where you surrender your body to itself. It calms your soul, balances you, clears your mind. The knots in my muscles from the journey gradually began to loosen and untie. My mind emptied, settling into that quiet, timeless place at my center as the rest of my body moved without direction.
Before I realized, nearly an hour had passed and my sword was whirring before me in a smooth dance of steel, my feet moving in confident counterpoint. I couldn’t remember feeling the cold, or when it had begun to snow. When I’d finished, I sheathed my blade, shutting my eyes and tilting my head back to welcome the meandering crystals.
“Your backstroke is sloppy.”
I whirled, my hand flying back to my sword hilt. Quintin stood scowling in the arcade, arms crossed, eyes sparkling in the chill. He nodded to my belt.
“And you have terrible instincts.”
He unfolded and crossed the grass to me, grabbing my dagger sheath and tugging it indelicately from the side to the front of my belt.
“If your enemy gets your back, you don’t have time for your sword. Keep your dagger at your front. It’s a faster draw, and your body blocks their view.”
I tested the feel of it, wary of his intentions, given our icy introduction the night before. “My thanks.” I glanced at the two hilts jutting up over his shoulders and realized why he was there.
“I’m finished, if you-”
“I’ll use the courtyard.”
He was already halfway to the door when the question surfaced in my mind.
“Gabe says you swore yourself to my father,” I blurted out and watched him freeze in place. “In the old way.”
He glanced back at me over his shoulder. Waiting.
I shook my head when he didn’t reply. “This isn’t the King’s Guard. No one does that anymore.”
Pale brows knit over paler eyes before he turned and started back toward the door.
“We do.”
 
A week after our arrival in Litheria, my mother and I went on an outing in the city. Despite our protests, Father insisted that we take one of our men-at-arms. Thankfully, Gabe volunteered to accompany us, else we would have been stuck with Quintin’s scowling visage all afternoon. In short order, we were on our way down the bustling streets toward the tailors’ quarter. Cobblestones clacked under the wheels of the carriage, and I gazed out the window at the throngs of people milling around the myriad shops and houses.
My mother’s preferred seamstress lived on a remote street of the district. I admit I was skeptical when we stopped in front of a rather ordinary stone and wood structure that looked much like the houses on either side of it. The only distinguishing feature was a faded wooden sign hanging over the entryway, a needle and bobbin painted on it. My mother led the way without hesitation, bells jangling cheerily over the door.
“Missus Furgas, I told you, tomorrow!” came a woman’s exasperated voice from behind a floor-to-ceiling rack of various fabrics. “Unless you want it with only one sleeve-”
She stopped short when she rounded the shelf and spotted us. Her face relaxed and brightened in one beautiful moment.
“Lady Lazerin!” she exclaimed, bobbing a curtsy. “So wonderful to see you! When did you return to the city?”
My mother waved her off. “Oh please, Sadie, just Nefira. Only a week past. Didn’t your mother tell you we were coming?”
I suddenly realized why she looked familiar. My mother’s preferred seamstress was the grown daughter of Greta and Emmett, the retainers of our city manor. Though I had encountered her as a young child, she had left my parents’ household many years past to wed her husband, a soldier in the King’s Guard at the palace.
Sadie shook her head and waved a hand. “Of course, of course. Forgive me, I’m a mess this morning.”
A perfectly-fitted blue linen dress wrapped her slender frame, topped with a white sewing apron. A neat brown braid draped down her back, swishing back and forth as she hastily tidied a broad work table.
“So what can I do for you? It’s a bit early yet for the Yule Gala, though you wouldn’t be the first.”
“No, not just yet. We’ve been away a while and I fear we may be a bit out of fashion.” My mother stepped aside to reveal me behind her.
One corner of Sadie’s lips quirked in an unexpectedly devilish smirk. “Going hunting, are we?” She proceeded to circle me, taking my measure with an artist’s calculating indifference. “Well,” she sighed. “Best get started.”
Despite my initial skepticism, Sadie turned out to be a brilliant designer, sketching sleek concepts that would put me within acceptable range of current fashion but set me apart enough to be noticed. As we pored over countless fabric samples, I couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt, James’ face swimming in my mind.
When we left in the mid-afternoon, my request to visit the smith’s district was soundly rejected. Instead, our last stop of the day was the great Temple of Adulil at the heart of the city.
The three of us made our way up the marble steps and into the vast open-air chamber, the walls covered with intricately carved panels depicting stories from the Book of Days. Two long swaths of the floor remained unpaved, tall golden wheat sprouting from the soil below, swaying in the breeze. Each chaff glowed, ripe for harvest in the late fall chill. These were the last of the crofter’s original fields, long since covered by Litheria’s sprawling expanse. As such, they were sacred to us, lovingly tended year after year by the priests and priestesses. Together, the two troughs created a golden pathway to the far end of the temple, where a larger-than-life statue of Adulil gazed down at his people. Above our heads, an oculus pierced the dome, afternoon light beaming down to illuminate the altar.
It was a beautiful, peaceful, sacred place. A solemn tranquility pulsed in my veins as I walked along the wheat, running my hand through the feathered golden mass. Mother paid a priestess for three small sheaves of it tied with delicate white ribbon. Together, we made our offering at His altar, kneeling and placing ours among all the others at His feet. I gazed up at Adulil’s face, flushed with warmth despite the cold marble beneath my knees. My blood hummed in my ears as I searched that stone likeness for some semblance of clarity amidst the fog of my tumultuous youth. I thought of James, and of the gowns being made to draw suitors to me, lures of silk and satin. What would I say to my oldest friend, my first love, if those lures bore fruit?
If He had any guidance for me, He kept it to himself.
 
We returned home as afternoon gave way to early evening. Father greeted us in the foyer, waving a missive with a brown seal.
“Augustus has invited us to dinner tonight,” he informed us, eyeing me with a knowing grin. My heart skipped at the thought of seeing Aubrey. I’d missed my friend dearly.
“What time?” Mother asked, handing Emmett her shawl.
“Seven.” When she moved to inspect the invite herself, he produced a second letter from his breast pocket, this one sealed with purple wax. “Reyus and Amelie sent one as well, for ten days hence. A small dinner party, it seems.”
Mother’s calculating gaze flicked my way.
“Ulrich and Feran,” I intoned automatically, dredging up the names of House Oristei’s two eligible sons with little effort. My parents waited in silence as I wrestled with the question Adulil had left unanswered.
Whatever I had to say to James, this was my path. This was my purpose. No matter how much I loved him, no matter how much of myself I had to bury, I could not turn my back on my duty. Drawing myself up with quiet resolve, I met their patient attention.
“Send our acceptance.”
We had our first public engagement.
 



CHAPTER 14
 
 
I rushed down the steps in a flurry of skirts and excitement, the prospect of finally seeing Aubrey after eighteen long months painting an unshakeable smile on my face. Mother’s distant voice called my name from the foyer, her impatience echoing down the halls, and I redoubled my pace to meet them for the carriage.
“You look nice.”
James’ voice brought me to a startled halt and I turned to see him leaning against a door frame, arms and ankles crossed in his typical roguish manner. Guarded brown eyes evaluated me from under a mop of copper hair.
“Better than a bloody tunic.” He tilted his head and the corner of his mouth quirked. “Although breeches certainly have some appeal.”
My lips twisted in a half-hearted grin. “Buggerer.”
We passed a moment of uncomfortable silence, the playful mood faltering. I glanced toward the front of the house, torn between rushing to meet my parents and lingering in the first private moment I’d had with James in weeks. A final threatening call from my father decided the matter for me.
“I’m sorry, I must go. We’ve been invited-”
“To dine with the Royal Poet and his son. Yes, I heard,” he finished curtly. I stiffened in surprise at the malice beneath his words.
“It’s Aubrey-”
“Miss Elivya,” Emmett interrupted, and I shut my mouth on the remainder of my protest. He stood in the archway to the foyer with brows raised, my green wolfskin cloak over one arm. “Your parents are waiting.”
“Best hurry,” James muttered, turning away. “Wouldn’t want to be late.”
 
When we arrived at the Chamberlain manor, I was too distracted to feel nostalgia at walking up the brown stone steps I had climbed so many times before. My preoccupation melted away, however, upon seeing a long-missed face.
“Dear gods, what have you done to yourself?”
“Aubrey!” I exclaimed, practically throwing my cloak at the doorman and flinging myself into my friend’s outstretched arms. He embraced me tightly, lifting my feet off the floor in his fervor before releasing me. I beamed up at him, the sight of those warm amber eyes like a salve on my worried heart. “I’ve missed you.”
He smiled back and kissed my cheek in reply, tucking me under his arm and guiding me toward the dining room. After swapping stories over a hearty supper, the lot of us retired to the salon to discuss the recent goings-on at Court, reclining on couches with wine in hand.
“It seems House Oristei is making a play for the throne,” Augustus informed us, cradling his glass.
“Oh?” my mother inquired, eyes lighting with interest. Given the invitation we’d just accepted from that same House, my own attention piqued as well.
“Mm.” He chewed a grape thoughtfully and leveled a meaningful gaze at my father. “Reyus’ younger sister Rishel.”
“Was she widowed?” Father inquired.
“Never wed.”
“Why not?” I asked, bewildered. By all accounts, the scions of Oristei were a coveted lot, especially those born of its oldest and purest bloodline. Rare was the mention of a son or daughter of that ancient House that didn’t include a reference to their effortless grace or flawless beauty.
Aubrey chimed in once it became obvious that no answer was forthcoming. Whatever had happened during the War, none of our parents seemed eager to speak of it.
“She was originally promised to the old General Teresius when she was only fifteen. A political match, no more. Some trade agreements had turned sour between Ostris and Tuvria. Fortunately for Rishel, her father passed before the marriage could be finalized.”
“One of the few good things to come from the War,” Augustus muttered around another mouthful of grapes.
“Reyus canceled the agreement for love of his sister,” my mother contributed, adjusting her skirts in an abnormally stiff gesture. Beside her, Father remained silent, his face darkening at the topic, eyes shadowed by some haunted memory. I wondered, briefly, about Captain Rowan’s cryptic words to me that last day at the fort.
He forgave her easily enough, all those years ago.
Before I could turn the possibilities over in my head, Aubrey’s bard-like voice meandered on.
“Sadly, the spurned General held some sway in society and spread a number of vicious rumors in retribution. Rishel was ostracized by the Court for over a decade.”
“Nevertheless,” Augustus chimed back in, “she has recently reemerged in society and attends most public engagements. Just last month, she rode with the King at the autumn hunt. Nothing inappropriate, you understand, but they do seem to have developed a rapport.”
My mother tapped her glass with one finger, considering. “Perhaps it’s time Amenon remarried. It has been so many years since Cerya died.”
The haunted silence returned, that mournful tale weighing on us all. Queen Cerya had been a daughter of House Halkryn, a lesser Chamberlain bloodline well-known for the skill of their bards. She and Amenon had met as youths at Court just before the old king’s death. Their courtship had lasted through the tumult of the War, and they were married shortly after its bloody conclusion.
“And what of Selice?” Father asked, almost reluctantly.
“A mystery, as always,” Augustus replied. “I’ve not seen the princess beyond the occasional glimpse in the palace halls. She remains hidden away. We likely won’t even see her face on her wedding day, if he ever deigns to unleash her upon the Court.”
“An arranged marriage seems more likely,” Mother commented. Augustus grunted in agreement.
“How old is she now?” I dared in the silence that followed.
“A bit younger than the two of you.” The King’s Poet gestured at Aubrey and me with his glass. “Sixteen, I believe.”
“Will he debut her?”
A shrug is all the reply my mentor offered.
What kind of grief would drive a man to hide away his only child? What kind of life must that poor, secluded girl lead? With no other legitimate heirs, Selice was the sole candidate to inherit the throne when her father died. And yet she was never seen in public, never brought to formal hearings in the throne room or sighted at social events. The young princess had been a mystery since the day she was born.
The day her mother died.
 
Our appointment at the Oristei estate came and went. Lord Reyus and his wife Amelie were gracious hosts, though his watchful gaze unsettled me. A long history lay between our two Houses, and I sensed a hopefulness in my parents that did nothing to put me at ease. Ulrich and Feran were pleasant young men, gifted with all the grace and surprisingly little of the good looks so commonly associated with their name. Few scions of the Great Houses could be considered ugly, but they certainly weren’t the most attractive boys I’d ever seen. How their ruggedly handsome father and delicately featured mother had produced such awkwardly proportioned offspring eluded me. Nevertheless, I did my part to display my wit and grace, always accompanied by the cloak of humility. I liked them well enough, but I think my parents recognized my indifference, as they did not press me about further visits to the Oristei estate, though the invitations came.
Along with them came solicitations from many other Houses, quite a few of which we accepted. Not all, though. It was imperative to gain visibility without appearing desperate. I left the selections to my mother and found the vast majority of our outings quite enjoyable. The noble Houses contained many perfectly agreeable young men, but none in particular caught my eye and, despite my resolve to fulfill my duty as heir, thoughts of James lingered always in the back of my mind.
The months leading up to the winter solstice put more stress on what little remained of our relationship. Each engagement required a preparatory period in which Mother and I would review the current goings-on of the House we were to be courting. This made our evenings with potential suitors pass more smoothly but required a significant amount of time. Aubrey and I had also resumed our lessons with his father, which seemed to only compound James’ bitterness. All of this left little time for him, with the exception of our morning exercises in the back garden.
It was one such morning when I awoke a bit earlier than usual, the first hints of dawn just barely beginning to lighten the horizon as I donned my sparring gear. The creeping silence of the house made it easy to pick out sounds of movement in the garden. Had James arrived before me? That seemed unlikely. He typically trailed in from his bed long after I was already well into my drills. No, those weren’t his footsteps. Too heavy. Too sure.
As I slipped silently through the door into the shadows of the arcade, I could just barely make out a figure spinning and slashing a twin pair of one-handed swords in devastating patterns. The cycles of drills I’d been taught felt like child’s play in comparison. Quintin’s every movement was precisely calculated, a symphony of deadly efficiency painting the garden with a blur of steel and steaming breath.
I thought to speak, to make my presence known before he turned to catch me spying, but the words stalled in my throat at the sound of the door opening at my back. James’ boots halted abruptly a few paces behind. I glanced over my shoulder to greet him, only to be met with poorly-concealed suspicion tightening his mouth to a thin line.
The sound of metal scraping into leather drew my gaze back to the garden, the Tuvrian sheathing his swords with practiced ease. Pale blue eyes, drawn by the sound of James’ entry, had spotted me lurking in the shadows. His expression hardened and he murmured something indecipherable under his breath, likely a curse of some kind aimed at me for gawking. I was almost glad he didn’t bother to offer any obeisance as he stalked past and disappeared into the house.
The air seemed lighter once he was gone. I realized with a pang of irritation that I’d flattened myself against a pillar to make way for him as he left. James had noticed, too, and read something other than discomfort in the gesture. He pushed past me brusquely, crossing to take up his usual spot on the other side of the courtyard. His blade rang free, a sharp sound that echoed off the frozen stone walls. There he waited, poised with his sword at the ready, that freckled face hard and bitter.
I should have known better than to match him that morning. I should have seen that anger and turned and walked away, but I didn’t. I shed my cloak and drew my steel, too proud and stupid to back down.
His first advance was unusually aggressive, sparking a flurry of panicked parries while driving me back toward the arcade. When he finally relented, my surprise turned quickly to anger.
“What in the hells is wrong with you?!”
“Sorry,” he grumbled, retreating to his initial position near the fountain. “I got the impression you wanted more of a challenge.”
That boiled my blood. Fine. If he wanted a fight, I’d give him a fight. We’d sparred together almost daily for over a year, but always with restraint, neither of us wishing to accidentally harm the other. This bout contained no such precautions. We hurled our anger at one another with every reckless swing, bashing at each other with all the pent-up resentment that had festered between us over the past few months. His biting comments, my inattentiveness, the unavoidable prospect of my marriage to another man; all of it poured out into the cold morning air.
Eventually, my guard faltered and my block didn’t quite turn his thrust far enough to the side. I yelped as his blade sliced into my ribcage. Horrified, he backed off immediately, hands raised in a placating gesture.
“Gods, Elivya, I didn’t mean-”
“Didn’t you?” I snarled, the pain only amplifying the red-hot fury coursing through my veins. His bloodless face offered no reply. I flung my blade to the ground at his feet, spat on the frozen grass between us, and stormed off toward the kitchen, clutching my side.
Shera let out a horrified squeak when she saw the blood and immediately ran off to fetch Greta. The two returned to find me seated on a bench near the scullery hearth, swearing and snarling like a wounded dog.
“Quiet down,” the round woman clucked, unrolling a leather pouch to reveal a variety of medical supplies. “You’ll wake the whole house, carrying on like that.”
Once they’d peeled my tunic from me, Shera’s grim expression told me without looking that it was bad enough to need stitches, a deduction confirmed when Greta pulled a gleaming needle and catgut from her pouch of supplies. I took a moment to make a list of the various ways I would throttle James the next time we crossed paths. Mindful of Greta’s scolding, I did so silently inside my head.
“Best look away,” she warned, barely giving me time to do so before the sharp pinch of the needle pierced the edge of my freshly-cleaned wound. My stomach heaved at the tugging sensation that followed, and I was glad I’d not eaten yet that morning. As she wove my sundered flesh back together one agonizing stitch at a time, Greta took the opportunity to berate me for my foolishness, pointing out the vast array of activities more appropriate to my station that would never result in such an injury.
“There,” she said when it was finally done. With a snip of her immaculate scissors and an imperious nod, she rattled off a series of instructions and left to fetch some herbs for a pain-numbing tea.
Shera quickly took her place on the bench beside me, a large roll of bandages in hand. I shied away from the sympathy on her face, preferring to glare at the crackling flames and cling to my lingering anger as a ward against the chill. The latter crept through the stone walls to nip at my bare torso, but the throbbing in my side distracted me enough to not feel the cold – or hear the sound of heavy steps approaching.
“James might be an idiot, but he cares about you,” Shera murmured, unrolling the muslin. “I’m sure he didn’t-”
Her words cut short with a tiny, strangled sound, her sudden stiffness drawing my eyes from the fire. She wasn’t looking at me, though. I craned my head to follow her gaze to the doorway behind me and spotted the source of her dismay. My father’s Tuvrian hovered on the threshold, unmoving, seemingly trapped between retreating and holding his ground.
Perhaps it was the ordeal of the stitching that left me so inexplicably unbothered by my own state of undress. Though the angle did conceal my most personal bits, there was still more of me on display than any man but James had ever seen. Why it never crossed my mind to go scrambling for my shirt, I’ll never know.
Pale blue eyes stared back at me, my abandoned sword in his hand. Quintin didn’t move, didn’t speak. Neither did I, holding that icy gaze as though I could meet the challenge of his disapproval with simple stubbornness. I knew why he detested me so. To a Tuvrian, the only good kind of woman is a silent, obedient one. I would never be either of those things, but I wasn’t about to apologize for it – wasn’t about to shrink beneath that cold regard. So I held my ground, unflinching, for the handful of silent breaths that passed between us.
After a moment, he averted his eyes, laid the blade reverently upon the table, and left.
 
My mother was furious upon learning of the accident and demanded James be sent back to Laezon immediately. Father must have talked her out of it since no such order was issued and my temperamental companion remained. To me, my father only offered one of his enigmatic glances that suggested the entire incident was my fault.
I avoided James, which was no difficulty seeing as my social engagements and resumed studies filled most of my time. I would have kept the whole thing a secret from Aubrey, but he noticed my stiffness and pulled the tale from me at our next lesson. He, too, was furious, but I brushed it off with an aloofness I did not truly feel.
Midwinter approached quickly, and with it the Yule Gala. Yule is, above all, a celebration of the turning point at which the sun begins to reclaim the sky and drive away the winter. As the City of Light, as Adulil’s city, as the seat of the royal House of His blood, the return of the sun is heralded with immense fanfare in Litheria, from the slums of Dockside to Crofter’s Castle.
Mother had another gown commissioned for me, though this time without my input. With my head spinning with the gossip of Court and the current events of the Houses I was courting, I couldn’t have cared less. Before I realized, the solstice was upon us and Greta was spilling into my room, arms full of a bundle wrapped and tied, round face aglow with excitement. Shera, Poppy, and Ellen squealed with glee and tore open the packaging to reveal the dress. To my surprise, the gown was white. Not the soft, creamy ecru of a debut gown, but a crisp, bright, cold white as blinding as fresh snow. Asymmetrical layers dripped with delicate tendrils of crystal beads, the bodice cut straight across to leave my neck and shoulders bare.
“That’s not all, Miss Elivya,” called Poppy, holding out a small wooden chest. Beneath the lid lay matching gloves and a collar of crystals so cleverly wrought that one could barely see the wires holding it together. They made a fuss, as young women are wont to do. When all was said and done and I inspected myself in the mirror, I was quite pleased with the result.
The girls had wound my dark locks into an elegant updo of curls accented with crystal-headed pins. The bodice of the gown fit immaculately, despite my bandage, and the cascade of silken layers flowed and glistened without being gaudy. I hesitated at the collar of crystals, disliking blatant ostentation, but Greta shook her head and insisted, pointing out that it distracted from the broadness of my shoulders.
Hm.
Crofter’s Castle fairly glowed that night, white banners flying en masse, emblazoned with the golden sun of Adulil. Large fires roared in iron stands in the palace courtyard, making the frigid distance from the carriage to the entryway much easier to bear. I was still glad for my cloak, though, and relinquished it to the liveried attendant with a touch of regret.
The massive staircase that descended into the ballroom had been wrapped with glittering garlands, the whole immense chamber awash in candlelight. I followed my parents down the steps on the decorous arm of a faceless Court attendant, the crier’s voice announcing us to an indifferent crowd below. We’d barely made it halfway when Aubrey bounded up the stairs with a glowing grin.
“That will do, my good man,” he dismissed, claiming my arm. “Many thanks.” The liveried squire stalked off, muttering under his breath.
“You must be looking to make a scandal, Aubrey,” I teased as he steered me down the remaining steps.
“Oh, please. What’s the Yule Gala without a bit of gossip?” After suffering a sharp look of warning from my mother, we disappeared into the throng.
“What have you heard?” I inquired as my friend deposited a glass of wine into my hand.
He sipped his own, eyes darting around the room. “There have been rumors this last week – ah, Leon!”
Resplendent in a deep red doublet, Leon ben Therus shone with goodness that reached his soft hazel eyes. Waves of golden hair framed a lean, handsome face that split into a dazzling smile as he approached. It was no wonder my dearest friend had fallen for this beautiful creature. Though I’d only met him a handful of times, he greeted me warmly as a friend.
“Anything?” Aubrey prompted him after we’d exchanged the usual pleasantries.
“Remy said he saw the High Priestess leaving the royal gardens earlier this evening. And no one has seen the King all day.”
“What about Rishel?”
Leon shook his head. “Not a glimpse of either one.”
“The lady Oristei?” I interjected, puzzling out their exchange. Aubrey turned his half-focused attention to me, gears turning behind his amber eyes.
“The King’s consort in all but name, according to the rumors.”
Leon leaned close. “Word of late-night rendezvous and secret nuptials abound.”
I glanced between them. “Do you think it likely?”
Aubrey shrugged. “It’s certainly possible. Father tells me His Majesty is quite taken with her. Nothing compared to his passion for Cerya, but that was many years ago and Amenon was a young man then. Time and loss wither the hearts of even the most passionate men.”
“Is this gossip, or are you writing a ballad?” Leon teased affectionately.
My peer replied in all seriousness as a sudden lull pierced the din around us. “It would make for a moving tale, to be sure.” I followed his gaze to the entryway stairs, where Amenon stood with a stunning woman on his arm. “As moving as the one our parents witnessed, I’d wager.”
The trumpets that rang out proved wholly unnecessary, as every pair of eyes in that room had already fixed on the King and his escort. Lady Rishel fen Oristei was indeed a beautiful woman, with a curtain of silky russet hair swaying loosely about her delicate face. Layers of sheer fabrics cascaded down her gown, various shades of gold and bronze catching the light. An assortment of bangles clinked softly as the couple descended the staircase. Amidst the sea of heavily decorated nobles, she glowed like a goddess from myth. Though her striking beauty captured the eye, there was also a lightness to Amenon’s demeanor I had never seen before. The King looked more at ease, more whole, the shadows gone from his eyes.
Needless to say, Court rumors were reignited by this latest development, and hushed conversations focused on little else. The assembled nobility didn’t have long to wait before their suspicions were confirmed. At the height of the evening, as the servants began laying the banquet table with heaping platters, the King rose from his seat on the dais. The room fell abruptly silent.
“My lords and ladies, it is with a glad heart that I welcome you this evening.” His voice resonated richly through the marble hall. “On this, the sacred night of Yule, we celebrate the return of the sun, just as our fathers and their fathers before have for generations beyond memory. The solstice signifies the reemergence of light and joy in our lives, that not only do the nights shorten and the days lengthen, but hope reignites in our midst; hope for the new cycle, hope for a brighter future, hope for a new beginning. That is what I bring you now, my noble countrymen.”
The King turned and offered his hand to Lady Rishel, who rose to stand beside him, gracing him with a loving smile. A diligent servant proffered glasses to them both and we all waited with bated breath.
“Not two hours past, High Priestess Valia administered our marriage vows and bound us to one another in this life.”
A collective gasp was quickly stifled. Nearby, a cluster of golden-haired courtiers exchanged unsettled glances; lesser sons and daughters of the House of Adulil.
“It is fitting, in my purview,” the King pressed on firmly through the murmurs, “that this night celebrate not only the rebirth of our world but also our nation.” His brass eyes fell on those of his distant kin. “Tonight we start anew; we begin a new chapter for our House and for this country.” Amenon’s relatives appeared unconvinced, but the eldest among them ducked his chin slightly in a restrained nod of obeisance. Satisfied, the King took a step back and gestured gracefully to the stunning woman beside him. “May I present my wife, your queen, Rishel Oristei no Adulil.”
As one, we all dropped into our deepest bows and curtsies. “Long live Queen Rishel!”
The remainder of the evening passed in a frenzied blur as nobles clamored for position near the dais to congratulate the couple and curry favor with their new queen. Aubrey, Leon, and I hung back with the other young heirs, leaving space for our parents to make the pronouncements on behalf of our Houses. I scanned the crowd to find my parents cloistered at the back of the room with Lord Chamberlain and a few others. Confusion and worry stirred in my chest, but I pushed them aside. A dense throng of nobles yet remained around the King and Queen, and shoving one’s way through the mob would be far from dignified. They would wait for a more opportune moment.
Nearby, the small group of Amenon’s kin lingered in similar isolation, their dull golden eyes watching the scene with marked displeasure. One woman among them appeared more disgruntled than the rest, hard eyes glittering with envy as Rishel greeted her new subjects with effortless grace.
Carefully-laid plans upended, I realized. I wonder how close she thought she’d come to that throne.
“Clarissa looks furious,” Aubrey murmured into my ear, his gaze tracing mine. “All that maneuvering for naught.”
“She wanted the crown for herself,” I mused.
“She and her father have long dreamed of purifying the bloodline.”
“I wasn’t aware anyone else was making moves for Amenon’s attention.”
“Adulines are a private lot,” my friend pointed out. “And you haven’t spent much time in the city.”
I tilted my head in reluctant agreement. Aubrey and his father maintained a nearly-permanent residence in Litheria, only visiting their estate in Cambria once or twice a year. As the King’s Poet, Augustus’ presence at Court was expected, as was the presence of the likely successor to his post. Aubrey had practically grown up in Crofter’s Castle. My family and I had been away for over a year, and though the far reach of my mother’s observations often surprised me, she had never once mentioned Lady Clarissa or her schemes in our lessons.
As the night wore on, I grew more and more tense when none of our parents made any move to venture toward the dais. Since the throng never abated, I’m not sure they would have made much progress, but it still seemed like a grievous breach of Court protocol.
“Perks of the King’s inner circle, dove,” Aubrey soothed with a smile. “The War left its mark on all our Houses. Our parents are more Amenon’s siblings than any of those gilded vultures.” He nodded toward the cluster of golden-eyed courtiers still sulking at the perimeter.
Despite my friend’s reassurances, the whole evening left me unsettled and I broached the topic with my parents on the carriage ride home.
“There was no need,” my father stated firmly. “The King will send for us when he’s ready.”
“Lazerins do not grovel for royal favor,” Mother added, staring out the window.
I recalled Greta cursing about Lazerin pride in the kitchen while stitching me up, and worried my parents had made a mistake. What if their tightly-held dignity was misconstrued as indifference, or worse, disapproval? Gossip could destroy a House as quickly as any war. My father must have noticed my unease because he leaned forward in his seat toward me.
“Through deeds and loyalty, we prove our fealty to the Crown,” he reassured gently. “Amenon and I have known one another a very long time.” His tone clearly brought the topic to a close, so I pressed no further, but couldn’t shake the ill feeling in my gut that they were underestimating the danger.
 



CHAPTER 15
 
 
As if to purposely make me feel foolish, an invitation from the palace arrived three days later. A small dinner party was to be held in the King’s private quarters that evening. My parents met each other’s eyes over the breakfast table, an entire conversation passing between them in a silent moment. A pang of envy resonated through my chest and I thought about James for the first time in days. I’d not seen or spoken to him since the accident, but I felt a sudden urge to seek him out. I pushed my chair back abruptly and stood, drawing my mother’s sharp gaze.
“No outings today,” she warned. “We cannot be late this evening, and I want you at your best.”
I slipped from the house and Seth pointed me toward the stables, where I found James re-shoeing one of our carriage horses. He murmured softly to the mare as he worked on one hoof with a long metal file. Leaning against a stall, I watched him a moment before making my presence known.
“I see you haven’t lost your touch.”
He cast a guarded glance over his shoulder at me before returning to his task. “My mother says we have some bastard Lazerin blood from way back. Makes it so we can understand them better than most.”
I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I remained silent and continued to watch him work. When he finished filing, I passed him a metal shoe from a nearby bucket.
“Are we going to talk about this?”
He heaved a sigh and dropped his file to the floor, fishing in his apron for some nails. Fetching the hammer from the bucket, I held it hostage until he met my eyes. Copper curls rustled as he shook his head.
“What do you want me to say, Elivya?”
“An apology wouldn’t go amiss,” I retorted dryly.
Those guarded eyes darkened and drifted to where his blade had cut me. “It was an accident. I’m sorry.”
“And maybe tell me what made you angry enough to try and take my head off.”
His penitence vanished in an instant. “As if you need me to explain the reason.”
I grit my teeth at his biting tone. “We discussed this from the very beginning. When we left Laezon, you said-”
“I know what I said,” he snapped, hurt and fury battling in his eyes. “But it’s different, being here. Watching it happen.”
“Watching what? I’ve not had a single offer!”
He hissed a humorless laugh. “You don’t need one. You already have Aubrey wrapped around your finger.”
“It’s not like that between us. He’s just-”
“A friend?” he challenged. “I was your friend, too, remember? We ended up in the stacks same as anyone else. Though I imagine a feather bed makes for a more romantic setting than a dusty loft.”
I gaped at him, too jarred by his cruelty for my anger to take root. The lips I’d kissed a thousand times twisted into a sneer, as unfamiliar as the viciousness that poured through them.
“Don’t look so surprised. You of all people should know servants gossip. There’s some truth in every rumor. You taught me that. Not that it matters. You want some spineless fancy-boy for a husband, you go right ahead. Maybe you can train him to polish your boots for you.”
“Don’t talk about him like that,” I bristled. “If it was up to me-”
“But it’s not. And nothing I say will change what I am. What you are.” He turned his face away, holding his hand out for the hammer. “So do us both a favor and go.”
I stood there, the shock of his dismissal rooting me to the spot.
“Go, Elivya.”
Numb with hurt, I dropped the hammer into his palm and fled.
 
Empty eyes stared back at me in the mirror that afternoon, an unremarkable shade of green hiding a tempest of regret and guilt. The cosmetic painted on my face felt like a mask, a curtain drawn over the misery roiling within.
Stupid, selfish girl. Why did you ever kiss him? How could you let it get this far?
Shera stood behind me at the vanity, pinning my hair and stealing glances at me in the dimming afternoon light. I barely noticed the gown she’d dressed me in, some embroidered satin concoction laced so tight I could barely breathe. Maybe I’d get lucky and it would suffocate me.
“Are you alright, miss?”
Shera’s voice pulled me from my sullen thoughts, her soft face pinched with concern. I forced a feeble smile to my lips, but couldn’t bring myself to speak.
“…James?”
The corner of my mouth curled in acknowledgment. My friend returned her focus to her work, casting one last sympathetic glance at me in the mirror.
“Jealousy makes monsters of us all, miss.”
 
We arrived once again at the palace, though this time with no fanfare or warming braziers. I clutched my wolfskin cloak about me and followed obediently up the steps and into the castle, where a crisp-mannered doorman escorted us with alacrity to the private wing.
No chamber in Crofter’s Castle is small, but the private dining room and adjoining salons were cozy and welcoming compared to the vastness of the great hall. I trailed after my parents into the warm intimacy of that space and saw none of the faces within it.
Aubrey emerged from the small crowd to greet me, his smile immediately faltering at the sight of my empty stare. I may have looked the picture of decorum to anyone else, but he could read me like an open book. His gentle hand slipped into mine, settling my fingers on his arm and steering me off to a quiet corner. There, he pulled the whole of it from me while I tried my best to keep my features neutral, lest any prying eyes be watching.
“I’m sorry, dove,” he murmured when I’d finished my hollow confession. “He is cruel to expect what he knows you cannot give.”
I shook my head, staring into my wine glass. “I’m the cruel one. I never should have started it in the first place. We were friends for so long. I ruined everything.”
“He agreed it was over the day you left Laezon.”
“Doesn’t make it any easier.”
“…What can I do?”
I shrugged and forced myself to meet his amber eyes. “Distract me? Help me get through tonight?”
“Done.” He straightened and fetched up alongside me, scanning the sprawl of courtiers. “How about some recitation? Tell me who you know.”
I swept my gaze over the crowd. “Not many. House Oristei, of course,” I corrected, spotting Lord Reyus and his wife engaged in some solemn exchange with my parents. I managed to identify a few others, but most of the guests were strangers to me.
“What would you do without me?” Aubrey sighed, his playful lilt an attempt to brighten my spirits.
“Right now? Likely crawl into a hole and die.”
“Oh, please. Death is boring.”
It made me laugh, despite myself, earning a sideways smile from my friend, his amber eyes glittering.
“The tall fellow in the drab doublet is Lord Ignatus Caerus, the Royal Physician, and beside him is his wife Lynn. Their son Mateo is there,” Aubrey gestured to a group of young gentlemen across the room. Mateo fidgeted nervously, looking very young under his unruly curls. “He’s just come of age for Court this past autumn, and I’m sure he’d rather be anywhere but here.”
“I can sympathize.”
“Shush. Pay attention.” Next he pointed out a pair of young courtiers just a few years our elder, lithe figures weaving through the crowd. “The twins of House Ardontus: Ila and Ero. Ero will inherit, of course, but that doesn’t keep his sister from being his constant competition.” He gestured to an elegant couple currently locked in conversation with my mother. “Their parents, Lord Miko and Lady Cheza.”
My education continued for several more minutes, my grief over James slowly numbing in the face of my responsibilities to my House. As Aubrey predicted, I lost myself in the mechanical routine of rote memorization, burying my sorrow in the necessity of my station.
Just when I felt I’d gotten my bearings, the door abruptly opened and a small cluster of sultry figures glided into the room, their silk doublets and gowns shimmering the deepest blue I’d ever seen. Long hair, darker even than my own, fell in a straight cascade down the women’s backs, unpinned and undecorated, sleek in the light. The men kept theirs nearly as long but caught back in a variety of ways. What captured my attention most, however, was their eyes: gray, with only the slightest hints of blue or green.
“Van Dryns,” Aubrey muttered.
The retinue fractured into smaller clusters and dispersed throughout the room, the eldest couple making their way to the far side to greet the other high lords in attendance, our parents included.
“Lord Yuri and Lady Tasha,” my friend supplied, a distinctly sour note in his tone. “And, of course, their horde of various kin.”
I knew who they were, of course, by name if not by sight. Even if it hadn’t been the sole purpose of my existence to memorize every bloodline of the Greater and Lesser Houses, the Van Dryn Trading Enterprise is known half the world over. From Lloegr to Rume, their merchant ships control the majority of overseas trade, from silks and spices to lamp oil and perfumes. I’d seen a few of them at other Court events, but only from a distance and never in such great numbers.
I was running through a mental list of their holdings in an attempt to maintain my distraction when a horribly familiar laugh cut through the din.
“Oh, gods,” I hissed, spotting a perfectly-curated cascade of honey hair in the crowd. “What is she doing here?”
Aubrey followed my gaze to land on Patricia, her apricot gown glaring amidst a sea of dark blue silk. “Her mother is Queen Rishel’s second cousin. An invitation of necessity, if I had to guess.”
At least neither of her usual venomous cohorts seemed to be in attendance. Instead, she fawned over a captive cluster of Van Dryns, short bursts of her delicate laughter carrying across the room to grate on my nerves. She was trying harder than usual to be charming. Must be someone there who caught her interest. When the crowd shifted and a few dark-haired courtiers found excuses to peel away, I spotted the reason behind her efforts.
He had his mother’s elegant mouth and his father’s broad shoulders, a tidy plait of blue-black hair draped down the back of his doublet. Like many of his House, his age was elusive, but I placed him somewhere in his late twenties. Patricia kept herself positioned close at his side, doing her best to catch his gaze with her most sultry bedroom eyes.
Something dark and hateful stirred unexpectedly in my chest. I prodded at it as I watched them, noting the way it flared when she batted her lashes or swept aside her hair in a less-than-subtle attempt to show off her generous figure. The stiffness in his posture told me just how little he wanted her attentions, but the dark-haired courtier continued to humor her with placid smiles and polite conversation.
It made my stomach turn.
I was angry, I realized. At James. At myself. At the world that seemed to always tell me ‘no’ while allowing a viper like Patricia to do as she pleased and trap yet another poor bastard beneath the unyielding yoke of propriety. No amount of mindless recitation could extinguish that anger. It simmered somewhere deep within me, a driving force that made me yearn to destroy. To claim. To conquer.
“Oh, no you don’t,” Aubrey warned, shooting me a blistering glare. “Don’t even think about it, Liv.”
“Who is he?” I demanded.
He didn’t so much utter the name as chew it up and spit it into the air between us. “Adrian Van Dryn.”
Of course he is.
“Still unmarried?” Patricia wasn’t known for being terribly particular on that account.
“He likes to play with his food.”
I snorted into my wine glass. “Quite the prize. No wonder she’s putting forth such an effort.”
“He’s a scoundrel and a cad. They were made for each other.”
Whatever grudge my friend held against the heir of House Van Dryn would have to wait. I’d already settled into the focused calm of the hunt, drawing on the wolf and the winter cold. She wanted him. Badly. So I would take him from her. Not to keep, of course, just to distract long enough for her to show her true colors, to ruin her chances with him herself.
Petty. Yes, I know.
“He moves like a soldier,” I remarked, watching him lead her through the crowd.
“A sailor,” Aubrey corrected, growing more irritable by the minute. “You know, you could find far better entertainment than the bilge rats of Daria. How about a nice King’s Guard to take your mind off things? I hear they’re mostly unattached.”
“No.”
Across the room, Patricia brushed some nonexistent dust from Adrian’s doublet, an intimate gesture done solely for the benefit of any competitor that might be watching. I had a sudden and unsettling urge to break her pretty fingers.
“No,” I repeated, cold certainty steeling my resolve. “No, I want him.”
Aubrey blew out his breath in a long, low sigh, knowing better than to try and dissuade me in such a state. Without another word, he drained his half-full glass and set it down firmly on a nearby side table.
“I suppose you’ll be needing my assistance in some form or another.”
I was already on the move. “Fifteen seconds. Twenty, at most.”
Aubrey matched me step for step as we rounded the perimeter of the room, wandering up to the unwitting couple from behind. As we neared, I plucked a second full glass from a passing tray and watched my friend set to his task with purpose.
“There you are!” he gushed, striding ahead and taking Patricia’s arm like they were old friends. “I’ve heard the most absurd rumor about your sister.”
She was too startled to protest, her grip loosening on her captive’s elbow. Adrian seized the opportunity to disentangle himself, turning on his heel to flee while Aubrey pulled her a few discreet steps away. He made it two paces before spotting me in his path, his rolling gait halting abruptly. Storm-gray eyes tinged with blue drifted over me, though more to take my measure than to leer.
I lifted the full glass and quirked my brow in wordless offering. His elegant mouth twisted into a smirk, a few calculated steps bringing him closer.
“Are you here to rescue me?” he mused, taking the wine from my hand.
“Afraid not, sailor,” I sighed, angling my head a coy fraction and doing my best to sound bored. “That leviathan, you’ll have to slay yourself.”
His eyes glinted in amusement. “Shame.”
Behind him, Patricia was clearly telling Aubrey where he could stick his false rumors, pulling away from him to return to her prey. Amber eyes met mine in silent warning.
“Best of luck,” I lilted, turning to go.
“You’d leave me without even the mercy of a weapon?” he protested, rooting me to the spot.
A splash of apricot caught my eye over his left shoulder, closing fast. Before I could ask what manner of weapon he had in mind, one long-fingered hand reached out to grasp mine. He bowed slightly and pulled my knuckles to his lips, lingering a moment longer than was necessary.
Well-staged, as Patricia’s furious visage appeared just in time to witness the suggestive gesture. Her kohl-lined eyes burned into me, pouting lips pressed to a thin line. Before she could spit some vicious comment, I flashed Adrian a sly grin, slipped my fingers from his grip, and walked away.
I spent the dinner pretending not to notice the eyes on me, throwing myself instead into lively conversation with anyone who wasn’t dressed in blue silk. After the final course was cleared, I took Aubrey’s offered arm and followed the crowd into a generously well-appointed parlor.
“Well,” he muttered, “you have his attention. A shame you so rarely choose to apply yourself.”
“I thought you disliked him.”
“Oh I do, but this borders on brutality. Using him to gall Patricia? A man can sympathize.”
“Is she still sulking?”
“Vehemently. And alone.”
“Good.”
“Feel better?”
“Much.”
“Good.”
A quartet of musicians in the corner kept the mood light as the evening deepened. Many guests retired to the plush couches for conversation while others strolled and stretched their bellies after the meal. Having satisfied my need for destruction, Aubrey and I enjoyed an hour of bantering with the twins of House Ardontus.
Whatever diversions we guests had found, all were quickly cast aside when our monarchs stirred from their couch. Every eye in that room followed the King when he pulled his queen from her seat and led her to the middle of the floor. We might as well have been invisible, for the way they danced together. The bronze silk of her gown surrendered beneath his hand as he settled it on her waist, pulling her close. The other clasped hers, palms meeting in a gesture so soft and intimate, I felt like a voyeur. A faint trace of summer lilies permeated the air, and I remember wondering how the Royal Gardener had managed to grow them in the midst of winter.
Something pulled at me from across the room, dragging my eyes from the tender scene before us to search, to seek, until I landed on what called silently to me. Adrian’s tempest gaze remained fixed on me from where he stood, leaning casually against the high back of his father’s chair. How long had he been staring? Blue-gray eyes glittered in counterpoint to that same mischievous smirk he’d flashed earlier, a promise and a warning.
Predator.
 



CHAPTER 16
 
 
I slept fitfully for what was left of that night, my dreams haunted by blue-gray eyes and silken lips on my skin. The snap of the curtains and a blast of mid-morning sun jolted me out of them. I squinted at a round figure fussing with the drapes, making significantly more noise than was necessary for the task.
“Up, miss,” Greta’s matronly tone commanded. “You’ve an invitation waiting.”
I groaned and rolled over onto my stomach, pulling my pillow over my head. “Isn’t that a good thing?” I grumbled, the words muffled by the mattress.
The fluffing of heavy fabrics ceased and the dark refuge of my pillow was yanked away, revealing her nonplussed face glaring down at me.
“It’s from House Van Dryn.”
My parents were waiting in the foyer with a blank-faced courier, a silver compass stitched on the breast of his deep blue livery. Mother’s eyes flicked to me when I entered, dark with carefully-concealed irritation. Father glowered beside her. Neither held a missive in their hands.
“Miss Elivya,” the courier chimed with a bow, extending an unopened letter to me. “Lord Adrian waits upon your pleasure.”
I cracked the dark blue seal and read in an elegant hand:
 
A well-honed weapon. Leviathan slain. Join me tonight, that I might endeavor to repay you.
 
My eyes lingered over the words, calculating the intent, weighing the risks, shoving the distraction of my dreams aside.
“A family dinner, if you are so inclined, miss.” The courier offered a placid smile, intelligent eyes gleaming. Well trained and observant, by the look of him, prepared to bring back more than just my verbal reply. I tightened my mask of indifference. Despite the coy flattery on the page, I knew this was no invitation.
It was a challenge.
“What time?” I asked.
“Your presence is requested at the Van Dryn manor at five o’clock this evening. A carriage will be sent for you, and will ensure your safe return at the end of the night.”
An idea crept into my head. “No need. I will secure my own transport, thank you.”
“And what do you propose to do about a chaperone?” my father’s stern voice rumbled behind me.
The courier bowed deeply and held it this time. “My lord, it is the great honor of House Van Dryn to provide its eldest daughter Natalia to serve as chaperone and compatriot to Miss Elivya for the evening. With the entire family in attendance, my lady will not want for company.”
“Without a member of her House present? Unacceptable.”
The servant didn’t flinch, and I suspected these rebukes had been well prepared for in advance. “Of course, my lord. A Lazerin escort to ensure Miss Elivya’s safety would be most welcome. I am certain your guardsmen would find ample accommodation in our humble garrison while they wait out the frivolities of the evening.”
Not what he had meant, of course, but to press the matter further would be taken as insult to House Van Dryn. This stiff silence that followed was deafening.
“Very well,” Father relented after exchanging a long look with his wife. “I expect our men to accompany my daughter at all times propriety warrants.”
The courier assured as much and took his leave.
“I don’t like it,” he scowled once the man was gone. “That House is full of opportunists and wolves. Who’s to say they aren’t trying to compromise her character in the eyes of other suitors? Force us into an alliance?” I stiffened at his lack of faith in my social faculty but held my tongue.
“I think we can safely assume as much,” Mother replied flatly, eyeing me. “But I’m confident she’ll do nothing that could be misconstrued as improper.”
“I can handle it,” I insisted.
Outvoted, Father stalked off into the house. My mother approached me slowly, her voice low. “He is right to be concerned. A scandal would ruin your prospects, and this invitation is unconventional at best. We have work to do.”
 
After an afternoon of careful preparation closeted in the study, Shera helped me bathe and dress in the emerald silk gown I’d chosen. With a scooping neckline and generous skirts, the vine-embroidered bodice accentuated the curves of my no-longer-boyish figure.
Better late than never, I mused as I examined my reflection.
In the foyer, Emmett helped me into my green wool cloak and I embraced my mother in farewell.
“You’ll do fine,” she reassured. “Just keep your wits about you. Mind you don’t overindulge, and remember: gossip is dangerous. Leave no reason for any.”
With a solemn nod, I turned to face my father’s grim resignation, drawing myself up with chin raised and back straight – every inch the soldier, despite my finery.
“To battle, then?” I asked lightly.
The corner of his mouth twitched in amusement, and he grazed my cheek with one thumb. “To battle.”
Outside, the family carriage waited, James in full livery holding the door for me to climb inside. Though his face was carefully schooled to neutrality, his eyes glinted with anger. Gabe and Quintin sat astride nearby, dressed smartly in uniform with woolen cloaks around their shoulders to ward against the biting chill of the evening.
I paused on the snow-dusted stoop to secure my gloves before striding past them toward the stable.
“Miss Elivya?” Gabe called in confusion.
“Where are you going?” James barked after me.
“To dinner.”
 
Valor and I slowed to a modest pace as we approached the silvered gates of the Van Dryn manor in the center of the city, Gabe and Quintin close behind, their mounts blowing out their noses. The stately house featured long rows of tall windows and a vast solarium at one end. Sunset cast a warm glow on the white stone walls as we were admitted by the gatehouse and rode up to the main entrance. A young boy with a shock of black hair gaped at me in confusion, his offer to fetch the mounting block faltering when I swung down out of the saddle and handed him the reins.
“See that he gets a proper hot walk. A few oats as well, if you don’t mind.” I patted Valor’s dappled neck, his breath fogging the chill air as he eyed the lad with skepticism. Wide-eyed, the boy nodded, and the three of us made our way inside.
After relieving me of my cloak and dismissing my guards, the straight-backed man I suspected to be the house chamberlain guided me down the hall and opened the door to a spacious parlor. All around the room, silken-haired courtiers lounged on exotic furniture. Animal pelts of beasts I’d never imagined lay draped over couches and scattered as rugs on the floor. Giant cabinets made of a strange striped wood towered along the walls, adorned with carvings more intricate than any I’d seen. There was more, but before I could take it all in, an elegant figure appeared before me.
“Miss Elivya, we are so delighted you could join us this evening.” After sweeping a graceful curtsy, she gathered my hands in hers and squeezed them with sisterly warmth. “I am Natalia Van Dryn no Vekar. Adrian meant to greet you himself, but I fear he is indisposed at the moment.” 
As with many others of her House, Natalia was a striking beauty with a slim figure and long, thick lashes. She peered at me from under them as I dredged up a polite response.
“I am honored to be invited, Lady Vekar. Is your husband in attendance as well?”
“Oliver is home with the children,” she dismissed, tugging gently at my hands. “Come, let me introduce you.”
She presented me to nearly two dozen of her closest kin before we fetched up before a young man with a familiar-looking face. Though I was quite certain we’d never met, he flashed me a toothy smile when he spotted our approach.
“My brother Alec,” Natalia supplied, her arm still linked with mine.
“This is her?” Carefully-stifled glee lit his features, his green-tinted eyes giving me a quick scan. “The one Adrian’s been brooding over?”
“Brooding?” I parroted with blatant skepticism. I couldn’t imagine the collected man from the previous night doing anything so juvenile. Natalia shot her brother a withering glare.
“Sailors have a natural gift for hyperbole,” a silken voice drawled behind me, sending an unexpected shiver down my spine. “My brother is no exception.”
I turned to find Adrian watching me with a secret smile on his lips, as though we shared some private jest. Ink-black hair gleamed in tandem with his dark jacket, left unbuttoned to reveal a well-tailored shirt that hinted at the fighter’s physique beneath. Suddenly, the idea of him brooding over me seemed vastly more appealing.
You’re here to read the landscape. Get it together.
Thick lashes dipped over storm-sea eyes. “I wasn’t sure you’d accept my invitation.”
“My parents found it quite unconventional.”
“And you?”
My head tilted of its own accord. “Intrigued.”
The call to supper rang out and Natalia escorted me to the table, claiming the seat beside mine. Adrian rounded the far side to take his place across from me at his father’s right hand. I sat at Lady Tasha’s left as the guest of honor.
“Did they fear we would make a scandal?” the sharp-eyed matriarch mused as she settled into her chair. The question caught me by surprise. I hadn’t noticed her eavesdropping.
“My parents are cautious by nature,” I replied diplomatically, meeting Adrian’s gaze across the table. “It was a rather…unexpected invitation.”
“Having been the father of a beautiful young daughter, myself, I can certainly understand their reluctance,” Lord Yuri commented as he set into our first course, an aromatic soup flavored with strange spices. “Court is fraught with dangers for any young noblewoman of marrying age.”
Natalia spoke up first, her voice tight. “Father.” An attempt to dissuade him from this path of uncomfortable conversation.
He barreled onward, undiminished. “Scandalous gossip is as dangerous to a female heir as an assassin in this city.” Those keen eyes flicked to mine before returning to his bowl with casual disinterest. “And from what I’ve heard, you’ve a penchant for the unconventional. A dangerous line to walk, if I do say so myself.”
Anger flared in my gut, but I had been trained for such baited exchanges. I forced my face to maintain its impassive softness as his wife stiffened beside me.
“Yuri,” she warned.
He waved her off and fixed those predatory eyes on me. “I’ve heard the girl is a realist and a progressive. Is that not so?”
The table was suddenly, brutally silent, every pair of gray eyes fixed on me. Judging, listening, evaluating. A den of wolves, indeed, but I would be no one’s prey. I had trained alongside men. I could pin a hare at thirty yards from horseback at a full gallop. I was the heir to my House.
I lined my cloaks with wolves’ pelts.
I wrapped myself in that familiar mask of confidence, a shroud of immovable ease reinforcing my will as I held Yuri’s penetrating gaze.
“A realist, certainly. A progressive?” I shrugged, forcing an air of nonchalance. “Perhaps. It’s true, Lazerins do not stand on ceremony, my lord. I am the last of my House. Circumstance requires me to be more than some fragile Court flower.”
The silence stretched and I feared I’d chosen my words poorly until the patriarch burst out laughing. Many of the others followed suit, but Adrian simply watched me from behind his glass, amusement glittering in his eyes.
Yuri collected himself, dabbing at his own. “Certainly not, my dear! You’ve an iron spine beneath that silk.”
The tension defused, the dinner progressed rather pleasantly from then on. Many of Adrian’s kin engaged me in polite discourse, and I acquitted myself well enough when a few of them attempted to lay traps between their words. When the last course had been cleared away, I was relieved for the moment’s respite as we migrated back into the salon.
Natalia took my arm and leaned in to my ear. “Well done,” she grinned, and I couldn’t help but smile back.
The following hour offered little of note. Many of the more senior members of the House retired for the evening. A strange game of colorful stones on a star-shaped board was taught to me through much lively debate and encouragement. After a few matches, I relinquished my place at the table and stood with Natalia and many others to watch instead. It was a deceptively simple, infinitely tactical game, and my companions were very, very good at it.
After a long while, I felt my elegant chaperone take my arm and once again lean in to whisper in confidence.
“I grow bored. Shall we go for a walk?”
My first instinct was to refuse. To be apart from the group as the guest of honor would be easily noticed, but the night was growing late and most of my hosts were well into their cups. My novelty had all but faded, the game now the dominant focus of the party, with numerous casual wagers and friendly jibes being exchanged amongst the spectators. Not wanting to draw attention by initiating a debate over the offer, and deeming it a safe enough gamble, I merely nodded and allowed myself to be led away discreetly.
Natalia’s arm remained hooked with mine as she guided me through the various hallways and exotically-appointed rooms. She told me of the origins of several notable pieces, describing the great and terrible beasts from across the sea whose pelts dotted the manor. We meandered along rows of paintings of her forebears, stern faces of men and women on canvas staring their stormy eyes into some unseen horizon.
To my surprise, she led me into the kitchen, where we refilled our glasses and chatted with the scullery maids for a few minutes. When we left to continue our tour of the house, Natalia winked at me.
“We needed to be seen together, primarily by the servants. When they talk of your absence, it will be of you and I that they will gossip.”
I soon discovered what she meant.
She led me promptly to the solarium, at which I was truly dumbstruck. I’d never seen one so large or ornate. Its vast glass ceiling hovered far above us, the panes framed by intricate patterns that outlined the stars and moon beyond. A deep voice interrupted my moment of awe.
“The night sky is as sacred to us as your forests are to you.” Adrian emerged from a dark corner, ferns brushing his doublet as he stepped into the moonlight.
I turned to Natalia, betrayed, and she threw up her hands in a placating gesture. “He means you no harm,” she assured, backing away from my withering glare. “Only a moment away from prying eyes.”
Shit. Shit. Shit. This was exactly the kind of situation I could not afford to be caught in. The kind that could ruin me.
“You must forgive my sister’s deception,” Adrian murmured, watching her retreat to the entryway. “I was rather insistent.”
I shot him my best impression of my mother’s disapproving scowl. It must have been a poor likeness, because he pressed on, undeterred.
“What do you think?” he asked lightly, gesturing to the vast glass oasis. “It is the largest this side of the White Sea.”
Charming wooden walkways trailed through the solarium, punctuated by larger decks appointed with couches and other small furniture. Around the perimeter grew a plethora of strange plants, though none reached so high as to intrude on the view above. Somewhere, I could hear a fountain splashing.
“Could do with a few lanterns,” I observed dryly.
He ignored my prickly retort and tilted his head back to observe the star-lit ceiling above our heads. “This place was built for my great-grandmother by her husband.”
“Fascinating,” I drawled, not bothering to soften my irritation into something more polite.
“I’ve offended you.”
“I don’t like being tricked.”
“You are welcome to leave anytime you like,” he pointed out, one hand gesturing gracefully toward the distant doorway where Natalia now stood sentry.
As much as I resented the ruse, to storm off indignantly would only make me look childish and short-sighted, and I was too intrigued by this heir of House Van Dryn to squander such an opportunity.
“I accepted your invitation in good faith,” I said pointedly instead.
Contrition flickered across his face, gone as quickly as it had appeared. “I merely wanted a moment alone. My family can be…intrusive.”
I huffed a laugh in commiseration at that, which earned me a quirk of his elegant mouth. The feel of those lips on my skin flashed through my mind and I had a sudden urge to discover how they tasted.
Focus.
“You put me at risk, bringing me here,” I scolded, voice low.
“No one will know.”
“My father thinks you mean to compromise me. To force an alliance.”
It was his turn to laugh, a husky, soft sound that shuddered down my core like a caress. “And what do you think?”
“I can take care of myself.”
“Of that, I have no doubt.” His boots barely made a sound as he started toward me. I tensed. At a distance, I could ignore those full lips, those sultry eyes, and keep my composure in hand. Any closer…
Recover, damn it.
“Go on, then,” I said, grasping at the nearest distraction to hurl into the dwindling space between us. “Tell me about this place. Your great-grandfather built all this just for a woman?”
He could have pressed his advantage. A deaf man could have heard the strained edge in my tone. I was slipping, and I knew he could see it. But instead of moving in for the kill, he halted several steps away, watching me with a curious look on his perfectly-composed face. Aubrey’s words from the previous night echoed inside my head.
He likes to play with his food.
“Not just any woman. My great-grandmother was a renowned captain who spent many years at sea.”
I did my best to stifle my surprise, but his slight twitch of a smile told me I’d not done a very good job of it.
“When she finally gave up her command to raise her children, she grew melancholy. The sea was her first and truest love. In the summers, she could be content at our family’s hold beside the shore in Daria, but in the winters….” He shook his head. “Litheria is far from the coast. She haunted this house like a specter, spending hours outside in the courtyard staring up at the sky. No one could dissuade her, despite the cold.”
He had a sailor’s gift for storytelling and I found my guard easing as he spun the tale. Every word threaded through my bones, stealing the sharpness from my carefully-honed edges. He didn’t need to come closer, I realized. That tongue alone could ruin me.
“One year, she caught a terrible chill and nearly died. Her husband, who loved her the way she loved the sea, could not bear the thought of losing her, so he had this place built,” Adrian gestured around him, “so she could gaze at the stars to her heart’s content.” He looked up at the vast, ornate ceiling. “I’m told it nearly bankrupted us.”
I followed his gaze, all my earlier indignation dissolved on the silken tide of his voice. “I don’t understand, why the night sky?”
“It’s our map,” he replied simply, pointing to the intricate patterns framing the glass panes. “Every star cluster is a landmark, with the Aduline Star as our constant. On the open sea, we have no other way to navigate at night.”
I had nothing to say to that, being wholly uneducated in such things, so I resigned myself to an appreciative silence and examined the impressive structure overhead.
“Why did you come tonight? To dinner, I mean.” His voice took on an unfamiliar, uncalculated tone, pulling my eyes back to his, their blue-gray depths unschooled and a bit uncertain. It set me off-balance. Clever.
The play of honesty is best met with the same, though it’s a difficult and dangerous game. Far too easy to let slip something you didn’t intend, but I was never one to back away from a challenge.
“Curiosity,” I admitted, holding tight to what small semblance of control remained to me. “Your reputation precedes you. I suppose I wanted to judge for myself.”
Something hardened in his demeanor, but that placid smile remained intact. “And?”
I quirked my brow. “We’ve barely met.”
He took a few more steps my way, erasing what protection that remaining distance had offered me. “Would you like to?”
He was close enough to touch, a half-step too close for propriety. The faint scent of his cologne filled my head with fog.
“Like to what?” I asked, barely keeping the tremor from my voice.
“Get to know me,” he murmured, every word a thread of silk, the breath it took to utter them whispering across my skin.
My panicked, racing heart demanded retreat, but I dared not show any weakness. Instead, I held my ground and his gaze, barely maintaining my skeptical mien.
“Is that not what we’re doing now?”
His hand brushed my bare forearm. “Would you or not?”
My skin ignited at his touch, all attempts at composure slipping as my blood pounded in my ears. Maybe it was simply the impossible challenge of him, the promise of a distraction great enough to take my mind off my wounded heart. Or maybe it was that he seemed so utterly opposite of everything James was: serious and self-assured, sharp-eyed and mature. There was nothing boyish or playful about him. If James was a sunny afternoon, Adrian was a gathering storm on the sea, beautiful and thrilling and dangerous.
I wanted to lose myself in that tempest. I wanted to dash myself to ruin on those rocky shoals.
“Yes.”
His eyes drifted past me and I heard Natalia’s slippered footsteps approaching. “Can you get out of your manor unseen?”
Suspicion stirred to lend me a much-needed shield. “What are you-”
“No, no, nothing like that,” he countered, shaking his head impatiently. “Can you manage it or not?”
Caution gave me pause and I quickly calculated the risks of his offer. Such a clandestine meeting would provide prime gossip, should we be discovered. Not only that, but I hardly knew this Adrian Van Dryn, and though his demeanor suggested a certain regard, I had learned early on to be cautious of men.
This one, though, this one made me weak. Despite all my training, all the alarms ringing in my mind, I couldn’t help but make the blatantly foolish choice.
“I can.”
“Good. Do you have a man whose discretion you can trust? One of your house guard?”
I didn’t. Even Gabe, who regarded me with the most affection of any of my father’s men, would not keep secrets from his lord for me. Nevertheless, I feared to let this chance escape me.
“I do.”
Natalia halted beside us, listening without comment. Adrian continued, “Then slip from your house an hour past moonrise tomorrow with your man and horses. I’ll send someone to guide you.”
“The Greyshor?” his sister queried.
He nodded, stormy eyes still fixed on me. “The Greyshor.”
 



CHAPTER 17
 
 
I considered my options the next morning as I worked through my drills in the back garden. Without James, I’d been doing my utmost to enjoy the cool quiet of the garden by myself, but after weeks of the same, that peaceful privacy had become far more akin to loneliness. I almost wished the dour Tuvrian would materialize to scowl at me and tell me how many things I was doing wrong.
The muscles of my arm seized, feet halting abruptly as I stumbled over the solution to my problem. Without even bothering to stretch, I slammed my sword back into its sheath and went to find Shera.
 
I paced in the abandoned kitchen that evening, the deep velvet of an overcast night beckoning me through the windows. Beyond, somewhere in the city, Adrian waited. I frowned down at my simple black dress for the fifth time in as many minutes. Laced up over a white cotton shift, its only redeeming quality was the cut of the bodice, nearly as flattering as the couture silk gowns to which I’d become accustomed. Still, with my hair hanging loose and not a single piece of jewelry, I looked woefully common.
If you’re going where I think
you’re going, it will only draw attention, Shera had retorted when I pressed the matter earlier. The kind you don’t want.
She’d been fairly certain of the identity of this mysterious destination, The Greyshor,
a tavern of markedly ill repute situated a stone’s throw from the docks. 
I was mulling over how my quiet friend could possibly know of such a disreputable place when the sound of footsteps approached and the kitchen door creaked open. In slipped a wide-eyed Shera, followed quickly by a less-than-pleased-looking Tuvrian. The moment he spotted me, he halted in his tracks, that careful mask tightening as he calculated the situation. My handmaiden bobbed a quick curtsy and retreated out the back door.
“This is all a bit untoward, miss,” he muttered, watching the door swing shut behind her. “We should not be unchaperoned.”
Raising my chin, I painted my face with the blatant arrogance I knew he expected from me. “I’ve an appointment to keep and find myself in need of an escort.”
His face betrayed nothing. “I’m sure your father would gladly assign me to accompany you, should you ask.”
“He will not be aware of my absence.” I let that settle in the air between us. “An acquaintance waits for me at a tavern near the docks. You will accompany me there and see me safely home before dawn.”
Despite his efforts at neutrality, he looked scandalized. “Such a thing is dishonorable. It goes against my oath to your House.”
“Your oath is to protect and serve House Lazerin,” I challenged. “I am the future of that bloodline.”
“My oath is to your father,” he countered firmly.
“I’m asking for your protection.”
“You are asking me to betray his trust.”
“I’m going with or without you,” I snapped, and watched his jaw tighten. “You can either come with me now, or go fetch my father. By the time you wake him, I’ll be long gone and you can explain why you let his daughter leave in the middle of the night without an escort.”
Before he could protest further – or realize that he could just grab me and keep me from leaving at all – I turned and strode out the back door and into the night. Behind me, a brief hesitation was quickly followed by a stifled curse and the rattle of a baldric.
Shera had already tacked one of the house mounts and was fussing with the buckles on Valor’s bridle when we slipped into the stables, pitch black but for a dim ring of light cast by a single lantern. Her face softened with relief at the sight of Quintin at my back. I took over saddling my drowsy stallion as silently as possible while she dug through a nearby heap of indistinguishable fabrics.
“Hurry, miss, put these on,” she whispered, shoving a bundle at me – a slim belt with a knife and coin pouch.
“Where did you-”
“Later, miss,” she pressed impatiently.
Once I’d secured the belt about my waist, she handed me a simple woolen cloak, a consideration she’d extended to Quintin as well. He sulked beside the dun gelding, waiting for me with a furious gleam in his eyes and a thick brown cape over his shoulders.
“Go,” she urged, giving me a gentle shove toward the exit. “He’s waiting.”
An icy winter gust tugged at me as we picked our way carefully out the servants’ gate, Shera latching it quietly behind us. Outside the walls, a single dark figure waited atop a long-legged black mare.
“Alec?” I whispered when we drew close enough to see his face.
“Miss Elivya,” Adrian’s brother greeted, offering me a bow and a charming smile. “I was starting to worry you weren’t coming.”
His gray eyes glanced toward my escort. The Tuvrian’s broad-shouldered frame looked even more intimidating in the dark, shrouded in a thick cloak with a pair of hilts silhouetted against the night. Whatever Alec thought of him, he kept it to himself, turning that easy grin back on me.
“Come. Adrian’s probably pacing by now.” With a gentle tug of his reins, he spun his mare around and started down the snow-dusted lane.
As we made our slow descent through the city, I took in the sleepy asymmetry of Litheria. Street by street, elegant manors gave way to fine shopfronts, which in turn gave way to increasingly more humble market stalls with houses above. I grew nervous as the thoroughfares narrowed and the buildings around me turned to wood and daub. Dark alleys perforated the tightly-clustered structures, the walkways littered with refuse.
It stank.
The further we went, the more shadowy figures I spotted on the streets. Groups of men in ragged cloaks skulked in alleys. Women with too much cosmetic cooed at passersby, hiking their threadbare skirts despite the cold. I found myself increasingly grateful for Quintin’s presence.
“Not much farther,” Alec assured, sensing my unease.
The narrow streets abruptly opened onto a vast cobblestone wharf, massive wooden docks stretching their fingers out into the bay. The frigid breeze off the river was blessedly fresh, though the smell of refuse was replaced by the faint stench of fish. Several large, flat-bottomed barges rested in the water, and groups of fleeting figures darted and stumbled in and out of various nearby establishments. We picked our way down the wharf and back up one of the streets before Alec stopped in front of a shabby lean-to lined with straw and attended by a scrappy boy in a too-large hat. A ragged nag hung her head at her lead-line under the patchwork roof.
Oh, no. I’m not leaving Valor here.
The lad hopped to attention when Alec dismounted, exchanging a few words with the boy who nodded earnestly and rushed to the back of the rickety structure. Shifting a barrel, he grabbed at a few knotholes in the wood and gave a hearty tug. A large panel gave way and swung outward, revealing a gaping maw of darkness.
“Come on,” Alec urged, leading his mount toward the passage.
After exchanging a nervous glance with Quintin, I gathered my courage and dismounted to follow. The space that opened up before me was vast and dimly lit with a sparse spread of oil lanterns. A warehouse? Giant stacks of crates, barrels, bundles of wool and wood, and all other manner of trade goods sprawled beneath that immense wooden roof. We trailed Alec to one end, where several other fine horses had been corralled with a water trough and thick, fresh straw.
With reluctance, I relinquished Valor to a neatly attired young man who bobbed a polite bow. I watched as he went to work unsaddling my prized stallion and kicked myself, realizing how foolish I’d been to bring him instead of one of the simple household mounts.
“Don’t worry, miss,” Alec said, stepping up beside me. “Tommy and his boys will take excellent care of him.”
Quintin scanned the vast space with unease, his hand resting on his dagger. Several yards away, I noticed a pair of men painting over a marker on some barrels. As I trailed after Alec, I watched them replace it with a different painted seal.
Before I could make out the sigil, we stepped out into the night. Our destination lay back toward the wharf, though not directly on it. A grubby tavern sign creaked in the wind, a faded ship with gray sails over the equally faded name: The Greyshor.
I took a deep breath and stepped inside, immediately hit with a cacophony of sounds and smells: cooked meat and spilled ale, salt and grease, fish and sweat. A crowd of raucous men and a surprising number of women packed the establishment. A drummer and a pair of fiddlers reeled in the corner, and the room echoed with laughter. It reminded me with a pang of nights in the mess hall with the cavalry. No one seemed to notice our entrance.
We wove our way to the far corner of the room, where a large table sat positioned near the roaring fireplace. A giant copper pot hung over the flames, a stalwart matron minding the aromatic stew within. Alec slumped into a chair beside his sister as Adrian rose from his to offer me a courteous bow and a reserved smile. Tankards crowded the table.
“I’m glad you could join us,” he said in his silken voice, stepping aside to allow me to slide into the corner seat behind his. Quintin took up a post against the wall a few feet away, scowling around the room. Adrian eyed him and leaned in toward me. “Will he do that all night, do you think?” I couldn’t help but laugh. My reluctant guard offered me a sharp glare before resuming his vigil.
Around the table, young Van Dryns watched me a bit too carefully. I realized, with a flush of silent relief, that they were not aware of my summer at the Laezon garrison. To them, I was simply a female heir, hardened by society, who had never rubbed elbows with common folk such as this. They expected me to falter at the unfamiliarity of it all. To expose a weakness. I stifled a grin.
The mead was passable and the fish stew hearty. After a few rounds, the better part of our company jumped up to join the crowd in a lively jig. I leaned back in my chair and watched, glad for a moment to speak with Adrian alone.
“I take it you come here often?” I asked him.
“It’s the one place we can just be ourselves,” he confessed.
“Don’t you worry about gossip?” Despite having shed their distinctive silks, the Van Dryn beauty was hard to conceal.
“Most of these men are ours.”
“Yours?”
He nodded, eyes sweeping the room. “Darian barges run the river route bringing goods from the northern and southern ports into the inlands. Many of the captains are former officers of the coastal patrol fleet. Most spend a few years on the tall ships and then resign their commissions to work the river.”
“So hunting pirates isn’t for everyone, then?” I joked.
He graced me with a wry smile. “It’s a dangerous life. Men settle down, start a family. They have people who rely on them to stay alive. It’s easier to do that on the river. And more profitable, if you know where to look.”
Subdued, I eyed him curiously. “And you? Why aren’t you afraid?”
He laughed. “You give me too much credit, miss! I am certainly not without fear.”
“Then why do it?”
“Because it is my duty. Because it’s been the dominion of my family since Adulil walked the earth.”
“And because you have no family to leave bereft.”
“Even then, my charge doesn’t end. Alec is destined for the North Sea, to take my grandfather’s place as Royal Admiral of the King’s Navy.” He flashed me a rueful smile over the rim of his tankard. “That leaves the southern coast to me.”
I fell silent, considering the weight of that burden. It humbled my own. Surely, he carried it well, but to be bound in perpetuity to one life, and a dangerous one at that….
The decisive thunk of his mug hitting the table interrupted my thoughts. He was already on his feet, one hand extended to me in offer, storm eyes bright with mirth.
“Come,” he urged. “Dance with me.”
I needed to be taught, as the racing reel featured an unfamiliar structure and much energy. All of my formal lessons amounted to naught in this company, and I will admit I felt a bit ridiculous. Natalia generously obliged to show me the rudiments before passing me along to be spun mercilessly around the room from partner to partner. Men and women alike laughed and clapped as the tune shifted to one that was apparently intended for set partners, though with nearly as much vigor as the last. Adrian claimed me again, and I was glad to have had the chance to get my bearings with strangers beforehand.
One hand clasped mine in a callused grip, the other sliding around my hip to brace the small of my back and pull me close. Too close. Close enough to feel the heat of him through my woolen dress – to turn my iron spine to water.
Pressed against him, my heart pounded in my chest. I forced myself to look up at his grinning face, his breath mingling with mine as he raised his brows at me.
“Ready?”
“Likely not,” I confessed with a laugh.
At that, we were off again, whirling through the crowd on the tide of the music. To my credit, I only stepped on his foot twice. It was exhilarating, exhausting, and the most fun thing I’d ever done in my life. By the time we all retreated to collapse back into our chairs, my feet ached. We ordered another round and I ignored Quintin’s darkening scowl with determination.
One of the other young men had started in on a story that was familiar to everyone but me, it seemed. “So she shimmies down the mizzen, stomps up to the foredeck-”
“I did not stomp!” Natalia protested.
“-looks the captain straight in the face-”
“Miserable old codger,” someone added.
“-says ‘If you don’t swing round for that raft, it’ll take Brizo herself to keep me from thrashing you!’” The table erupted in laughter as Natalia objected to the unflattering rendition.
“You sailed?” I leaned in, aghast. “On a ship? With men?”
She met my eyes openly. “Of course.”
“Have you not wondered why we don’t use ben or fen in our surnames?” Alec put to me.
I shrugged. “I guessed it was simply too much of a mouthful.” That sparked a bit more laughter, and once again I felt foolish.
Natalia smiled kindly. “Men and women share a more equal footing in Daria, especially at sea. Brizo doesn’t care if you’re a daughter or a son, she’ll claim you regardless, so neither do we. If you can rig a sail, if you can load a ballista, if you can wield a sword, you are welcome in our fleet.”
“I hear you’re not unfamiliar with the concept,” one of their cousins muttered and was quickly elbowed into silence. Emboldened by mead and revelry, I fixed the young man with a pointed stare.
“What exactly have you heard about me?” I asked.
He shot Natalia a hesitant glance. When she threw up one hand in acquiescence, his coy gaze and archetypal Van Dryn smirk returned to me.
“That you train with sword and shield. That you ride astride in the manner of a cavalryman. That you keep a Tuvrian manservant to train you in the ways of warfare.” He jutted his chin toward Quintin at that last. I glanced back over my shoulder to find a pair of ice blue eyes glinting furiously at the lot of us.
Fuck it. I threw caution to the wind and summoned Eli from the depths of the garrison.
“First of all,” I turned back to my captive audience. “I’m shit with a sword and shield. Give me a bow and I’ll give you something to talk about.” That earned me some laughs and a few hoots. “I ride as men do because I’m a Lazerin and because it’s practical. And,” I added, jabbing the table with my finger. “I keep no one, nor does my family. Quintin serves at his own leisure, and if you’ve a more capable armsman, I’d like to see him.” It was a blind boast, as I’d seen little of his capability, but Tuvrian prowess at arms was renowned through all of Alesia.
The table was hushed, the cousin chastened. A few exchanged uncomfortable glances and I suddenly second-guessed unleashing my alter-ego amidst this company.
“So you have trained with a sword, then?” Natalia broke the awkward silence.
I met her gaze unflinching. “I have.”
She grinned wickedly. “Well bugger off, lads, I’m resuming my commission with this one as my First.” Our companions erupted in laughter and she winked at me.
With the evening’s mood rescued by my elegant and unexpected ally, we finished a few more rounds of mead before calling a close to the festivities. My head swimming, I was whisked along with our party out into the night and through the streets to our covert stable. I don’t remember mounting Valor, parting ways with my companions, or following Quintin back through the city to the manor. I do remember him helping a sleepy Shera guide me up the steps to my bedroom. Then, darkness.
 
Waking in a sweat, I saw midday peering through my curtains and squinted against the light, clutching the bundle of agony that was apparently my head. The door to my chambers burst open louder than the unleashing of the seven hells and Greta stomped her way to my bedside, thrusting a glass of some mysterious concoction at me. I turned away with a miserable groan and cursed at her to be quiet.
“Drink,” she demanded, snatching my blankets when I tried to pull them back over my head.
Sitting up reluctantly, I gulped some of the proffered liquid and nearly vomited on my bedsheets. “What the bloody hells-”
“All of it, miss.” Her tone left no room for disagreement, so I held my nose and forced down the rest. “You’ll feel right as rain in a trice,” she said, snatching the glass back and turning for the door. “Shera’ll be in straight away to get you dressed.”
Lunch, and my parents, were waiting for me in the dining room, the latter with displeased expressions. I suppose the former as well. The head of the recently-roasted hog sneered at me from the centerpiece. Two pairs of forest eyes tracked my every move in furious silence. Seats that were normally filled with our armsmen and staff sat suspiciously empty.
Quintin. The realization broke over me like a wave of cold betrayal, though I should have known he’d sell me out after our conversation in the kitchen. Not that he needed to, since my lamentable condition surely spoke volumes regarding my previous night’s activities, and my mother’s skills alone would have laid me bare with laughable ease.
So many mistakes, I thought to myself over the roar of my throbbing head. Shouldn’t have made fun of him. Shouldn’t have stayed so late, drank so damned much. I glared at the Tuvrian’s empty seat. Should have just gone alone.
No. I knew the truth of it before the thought even finished rattling around in my skull. I’d made an impressive number of foolish decisions, but that was not one of them. Better to be discovered than dead, though the utter misery of my current condition left me wishing I was the latter.
Nothing left, now, but to weather the inevitable storm. I tried to make myself as unobtrusive as possible as I helped myself to some ham and biscuits.
“You seem to have enjoyed your evening,” my mother observed in a deceptively casual tone, breaking the long, terrible silence. I didn’t dare look up from my plate.
I heard my father draw a calculated breath. “I do not have enough years left on this earth to enumerate the dangers of your actions,” he said slowly, each word stiff with the effort of maintaining his calm.
“I was well-protected,” I began carefully, setting down my fork and folding my hands in my lap.
“My garrison is not at your beck and call,” he snapped, his palpable anger crackling in the air.
“We were chaperoned. Lady Natalia and a number of other noblemen were in attendance. I wouldn’t have gone if-”
“What you would or would not have done is irrelevant,” he cut me off, and I did meet his gaze, then, drawn by the sheer fury in that voice. “You went. To Dockside. Alone.”
I stiffened. “I wasn’t alone.”
“At night,” he added, ignoring my protest.
“I am not a child.”
“You are the heir to this House!” he thundered, his fist slamming the table and sending dishes clattering.
“Enough,” my mother intervened sternly. She fixed me with a commanding stare. “Elivya, the study. Now.” I stood and took leave of my barely-touched plate, stalking toward the doorway. Before I passed through it and out of sight, I dared a glance back at my parents, and what I saw only made me feel worse. My mother laid a reassuring hand on my father’s shoulder. He reached up to place his hand over hers, his head bowed.
Disappointment. I had betrayed their trust – again – and put the future of my House at risk.
In the hallway, Quintin waited at loose attention, his face tired but resolved. All the daggers in the world could not adequately fly from my eyes. I shoved past him and immediately regretted slamming the study door behind me. My head was still throbbing when my mother strode into the room.
“Sit,” she commanded.
I obeyed, sinking onto the couch and watching her gather her thoughts as she paced before me.
“Your father and I have always tried to give you your freedom,” she began carefully. “We both believed that it would serve you better than keeping you on the short leash most young noblewomen endure throughout their youth.”
I wondered if that included her, and realized I had never asked. She pressed on, irritation creeping into her tone as her immaculate control began to falter.
“You wanted to ride astride, and we humored you. You wanted to run about with the young boys of the household staff, so we let you scrap and wrestle and throw mud. You wanted to train with the garrison, and gods, I thought James would bring you back in a canvas bag, but I lied for you nonetheless.”
“And I am grateful-”
She whirled on me, her anger surfacing as I’d not seen it before. “No. You aren’t. You have no idea what it could cost us to raise you this way. What your actions could have cost us.”
“You trained me to navigate Court as well,” I said carefully. “I took precautions and-”
“You could have been seen! You could have been killed for your coin purse riding to or from that place! Or for your fine horse!” she added, gesticulating furiously. “To ride Valor, of all the stupid things-”
“I know,” I cut in, my skull aching. Damn it, Greta, when does this stupid concoction start to work? “I was distracted.” Adrian’s face swam in my mind.
She ceased her pacing and jabbed one finger my direction. “And that is the danger. You cannot risk distraction in this place. One scandal, Elivya. Just one could ruin you. If you do not make a good match, this House will fall to lesser hands.”
“And that is why I deemed it worth the risk.” I thrust the words into the air between us before she could continue.
Mother stilled, shooting me a sharp glare of warning. “The Van Dryns are dangerous. You have no idea what Yuri is capable of.”
“You wanted me to draw suitors,” I grumbled, rubbing my aching skull. “This one requires a more unconventional approach.” With effort, I raised my glare to match hers. “Why bother teaching me these skills if I’m not to use them?”
“Do not turn this on me, young lady. You are not equipped to handle the wolves of Daria.”
“Then help me,” I bit back. “Adrian is interested, and in case you care, I actually like him.”
“Of course I care,” she retorted stiffly.
A long, tense silence stretched between us. Rubbing her arms, she began to pace again, calm calculation gradually taking the place of her anger.
“A bit old for you,” she muttered at length. “Was it his invitation or his sister’s that drew you to make such irresponsible choices?”
“His.”
“And is his interest genuine or purely…physical?”
I thought back to our limited interactions: our charged introduction at the palace, his ruse to get me to the solarium, the earnestness in his eyes when he asked me to slip away in the early evening hours. My body warmed at the memory of being pressed against him in the tavern. If nothing else, that alone would have been worth my parents’ fury.
“He’s intrigued, one way or the other,” I replied, knowing better than to assume beyond the evidence of his actions. “I think he wants to know more.”
“Then we should invite him to dinner.”
A harsh laugh burst from my lips before I could stifle it. “Father will never-”
“Your father,” she stopped me short, “knows that in these matters, I know best.”
 



CHAPTER 18
 
 
As it turned out, my mother’s arrangements began with a week of calculated silence. Blue-and-silver-liveried couriers were turned away time and again, and my heart ached to see my mother refuse the letters they offered. After three attempts, the messengers stopped coming, and I was sure she had made a grave misjudgment, but she remained resolute.
“We must appear displeased with the callousness of their actions. It will help you to recover some measure of credibility, once all of this sweeps the Court with fresh gossip.”
The week progressed hour by torturous hour. I was kept under lock and key, not even allowed to leave the manor for my daily lessons with Aubrey. I wondered if my mother was right about the gossip, and if so, what my closest friend thought of it.
At last, when I was sure the potential was all but shattered by my mother’s constant rebuttals, she called me into the study and revealed her plan. We would extend a reciprocal invitation to Adrian, inviting him – alone – to enjoy a family dinner with us. As our House was significantly less prolific than the Van Dryn line, she decided for appearances’ sake to invite Lord Chamberlain and Aubrey. Not only did their inclusion provide a more appropriate number of guests for such an affair, but the gossip that House Lazerin had entertained not one but two eligible heirs of the Greater Houses in a single evening could only bolster my reputation. 
At her behest, I hand-wrote the invitation myself and sent it in the same manner as his: the day of the event, with a courier to collect an immediate response.
“My lord Van Dryn accepts your invitation gladly,” our messenger relayed with a crisp bow. “He would also like me to reassure you that he will secure his own transport.” I ducked my chin to conceal my smile. The subtle jest told me far more than his mere acceptance could.
“Did you offer the carriage?” Mother asked me, bewildered. Biting my cheek against the relieved laugh that threatened to burst from me, all I could manage was a shake of my head.
 
I emerged from the bath chamber that evening to find my mother waiting in my bedroom, poring over my gowns. I instantly feared she’d pick something embarrassingly modest, but to my pleasant surprise, the final selection was a deep emerald lace number with a deceptively conservative front and a scandalously low back. She raised her chin in response to my arching brows and handed the dress to Shera.
“Remind him you are worth the wait,” she said wickedly before leaving me to my work.
When all was said and done, I felt a bit strangled by the high lace collar and uncomfortably exposed by the open back that left me bare all the way down to the small curve of my spine. Shera had to add a few stitches to ensure the dress hugged my figure just right and didn’t gap indecently. She embraced me in a sisterly fashion when she was finished.
“Thank you,” I murmured into her soft braid.
She pulled away with a smile and examined her handiwork. “If he doesn’t fall apart at the first sight of you, I’ll eat my apron.”
With a wink, she sent me downstairs to await our guests. Aubrey and his father arrived first, as we had arranged. I endured a half-hearted berating from Lord Augustus for missing my lessons that week. Once I had sufficiently reassured him we would resume as scheduled, he relented and turned to my parents for conversation. Aubrey stepped in, nodding to the sideboard and the untouched glasses and decanter that waited there. I started toward it, turning my back to him.
“Good gods, Liv!” he exclaimed in a hushed tone, fetching up beside me. “What in the seven hells prompted you to wear that?”
“My mother,” I replied flatly as I poured for us.
He gave his head a small shake and took a hearty swig of wine. “She certainly knows what she’s doing.”
Adrian made his entrance a short while later with grace and humility, handing his overcoat to Emmett with thanks. His face was flushed from riding.
“Have you brought no attendants?” my mother asked curiously when the door was shut behind him.
He bowed smartly to her. “No, my lady. Just me this evening. I hope that does not disappoint.” Echoing his bow first to my father and then to me, he added, “I considered myself safe enough at Lazerin House. I hear you employ some of the finest armsmen in the city.” He met my gaze out the corner of his eye with a sly smirk.
My father grunted in a noncommittal reply. I expected my mother had instructed him to play up his lingering displeasure throughout the evening. We mingled in the main hall for a short while, Aubrey and Augustus making their polite greetings. I’m not sure anyone but myself or Leon would have caught the sharp edge in Aubrey’s tone or the defensive set of his shoulders. Dinner was called in short order and we arranged ourselves at the table.
“I understand you spend much of your time at sea,” my mother spurred the conversation along as the first course was served.
Adrian nodded politely. “Yes, my lady-”
She waved him off. “Nefira, please.”
He began again. “Nefira. Yes. I spend nearly two-thirds of the year at sea.”
“And the remaining months?”
“The winters are particularly treacherous on the coastal waters. Ice floes can take a ship down as fast as any shoals. They are more difficult to spot, particularly at night, and can’t be charted.”
“So the White Sea remains unprotected in the winters?” she pressed, sipping her wine innocently.
He smiled, but there was something predatory and proud in his eyes. “In the winter, we sail a smaller fleet of ships built specifically for the winter waters.”
“And you command those as well?”
“The winter fleet has its own captains and its own crews. The ships are slower, larger, and must be handled very differently from the agile frigates we sail in the summer.”
“I see.”
She finally relented, for which I was grateful, and Augustus chimed in with some mundane bits of gossip. The King and Queen were said to be glowing in each other’s presence, and a grand gala was being planned for the spring equinox.
“Do you think you’ll stay for the festivities, Adrian?” my mentor asked over a mouthful of roast quail.
Stormy eyes flicked toward me for a brief moment. “That will depend on the weather, I imagine.” He turned to my father. “And you, my lord? Do you intend to be gone from the city before then?”
My father considered him with that sharp evergreen gaze. “I’m afraid my duties do not allow me to linger for the sake of frivolity.” I winced at the pointed barb.
“Of course,” Adrian ceded gracefully. “I’m sure His Majesty will understand.”
Augustus once again diverted the conversation and the remainder of the meal passed without incident. We retired to the salon where I grew less and less aware of the pleasant conversation around us, distracted by Adrian’s tempest eyes stealing long, hungry looks my way.
My mother wasn’t the only one who knew how to bait a mark. After a few moments, I extracted myself from the conversation and stepped out onto the terrace overlooking the garden. The cold touch of stone drew a muffled yelp from my lips as I positioned myself at the railing; back to the door, hips angled just so as I leaned casually on the balustrade.
Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long.
I allowed myself a discreet smile of victory as the door clicked shut behind me. Soft leather scuffed against stone, and I counted every delicious step that led that beautiful predator into my trap. My skirts rustled as he brushed against them, halting so close I nearly faltered. Mustering my resolve, I maintained my disinterested vigil on the garden below as he drew a tentative breath. A sharp inhale of my own followed when his fingertips grazed my bare skin, and the sheer force of the fire that erupted across my flesh told me that I was not entirely sure which one of us was the hunter, and which the prey.
I dared not move, barely dared to breathe, as those fingers drifted slowly from between my shoulder blades down to the small of my back, turning my core molten. It was an overwhelming breach of propriety, that caress, and intoxicatingly intimate.
“You forget yourself, sir.” I fought to steady my trembling voice.
“Forgive me.” He pulled his hand away, his voice low and husky. “That dress…I had to touch you.”
I turned to face him with a slow, graceful twist, the fabric of my skirts dragging against his dark woolen trousers. His unapologetic nearness left me pinned between his body and the railing.
“Satisfied?” I asked, forcing an edge of nonchalance into my tone.
A soft laugh escaped his lips. “I think a man could drown himself in you and still want more.” I shivered involuntarily. Whether it was from the night air or his touch, I’m not entirely sure, but his brows immediately knit with concern. “You’re freezing. Let’s go back inside.”
“A moment longer,” I protested a bit too quickly. “You keep slipping through my fingers.”
He smiled his disarming smile as my teeth began to chatter. “I’ll make sure you’ve the opportunity to question me at your leisure.” He tilted his head with an apologetic shrug. “In relative privacy. Now come on, before you freeze to death.”
It took several minutes to shake the worst of the cold from my bones, Adrian retreating to converse with Lord Augustus, no doubt an effort to dissolve any suspicion surrounding our brief absence. I lingered by the hearth and Aubrey gallantly brought me the blanket from his couch, wrapping it about my shoulders and hovering close to my ear.
“I hope it was worth it,” he muttered. “Don’t come crying to me when you catch your death.”
As the evening progressed, my mother surprised us all with an Istran quartet. Ruled by a Lesser House of Oristei, the people of Istra possess an innate gift for music, and it pervades their education and culture. They certainly did not disappoint. Accompanied by a singer from Vitri, they performed several beautiful ballads for us over the course of an hour as we sipped wine and I did my best not to stare at Adrian lounging in his chair.
At length, a close was called to the evening, and we escorted our solitary guest to the door. “My sincerest thanks for your hospitality this evening,” he intoned politely, sweeping a generous bow.
“It was our pleasure,” my mother replied. “You must join us again.”
He straightened, grinning. “It would be my honor.” He offered my father another smaller bow. “My lord.” And one to me, a secret smile on his lips. “Miss Elivya.”
At that, he made his exit, and we were left to the Lords Chamberlain. Aubrey hugged me fiercely as our parents made their farewells. Amber eyes met mine in earnest.
“I know he’s charming, but keep on your guard. Two years ago, he set his sights on my cousin Claire, as well as several others.”
There it is, I realized, the pieces falling into place. The reason for his dislike.
“The year before, it was Serena fen Caerus and a rotating roster of ladies-in-waiting. The year before that, some Hydraxian princess had her heart broken when her father refused his proposal.” My friend gripped my upper arm with emphasis. “Van Dryns are about one thing and one thing only: enlarging and preserving their family’s empire. Be careful, Liv. I saw the way you looked at him.”
“I will,” I promised, though I wasn’t entirely sure I could keep it.
 
The following morning, I arrived in the garden for my solitary exercises to find two grim figures waiting there for me. Father stood before the fountain, a stern frown on his face. Nearby, Quintin hovered at loose attention, looking wholly unbothered by the biting cold. I would have shot him a withering glare, but he ignored my entrance with impressive determination. Sensing a lecture, I steeled myself and crossed the frozen grass to stand before my father. Shoulders back and hands clasped behind me, I presented myself like a soldier, largely because I knew it would annoy the Tuvrian.
Father gave me an appraising look as I stood there in silence, his formidable anger at my disobedience still lingering in his countenance. He’d barely spoken to me since I snuck out to The Greyshor, and his stone-faced crony had been equally absent, thwarting any attempts I might have made at verbally eviscerating him for his betrayal. He looked irritatingly unconcerned about such possibilities now, that immovable mask firmly in place.
“Your mother,” Father began stiffly, “is the keenest mind I’ve ever known when it comes to surviving this…Court.” His mouth twisted with distaste at the word. “It is to her judgment I defer when it comes to matters of politics. I’ve no patience for it.” He shifted on his feet, his gaze hardening. “But your protection is my domain, and I have tolerated your recklessness for too long. You’ve put yourself and this House at risk too many times. That ends now.”
I paled at the unrelenting look in his eyes.
“From this point on, Quintin is to be your shadow. You do not leave this house without him by your side. Against my better judgment, I defer to your mother in allowing you the return of your undeserved freedom. This, however, I can ensure. Where you go, he goes. Is that clear?”
“…Yes, sir,” I muttered miserably.
“As much as I trust his skill at arms, I do not trust you to remain consistently within its circle of protection.” Father drew himself up, his thunderous tone leaving no room for argument. “So you will continue to learn the sword, and whatever other weapon Quintin deems fit for you-”
A choked sound of protest tore from my throat, wordless and immediately overridden by the rising volume and ferocity of my father’s words.
“-until he feels you can readily defend yourself without aid. In this garden, you hold no noble rank, and he is your commanding officer. Do you understand?”
I spared a slack-jawed glance the Tuvrian’s way, but he refused to meet my gaze. Before I could organize an argument against such an absurd arrangement, Father’s black tones brought my attention firmly back to him.
“Know that if you refuse to obey me in this,” he said, “I will send you back to Laezon and arrange your marriage in absentia. Consider this your final warning, Elivya. You have betrayed my trust for the last time.”
Satisfied that he’d made his point clear, he glanced briefly at Quintin and then back at me.
“Training begins now,” he growled, and stormed off into the house.
We both stood there a long moment, waiting for the smoke to clear, before the sound of measured steps broke my dumbstruck reverie. Quintin rattled over to take my father’s place on the grass. By the lack of surprise on his face, I guessed he’d known of these orders ahead of time, though that visage of immovable stone pretty much always looked the same. The thought that my father would confide in him before me boiled my blood, and after a week of stewing over his betrayal, it was all I could do not to lunge at him in a blind fury.
“Rat.” I spat the word at him and watched him bristle beneath his careful composure. “Did you go crawling to him the moment we returned, or did you dare to wait until morning?”
 “You may be the future of this House,” he countered stiffly, “but I serve your father. Not dragging you to him in the first place is what earned me this disgraceful assignment. You should never have been allowed to leave.”
“Allowed?” I scoffed. “In case you’ve forgotten, this is not Tuvria. I am no one’s property.”
His lip curled. “Your actions dishonor your father’s good name.”
“My actions are to ensure the continuation of this House, not that you could possibly comprehend such things.”
“You are an unwed woman,” he replied in the same icy, disapproving tone. “And a noble at that. Have a bit of decency.”
I crossed my arms, glaring at him with all the prideful venom I could muster. He wasn’t going to be easily rattled but I was itching for a fight, so I threw decorum out the window and chose the words I knew would dig most at his prudish dignity.
“Who I fuck is none of your business, armsman.”
The angry flush of red in his face sent a glow of vindictive satisfaction through me, but he held his control tightly.
“It is now,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “And you can be sure I’ll not allow you to dishonor your House further under my watch.”
I huffed a derisive laugh. “Suddenly so dedicated to your disgraceful assignment.”
“Like it or not, you are now my charge-”
“Good gods, are you always going to be so dull?”
“-and you will suffer me with-”
“Suffer being the operative word-”
“-with respect,” he concluded with force, eyes blazing furiously.
I raised my chin and glared down my nose at him. “And why should I?”
“Because it is your father’s order,” he seethed, advancing on me.
I held my ground as he fetched up before me, several inches taller and about twice my weight in pure muscle – utterly terrifying, if I’d had the sense to be afraid. The careful restraint he typically maintained had been abandoned, replaced by stiff-limbed fury.
“You want to go whoring around Dockside? Fine. But I have no qualms about tying a spoiled noble girl to my saddle and dragging her back where she belongs.”
My anger flared to a bonfire. “You will not speak to me that way, armsman!” I snapped.
He threw one hand out toward the garden walls, still staring me down. “Within these confines, I am commander and I’ll speak to you how I damn well please. Now draw.”
I obliged with a vigor, foolishly hoping he meant to spar me. I wanted to cut those icy blue eyes right out of his face. Instead, he shoved past me toward the exit.
“Complete ten full cycles of your one-handed drills. Both sides. Then you are dismissed for the day.”
The garden door slammed shut behind him.
He expected me to quit, to sheathe my sword and retreat to my bedchamber, to sulk like a sullen child. I’d give him no such satisfaction.
I’d performed the same standard drills with my shortsword hundreds of times. Ten cycles was a challenge, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I burned through the bulk of my rage in the course of the first half-hour, fingers stiff and feet aching by the time I finished the final circuit. Sweat soaked my tunic, sending a skin-deep chill over me as I took a moment to catch my breath.
One side down.
Reluctantly, I shifted the blade from my right hand to my left, testing the feel of it with a few awkward swings.
I’d never practiced the sword with my left hand.
It took a long time to complete that second side of drills, but I managed it. With palms blistered and anger dulled by exhaustion, I trudged back into the house, clutching my aching left arm. As soon as I stepped through the doorway, a shadow caught the corner of my eye. Sunlight drifted through the tall windows that faced out onto the garden, illuminating the hallway and the stiff silhouette of a Tuvrian disappearing into the house.
 



CHAPTER 19
 
 
A handwritten note arrived the next morning, sealed and addressed to me directly. My mother passed it to me at the breakfast table with a satisfied smile. I cracked the wax and read Adrian’s scrawling hand.
 
Come to the Greyshor tonight and ask your questions. I’ll be waiting.
 
“I take it you’re going out this evening,” she said without bothering to read my face.
“You know my requirements.” My father’s voice reminded, calm but stern.
“Yes, sir.”
Quintin and I exchanged an acidic glare.
That afternoon, long after my lessons were concluded, I whiled away the hours of waiting in the library. I pored over tomes of Darian and seafaring lore. I lingered over volumes of love and poetry, feeling pangs of jealousy and doubt as I reflected on Aubrey’s catalog of Adrian’s previous affairs, as well as guilt over my acerbic end with James. Finally, I landed on an older text containing detailed paintings of what I’d heard the Van Dryns refer to as “tall ships”. Tall, they were, with sweeping wooden bodies and billowing sails hidden amidst a web of rope lines. I’d never seen such a thing firsthand, and it was hard to grasp the scale of them.
“Studying?” my mother’s voice interrupted my reverie.
I looked up from the desk, unbothered by the fact that I hadn’t heard her enter. “Have you ever seen a tall ship?” I asked, unable to keep a hint of awe from my voice. “In person, I mean.”
She rounded the table to stand beside my chair, reaching down to trace the image with her fingertips. “I have. They are more vast than pictures can express, and the sea is infinitely more inconceivable.”
“How so?”
“Boundless and mercurial. Unfathomably powerful and merciless.” She shut the book gently. “Someday, you will see it for yourself. Today, you must focus on the task at hand.”
It didn’t feel much like a task. I relished the thought of another foray into the city, to laugh and dance and celebrate my youth outside the constraints of propriety, even if I had to drag that miserable Tuvrian along with me. I knew what she wanted to hear, though, so I humored her.
“Plain household mount, common wools, Quintin with me at all times, limit my consumption, no jewelry...” I ticked off my parents’ list of precautions on my fingers, my tone droll.
“And coppers only, in your pouch tonight,” she added, pointing at my waist. “A good cutpurse can hear the difference.”
“How do you know all these things?” I shook my head bewildered.
Her face shuttered instantly. “I wasn’t always your mother, my dear.” She touched my cheek with a guarded smile and left me to the books and my thoughts.
 
The evening arrived without much ado. After a hearty supper, Shera helped me into my black woolen gown and cinched the narrow belt about my waist.
“Where did you get these?” I finally thought to ask her.
She glanced up at me as her hands fastened the buckle. “They’re mine, miss.” The startled look on my face made her laugh. “I leave the grounds once in a while, too, you know.”
“I’ve been spending your coin,” I realized.
Shera adjusted the belt knife and reassured me that my mother had seen her generously reimbursed.
Quintin was waiting in the common room with the same miserable scowl he’d worn to the garden that morning. My second lesson had proved just as brutal as the first, though this time he at least deigned to be present for it. Under the guise of improving my footwork, he’d matched me with a single blade and spent the better part of two hours sidestepping, parrying, and tripping me in every way possible until my backside was black and blue. I could go the rest of my life without hearing the word ‘up’ ever again.
Reminded by the mere sight of him of my aching muscles and searing, blistered palms, I threw an unpleasant sneer his way as I passed by, heading for the foyer and my parents’ reluctant sendoff.
After riding Valor for so many years, the small dun gelding beneath me felt graceless and puny. He ambled lazily alongside Quintin’s own similarly common mount down the sparsely-populated streets. No one in Dockside paid us any mind, though. The boy at the hidden stable admitted us without question. As we were relieved of our horses, I peered into the dark of the warehouse at where a crew of men were hard at work opening a stack of crates. As their shadowed figures shifted, I barely caught a glimpse of a familiar sigil: a trio of white roses on a crimson field.
The crest of Theria, Leon’s home province.
They began transferring the contents – a plethora of small, gleaming bottles – into a handful of unmarked crates nearby just as Quintin and I stepped back through the door and out onto the street. While my mind twisted to make sense of what I’d seen, I clutched my cloak about me against the cold and trudged after my dour companion toward the much-appreciated warmth of the Greyshor.
I had expected the raucous noise and crush of bodies of my previous visit, but the common room was largely abandoned. A few small clusters of folks talked quietly at tables, sharing a drink or a meal. At one such sat Natalia and Alec, along with two of the cousins from before. Our corner table was empty.
“Relative privacy, as promised.”
His silken voice cut through my thoughts as he approached us from the bar. Behind the counter, the stalwart woman I’d seen at the stewpot the last visit, and who I guessed likely owned the establishment, tucked a bulging pouch into her apron and headed for the kitchen. We made our way through the room toward familiar faces.
“Elivya!” Natalia stood and embraced me, kissing my cheek. Alec flashed me a kind smile and turned to Quintin.
“Would you join us?” he offered. “I was hoping to get your opinion on smiths. I’m in need of a new sword and some seasoned advice.”
I could feel the Tuvrian stiffen beside me, his gaze sliding my way. “I’m afraid I’m on duty this evening, my lord.”
“One need not preclude the other. You will be well within sight of your charge, I assure you.”
I didn’t think Quintin would bite, but he did. Positioning himself with a clear line of sight, he sank reluctantly into one of the chairs and Natalia called for a fresh round. I knew without needing to watch that his would sit untouched.
Adrian and I settled ourselves into our empty corner table near the hearth, two mugs of mead already waiting. Despite the chaste distance between us, my heart raced in my chest, the memory of that scandalous caress bucking all attempts to bury it. He leaned on his forearms on the table, cradling his mug between both hands.
“So,” he started, fixing me with a slate gray stare. “Tell me what you want to know.”
In light of Aubrey’s revelations, I had prepared myself well for that question, building up a veritable fortress of mental armor around myself. That rugged charm and fearless familiarity might hold the power to melt my very core, but I wasn’t about to let that silken touch enslave me.
“Should I expect honesty or diplomacy from your answers?”
He worded his reply carefully. “I will be as truthful as I may.”
We all have our secrets to hide.
“Fair enough.” I took a sip and a deep breath, gathering my resolve. “First, I’d ask why this place is so empty.”
“Many of the barges shipped out, I expect.” He lied well.
“Mm. And it’s nothing to do with the coin you passed to the tavern keep just a bit ago, of course.”
He grinned, clearly amused by my rather obvious deduction. “Certainly not.”
“How long have you known this Tommy fellow?” I pressed innocently and watched his eyes sharpen. “The one who runs the livery stable. Or is it a warehouse? Seems an unlikely sort of acquaintance for a nobleman.”
“An old business associate of my father’s,” he replied steadily. “From before the War, I believe.”
“Suppose I should ask him, then,” I mused, watching his features slowly shutter.
“Suppose so.”
“And how much of a cut do you get from the goods he so skillfully redistributes for you?”
His gaze took on a predatory glint, the telling hesitation that followed only confirming my suspicions.
“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”
I quirked one brow in reproval. “Those seals won’t paint over themselves, I expect.”
He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest and not quite abandoning his painted Court smile.
“You seem to think you know an awful lot about me already,” he crooned in warning, but his body language betrayed his retreat. On the back foot. Finally. I angled my head at him and pressed the advantage.
“I think you’ve enlisted the help of your siblings on several occasions to beguile me into socially compromising situations. Possibly to incur unflattering gossip and force my family into an alliance. Possibly just because you find it good sport. Either way, I think you enjoy the hunt here at Court as much as the one at sea.” I jutted my chin at the bar on the far side of the room. “I think you’d buy out a Dockside tavern for an entire evening just for the opportunity to try your way into my bed. I may not be a Hydraxian princess, but I’d wager I’d make for a decent diversion all the same.”
My heart hammered in my chest as I held that hard gaze without flinching, committed to unearthing the truth of this man who could undo me with a single touch.
“My, my,” he drawled, hovering on the edge of anger. He sat dangerously still in his chair across from me; a predator, cornered. “You do think you know me. Allow me to disabuse you of this notion.”
Adrian leaned forward slowly onto the table, every ounce of the movement tightly controlled, a whispered warning. My breath hitched a moment at the advance, but I dared not retreat.
“I enlist the help of my siblings because they are the only people in this world I know are capable and trustworthy enough to keep our encounters out of Court gossip,” he corrected pointedly. “I make no apologies for enjoying the same game of courtship that every unmarried noble plays in this city. I make equally few apologies for excelling at it. And Princess Hasha was a beautiful, spoiled brat and a cruel soul, and I thanked Adulil when my father’s proposal was refused.”
He paused to let that sink in, the two of us still locked in silent challenge; two predators unwilling to yield, circling one another with hackles up. I wasn’t sure which of us would outlast the other until he dropped his eyes in an abrupt and startling gesture of surrender.
“And I didn’t buy out the tavern for the night,” he added, taking a measured sip of his mead. “I bought the tavern.”
I gaped at him a moment before a short laugh escaped me, the tension evaporating. “You are joking.”
Shaking his head, he smiled, no trace of that formidable anger remaining. “Eleanor is a stubborn old woman. It was my only recourse. Father will be furious when he finds out.” As I clutched my sides, he turned his gaze on me again, dark brows darting together. “Whatever prompted this unexpected dressing-down?”
I collected myself and considered him a moment, remembering why I’d made such careful preparations.
“I have it on good authority that you’ve a history of toying with women. I can assure you, I’ll be no-one’s plaything.”
The smallest hint of a smirk tugged at his mouth. “I’ve not always been the most considerate of courtiers, but I’m not nearly fool enough to toy with Lord Damien’s daughter.” He lifted his mug, glancing past me toward the nearby table filled with his kin. “Likely to get a foot of Tuvrian steel through me if I even tried.”
We sat in silence for a short while, the low din of other conversations filling the space between us. I considered pressing him about Aubrey’s cousin Claire, but to pursue the matter would only serve to make me look petty and jealous. So he’d been careless in his youth. Arrogant and selfish. Who was I to stand in judgement, when I’d been just as careless with James?
“Why do they all call you wolves?” I asked at length, eager to shift the topic elsewhere. By the flicker of relief in his eyes, Adrian was equally glad to change the subject.
“It’s a moniker traditionally held by the commander of the Darian fleet,” he explained. “Every commander earns a nickname, given to him by consensus of the men he leads. My father was the Fanged Wolf, his father the Red Wolf. The variations are endless, all the way back to the first Van Dryn to defend the White Sea.”
“What did they call him?”
The corner of his lips twitched in some private thought. “The Sea Wolf.” Before I could press him further about it, he fixed me with a narrow-eyed stare and a sly grin. “You’ve had your go at me. It’s only fair I get a turn.”
“Is that so? Let’s hear it, then.”
He leaned back in his chair and made a show of taking my measure. “I think you’re hiding something. Something you don’t want circulated at Court. I think you’ve trained your whole life to maneuver in this nest of vipers, but now that you’re here, you feel out of place. I think your father was much less upset about our secret rendezvous than he let on at dinner last night. Perhaps because he sanctioned it outright.” I snorted unattractively. He smiled and leaned forward onto the table once more, reaching across to me. “Or perhaps because your mother did.”
At the first touch of his fingers, what remained of the bulwark in my mind shattered, leaving me raw and exposed before that penetrating gaze. His hand caressed the delicate underside of my forearm, fingertips trailing from my elbow down toward my wrist. His husky voice rumbled across the space between us, low and sensual.
“And I think you’d rather freeze to death on a balcony to spend five minutes with me than enjoy a lifetime beside a warm fire with Aubrey.”
My flesh rejoiced at his touch, betraying all my attempts at guarded dignity. I wanted his hands on every inch of my skin.
Focus.
“Aubrey is a dear friend, but nothing more,” I forced out, my own voice tight with the effort.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
Another smirk. “He spends more time with you than anyone. He doesn’t look like he’s drowning.”
I watched the storms swirling in his eyes and feared he could look straight into my scandalous thoughts as his fingers continued their slow caress down my arm, an echo of that moment on the balcony.
“And you?” I asked, battling to keep my voice steady.
“Very nearly.” His hand slid down onto my palm and I winced as he brushed my still-raw blisters. He narrowed his eyes in concern and took up my hand in his for examination. “These are fresh.”
I shrank in my seat, mortified. “Yesterday.”
“Seven hells, Elivya.” Gods, I would never get tired of hearing him say my name. “What were you doing?”
My eyes flicked to Quintin, who sat cross-armed at his table, watching us with a disapproving scowl. “Drills.”
Adrian released me, retreating to his mug. “I take it you aren’t left-handed.”
“No.”
“Well, that’s one way to build calluses, I suppose. Why bother training with your non-dominant hand?”
I rolled my eyes. “I wouldn’t know. Ask my commander,” I sneered and jerked my head toward Quintin’s dreary visage. The entire arrangement was ridiculous. I was no soldier.
“I find it difficult to believe anyone could command you.”
It was an attempt at flattery, but something about the topic bit deep and soured me against it. Adrian needed to be generous because there was no way a woman could measure up to the skill of a man in combat. My few lessons with Quintin had laid that reality painfully clear to me, not to mention my humbling summer at the garrison. A man’s strength alone offered him a nearly insurmountable advantage. I could be quick, but with a sword, I felt sure I’d always be inferior to any member of the opposite sex.
All these thoughts, these doubts, constantly lingered at the back of my mind, no matter how determinedly I ignored them. I could learn, and I could improve, but I was no Tuvrian born with a sword in one hand.
“We all have our masters,” I mumbled into my tankard.
“…May I speak plainly?”
“Please.”
He shifted in his seat and I watched him choose his words with torturous care. “My duty,” he began slowly, “my lot in this life, is one that offers little to anyone who joins me in it. I spend months away at sea, and there’s little in the way of guarantees that each departure won’t be my last. Few men are fortunate enough to grow old, in the southern fleet.”
He took my hand gently, the barest hints of fear and loneliness in his eyes. “It’s not a life I would wish on anyone, to stay behind and wait for their loved one to never come home. If that’s not what you want, tell me now. I will understand.” When I said nothing, he pressed. “I cannot stand to know you any better if there is no place for you in my future.”
No man had ever laid their intentions so plain to me. The sheer honesty of it, so unlikely amidst the maneuvering labyrinth of Court, caught my breath and twisted it into knots inside my chest.
He wanted me. More than just a physical diversion, if the telltales on his face were any indication, though he longed for that as well. My mother had taught me to read desire just as readily as deceit. But no, he meant every word of it. That careful, calculated predator laid himself bare before me, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever made such an offering before – and what it might have cost him.
At length, I cocked my head at him and bared my teeth in a wicked grin. “And what makes you think I’d stay behind?”
Confusion, understanding, and relief rolled across his face in the blink of an eye, and he lifted my hand to press against his lips. Gods they were soft. He replaced it gently on the table and I watched his carefully composed demeanor return.
Unsure of what to say, I gestured at Natalia. “Quite honestly, I’m surprised your sister isn’t still shimmying down mizzen masts while her children hang off her skirts.”
He laughed at that. “Well, her husband has never been much for sailing. Oliver is a bit more practical than that, I think.”
“And you?”
He flashed me a wolfish smirk. “Mad as a hatter. I’d have you teaching them how to load the ballistae.” The image of the two of us raising a passel of wild sea children was not at all unpleasant.
“You’d have to teach me first,” I pointed out, taking a hearty swig of my nearly untouched mead. He followed suit and we settled a bit.
“Will you stay, do you think, for the King’s gala?” he asked hopefully.
“It’s a ways off yet. I’m not certain. Father will likely return to Laezon before then, to see to the spring foaling and visit the villages.”
“And you?”
“Mother and I will probably stay to attend. It would be indecent to miss it, I think. I expect the Queen will announce herself with child at the event.”
“By all accounts, they’ve been making a valiant effort to that end.”
I flushed, a ridiculous reaction, given my own fairly extensive experience in that arena. For a mercy, Adrian didn’t seem to notice.
“Your man seems to be growing tired of my siblings’ company,” he observed.
I turned to see Quintin practically squirming in his seat, eyes still locked on me as though I’d vanish in a puff of smoke if he dared to blink. His dark-haired companions laughed and jostled about him at the table.
“Should I take pity on him?” I asked. “He has been an insufferable cock the last few days.”
Adrian didn’t even blink at my crude slur. “I think that would be the wisest course if you ever want to slip his watch.”
I eyed him sidelong. “What happened to that voice of caution? Suddenly unafraid of my father’s wrath?”
Blue-gray eyes glinted with mischief. “I’d wager you’re worth the risk.”
“Scoundrel.”
 
In the end, I did take pity on Quintin and took my leave much earlier than I would have liked. There would be, Adrian assured me, plenty of time before spring arrived and duty called us both home.
On the ride back, I couldn’t help but feel a bit sour at my reluctant shadow casting a pall over the evening.
“You needn’t sit there staring daggers all night, you know.” He kept his gaze fixed on the street before us and didn’t bother to reply. “I see you came prepared,” I continued in a churlish drawl, eyeing the coil of rope hanging from his saddle. “A nice touch, but we both know you lack the stones to follow through on your ridiculous threats.”
“In that, you are mistaken.” he replied flatly.
“Please,” I dismissed. “Leave the theatrics to the Ultans. You northerners clearly have no gift for it.”
“I simply saw no need for it this evening. You appeared perfectly capable of discouraging your suitor without my intervention.”
I stiffened at his sideways slight. “Maybe you just enjoy watching me whore around.”
His voice remained steady, despite the glint of anger in his eyes. “You’ll not bait me. I have my orders, and I will see them fulfilled.” He turned that hard, pale gaze on me. “Even if that means trussing you up like a goat in full view of your friends. You’ll not dishonor this House under my watch.”
My parents were still awake when we returned to the manor, sitting together in the common room before the hearth. Their conversation halted upon our entrance.
“Back so soon?” Mother inquired in surprise.
“Quintin was tired.” I threw my barbed reply into the room and felt him tense behind me.
“My lady is mistaken.”
I slumped into a chair across from them, shooting my father an obstinate glare. “Your new man is ill-equipped for the rigors of polite company.”
The Tuvrian bristled. “If you consider that pack of wolves polite company-”
“Enough,” my father thundered. “Quintin, you are dismissed for the evening.”
He pressed his fist audibly to his chest in salute and made an abrupt exit. Father fixed his tired eyes on me.
“Why must you torment him so?”
“Why did you assign him to me?” I countered with a frustrated wave toward the door. “Why not Gabe or Preston? At least they know how to behave with some level of civility. How do you expect me to maneuver with that prude glaring at me for hours on end? His presence is suffocating!”
“I assigned Quintin because he is the best sword in this house and I trust your protection to no one else. Those are the terms of your freedom. If you want to see your Van Dryn friends outside the realm of public engagement, you will have him at your side.”
I looked to my mother for help, but her sealed expression told me she would not interfere. They were as much her terms as his.
 
Needless to say, my life settled back into a routine. My lessons with Quintin became a daily occurrence, and he took advantage of every opportunity to punish me for all the myriad inadequacies of my sex. I repeated the same drills day after day, my hands blistering and bleeding as that stone face looked on, waiting for me to quit. Out of spite alone, I refused to give him the satisfaction and pushed on through the pain.
If I can survive Briggs, I can survive you.
Once washed and dressed in proper attire, I spent the remainder of my mornings with my mother in the study, continuing my instruction in statecraft and intrigue. Afternoons were the best time, when I rode to the Chamberlain manor for my lessons with Aubrey. It was the one time I could leave the house without my scowling shadow in attendance. Gabe would escort me across the noble quarter instead, and then return hours later to retrieve me.
Augustus seemed thrilled to resume our regular schedule, and we began reading the classical poetry and prose of ancient Elas. Most of it made my head ache, but Aubrey seemed to relish the philosophical writings in particular, tomes full of old men talking each other in circles. After each lesson, as we lingered before the hearth to sip wine, he would press the debate. I attempted to keep pace with him but just didn’t have the heart for it.
The plays, however, I pored over with a fervor. Some of the books even contained serigraphs, diagrams of the ancient theaters, so cleverly designed that the stage could be flooded to portray sea battles on actual water. The egalitarianism, too, intrigued me, as it seemed to pervade many aspects of life, especially the arts. Even in the theaters, the design was such that the performers could be heard as clearly in the last row as in the first.
My evenings contained a mix of events. Rumors circulated that I was being courted by the Van Dryn family, though nothing surfaced about our clandestine gatherings in Dockside. Fewer invitations came, many of the lesser families rescinding their offers in deference to a more prominent House. Still, there were a few, and we attended the occasional social gathering as my mother deemed appropriate.
Once or twice a week, a handwritten note was delivered, Adrian’s scrawl inviting me to the Greyshor. On my first return visit, I was surprised to see the tavern full of faceless patrons once more. Eleanor circled proudly in a new dress of heavy cotton and a stainless white apron. There were even a few barmaids about, seeing to customers and swatting away wandering hands.
“I’ve a business to run,” Adrian explained with a fond grin as the stalwart barkeep delivered our two mugs herself. “I certainly can’t expect Eleanor to run the place without some assistance.”
“I done as much for many years before ye came along, lad,” she muttered at him.
“Then I’d say you’ve earned a respite.”
She grumbled something under her breath and ambled away back toward the kitchen.
“I’ve brought you something,” Adrian said, returning his attention to me. Fishing a small tin from his pocket, he slid it across the table. “Bit late, I’m afraid, but I had to send home for it.”
I opened the lid and gave it a cautious sniff. A thick salve filled the tin, rich smells of eucalyptus, mint, and honey wafting from it. “What is it?”
He took my left hand in his and turned it over to expose my palm and the fresh blisters I’d earned that day. “We use it mostly during our first year in the fleet. The ropes tear your hands and the saltwater keeps them from healing.”
“Thank you,” I murmured, closing the tin and tucking it away. It was a simple gift, but an incredibly thoughtful one.
I put it to good use that evening, and the next morning I found my palms were much less painful than they’d been. Rising with the first light to don my sparring woolens, I made my way down to the garden. Quintin was already there, warming up. I stretched as he completed a cycle of his intricate dual-wield drills.
“Here,” he growled, thrusting a small strip of muslin at me. I took it obediently.
When it became clear I’d no idea what he meant for me to do with it, he snatched it back and grabbed my left wrist. Yanking me unceremoniously toward him, he wrapped the cloth around my palm several times, tying it efficiently at the back of my hand. Fetching a practice shield from where it leaned against the fountain wall, he thrust the plane of rough-hewn wood at me.
“Work with the shield for a few days.”
I slipped my left arm into the straps and drew my sword in my right. It had been a while since I’d practiced with a shield. The weight was uncomfortable and I felt just as off-balance as I ever had at the garrison, but at least it wasn’t rubbing my ruined palm. My commander squared up across the grass, a sword in each hand.
I made a poor show of it, to be sure. Slow and stumbling under the added weight, I struggled to block Quintin’s heavy blows and slashed ineffectively as he retreated back out of range. Twice, he hooked a foot behind my heel and sent me sprawling to the ground. When he finally called an end to my humiliation, I could barely stand.
“You were right.” He sheathed his blades with ease, the barest hint of exertion on his brow. “You are shit with a sword and shield.”
My blood rising, I opened my mouth to spit some scathing retort, but he held up his hand and I bit my tongue.
“Eventually, we’ll find something you are good at. In the meantime, you will at least learn to defend yourself.” He strode past me toward the house. “Dismissed.”
 



CHAPTER 20
 
 
The remaining weeks of winter passed quickly, with so many diversions at hand. Quintin eventually abandoned all attempts at improving my skill with a shield. I was physically stronger for the practice, but no more capable. Instead, he drilled me with sword and dagger. At first, I frequently forgot about the knife in my hand, but after the hundredth reiteration of “Left!” from my stoic and merciless commander, I finally started to adapt. It was slow progress, but progress nonetheless.
My mother began to teach me darker skills, about various poisons and the methods to prepare and identify them. When I asked her why I would need to know such things, and how she came to know them in the first place, she was evasive. There is no harm in knowledge, she stated firmly when I pressed. Only the potential in how we choose to use it. She showed me books with drawings of various plants, many of which I recalled from my days wandering with Izikiel. As it so happened, several of the species that could be used medicinally could also be deadly in higher doses or by using a different part of the same plant.
The afternoons spent with Aubrey continued to offer a mix of ease and mental torture. Lord Augustus, spurred by his son’s enthusiasm for philosophical pursuits, steered our readings and discussions more toward that realm. We studied the neighboring nation of Elas, its long history as well as its modern state. Before long, Aubrey grew fixated on the Elan city of Agorai, the heart of research and foremost center of education in the world. It was a self-proclaimed distinction, but there was certainly nothing in Alesia to contest it.
In Litheria, the prestigious Royal Academy houses some of the greatest minds our nation has to offer, each professor a master of his trade. The brightest boys of the noble Houses and wealthy guild families vie for the limited number of openings each year.
In contrast, Agorai is home to a half-dozen great schools of philosophy alone, as well as a sprawling university that spans a quarter of the massive port city. As a young man at his majority, my friend quickly adopted dreams of studying there.
“Think of it, Liv.” He paced excitedly before the hearth, wine forgotten in his hand. “A whole year of freedom, to live and learn and explore an ancient city the same as any common man!”
“You would live in a dormitory full of other stinking, impoverished students?” I laughed. “Aubrey, you’d die of horror at such conditions.”
He paused long enough to grace me with a scowl. “I could endure it, same as you did.” My dubious expression was soundly ignored as he resumed his march. “There are apartments in the university quarter, I’m sure. I could rent a modest room, or perhaps share one with a few fellow students of reasonable quality.”
It was obvious I’d never dissuade him, so I didn’t bother to try. I’d miss him, though, if he went, and it saddened me to think on it.
My occasional evenings with Adrian served to lift my spirits, despite Quintin’s storm cloud presence. We grew more confident in our anonymity and often spent our nights sharing mead with common sailors. I found them to be a riotous lot, full of elaborate stories and quick to laugh. Music was apparently a cherished seafaring tradition, and we were never without some form of entertainment. On nights when there was no fiddler in attendance, someone would invariably start in on a shanty, and soon an entire chorus of bleary-eyed lads was roaring along.
It heartened me to see several young women among their ranks, and not a few stripling boys. They were hassled often, but always with a sense of amity and goodwill, and usually gave as good as they got. Dressed in the same sea-worn breeches and tunics, it was at times difficult to tell them from the men. I found a sense of camaraderie among them that I’d not known since my days at the garrison.
Adrian, for his part, turned out to be just as foul-mouthed and licentious as any common sailor, though he kept the latter relatively restrained in my company. He relaxed greatly in the presence of his own kind. The carefully composed demeanor he maintained at Court melted away, and he often joined in heartily with both dance and song.
It was on one such raucous occasion that Natalia let slip that it was my handsome companion’s name day. A great cry went up around our well-populated table as Adrian hid his face in one hand. A particularly garrulous man of indeterminate foreign origin jumped up on his chair.
“Right, you salty fucks,” he roared in his strange accent. Numerous weathered faces turned toward him. “It’s the Commander’s birthday, and we’ve a mind to celebrate proper!” He pointed at one sailor. “Remy, get yer skin. I’ll fetch me pipes.”
They both returned a short while later to post up by the hearthside, and the mysterious instruments referred to turned out to be a drum and a strange assemblage of flute-like pipes attached to a large bladder. A pulsing rhythm thundered from the stretched skin, beaten skillfully with a double-ended mallet. A flushed red face blew forcefully into one pipe, the bag inflating beneath his arm. A haunting note sprang forth, long and wailing, unlike anything I’d ever heard. Fingers grasped one of the stems protruding from the strange instrument, and as they began to dance across the holes, a lively tune arose.
Sailors around me pounded the tables in time with the drum. Adrian was hauled unceremoniously to his feet by several pairs of hands and herded toward the open floor, my own personage similarly enlisted by a crush of insistent bodies delivering me into his arms. It was a flurry of festivity around us, with the strange, haunting music as its backbone. The drum drove us onward, feet stomping and hands clapping, exultation a fever sweeping the room.
I don’t know how long it lasted. I surrendered my modest purse full of coppers to purchase a round for as many as such coin would buy. I’d no earthly idea, but doing so ingratiated me in the eyes of my companions, and I was loudly and drunkenly proclaimed their First. When they lifted me briefly above the crowd in their exuberance, I spotted Quintin pressed unhappily into one corner, a very inebriated patron leaning against his shoulder, no doubt regaling him with some rambling tale. My guardian ignored the man, those pale eyes catching mine just long enough to convey his seething displeasure before I was practically dropped back to the floor. Adrian caught me amid my graceless descent, storm gray eyes capturing mine as surely as his hands on my waist.
I sobered, feeling the press of his body against me, heat radiating through the fabric of our clothes. A faint trace of his cologne threaded through my mind, the scent leaving my thoughts thick and disjointed.
“I’m sorry,” I forced out into the small space between us. “I’d no idea it was your birthday. I’ve no gift for you.”
Adrian smiled and shook his head, then lowered his lips to mine in a gentle kiss. Gods, his lips! So full and so desperately soft, I thought I might lose myself. My very core melted beneath that kiss, knees and spine doing the same as he followed the first with another. I parted my lips, inviting him deeper, gripping his arms as he slid one hand to the small of my back, pulling me tight against him. When he finally released me, I’d given up trying to wade through the mire of my thoughts.
Our companions pressed fresh mugs into our hands and someone shouted an unintelligible toast into the din. More cheers, more toasts, and more drunken revelry and dancing followed, lasting well into the night. By the time we left the Greyshor, Quintin was in a rare mood and I was fantastically drunk.
He helped me into my saddle but must not have believed me capable of staying in it, because he led both his mount and mine up the streets of Dockside in a slow march back toward the manor. I swayed silently atop my ambling gelding, reliving the memory of Adrian’s lips, his body pressed against mine. We plodded along through the early morning shadows, the streets empty.
Or nearly.
My gelding tossed his head in surprise when Quintin halted abruptly, head cocked, listening.
They were on us before I knew what was happening, three men springing from some nearby alleyway. One grabbed my mount’s bit, wrenching him harshly to one side. The beast squealed in pain and terror, the other horse shying hard. A second man made a grab for its reins but missed, and it bolted into the night. With a curse, he turned back toward Quintin and drew a long knife. Moonlight glinted off two swords, crossed before the Tuvrian’s body in a defensive stance as he circled the third rogue, who gestured casually with a similar blade.
“Now, now, boyo,” he crooned, his voice chilling my blood. “Don’t be doing anything rash. We’d hate to have to hurt the missus.”
The tip of a dagger pricked the underside of my chin. My captor had moved alongside me, grinding his body against my leg in a grotesque parody of the memory I’d been ruminating on barely a moment ago. Bile rose in my throat as I felt him harden against my ankle. He sneered, lifting the edge of my cloak and dress to peer underneath. Icy terror shot down my spine, quickly followed by a blinding rage more forceful than any I’d ever known.
“Maybe we could keep this one, just for a bit,” he called to the others. One dingy hand closed on my calf, sliding up my thigh beneath my wool gown, to the place only James had known. “Oh, I think she likes me!” he remarked at the lingering dampness he found there. The claws of humiliation and shame raked my chest as he fondled me beneath my skirts.
“Left!” Quintin’s voice rang out in the night, jarring me from my terrified paralysis. In a panicked motion, I knocked my captor’s weapon hand away from my throat with my left forearm. My right drew Shera’s belt knife from under my cloak and, with all my force, plunged it into his throat. The whites of his eyes flashed in the dark and he staggered backward, grasping at the hilt protruding from his neck. 
I turned just in time to see Quintin’s upward slash finish the second of the two remaining assailants. The other already lay motionless on the ground, blood darkening the cobblestones. He rushed to my side, checking me briefly before stepping over to my attacker, who had slumped against a nearby building. Labored breath gurgled around the pooling blood and steel in his throat. Though his body blocked my view, I could hear Quintin wrench my dagger free from the man’s neck. The gurgling ceased. I leaned over the side of my mount and emptied the contents of my stomach onto the street.
I couldn’t watch as he wiped his blades clean on the dead men’s cloaks before returning them effortlessly to his baldric. After cleaning Shera’s knife similarly, he reappeared at my side and carefully re-sheathed it at my waist.
“Easy, miss,” he murmured as he tugged my cloak tight about me, that hard voice more strained than usual, those pale eyes a bit wider than I’d ever seen them. Taking the reins, he proceeded to lead my spooked gelding, and me atop it, back home.
I don’t remember the rest of the journey. I’m not sure when I began shaking. I vaguely remember being unable to move when we arrived back at the stable. I recall Quintin’s arms pulling me carefully from my saddle and carrying me into the house. I remember the moment I realized what was happening – remember fighting him, demanding to be let go, not wanting to be touched. He threw up his hands as I shoved him away violently, retreating a few steps as I hugged myself and trembled beneath the force of that rage – that crushing helplessness.
Shera stumbled down the stairs, a choked cry of alarm escaping her lips at the sight of me, followed by a short exchange of whispers, none of which I could process. Her hands, I could somehow tolerate, and she helped guide me to my bedchamber, Quintin following at a careful distance. As she made to shut the door behind us, my hand seized the frame and I turned. Pale blue eyes watched. Waited.
“Stay.” It was all the intelligible speech I could manage, something between a command and a plea. I felt like an animal in a trap, tearing myself to pieces.
With a small nod, he drew one sword and turned to rest his back against the wall beside my bedroom door. I heard the tip of his blade settle on the carpet at his feet as Shera turned the latch. Pulling off my clothes, she threw them aside and tugged a cotton shift over my head before tucking me into my blankets.
“Hush now, miss,” she crooned reassuringly, though her face remained stricken with concern as she pulled a chair up to my bedside. “You’ll be alright. I’ll be right here.”
I drew close to sleep several times, only to shoot awake at the memory of a grimy hand or a choked gurgle. Finally, blessedly, I managed to drift off.
Barely two hours had passed before I bolted awake again, startling Shera out of her slumber, slumped on her forearms at the edge of my bed. When her confusion had cleared, she patted my hand solicitously, sunlight peeking through the curtains.
“There, now, miss. It’s morning.” Stifling a yawn, she stood. “You’ll feel much better after a bath.”
As she went to fetch Ellen and Poppy, I caught sight of the edge of a dark brown sleeve outside the door. Sliding from the bed, I made my way toward the threshold, peeking my head around the frame. Quintin stepped away from me and bowed stiffly, sheathing his sword with less grace than usual. He’d been standing there all night, or what little of it had remained.
“I expect you in the garden in one hour.”
I recoiled, stung. He could be harsh, but this? This bordered on cruelty. That guarded gaze met mine, and there was something almost kind in it.
“Trust me,” he added gently, and left.
Shera was right, the steaming water did help, though it felt wasteful given that I’d need another bath in a matter of hours. A fresh glass of Greta’s tonic, once stomached, removed some of the cacophony from my head. My quiet friend shooed the other maids away and set about scrubbing me with a ferocity she’d not shown since I returned from the garrison. When I was thoroughly scoured, skin and scalp, she ushered me from the water, patting me dry with rough hands. I found it oddly comforting, though I’d no idea why.
When I was dressed in my breeches and tunic, she fetched my sword belt for me, but I hesitated when she held it out. All the usual softness in her was gone, replaced by something fierce and resolute.
“You cannot let them break you, miss,” she insisted, thrusting the belt at me. “You cannot let them take you from yourself.”
“They’re dead,” I informed her, my unused voice hoarse and hollow.
She didn’t waver, even as tears glinted in her eyes. “They will take you all the same if you let them.” When I still would not accept the belt from her, she stepped forward and shoved it hard against my chest. “You are the heir of Lazerin, and they cannot break you.”
She let go and reflex forced me to catch the bundle in my arms. After a long moment, I buckled the weapons about my waist, adjusting the sword to sit comfortably on my hip. I felt a little bit better, a little bit stronger, with their weight. Shera gripped my shoulders reassuringly and pushed me gently out the door.
My feet carried me to the garden as my mind tumbled through the unbridled chaos of my emotions. When I stepped out into the brisk morning air, Quintin was waiting, standing sentry in his usual spot before the fountain. Unmoving, he watched me approach as close as I cared to.
We stared at one another for a long while, the feel of vulnerable flesh parting beneath my knife haunting my memory. Vindication and horror warred against one another inside the tumult beneath my skin. Every inch of me strained with the effort of containing too much, feeling too much. For once, I envied Quintin his detachment. I wished I could cut all of it out and feel nothing.
“It gets easier,” he said, breaking our mutual silence.
I watched him, a pit of understanding opening in my gut, and wished he was a better liar. “No, it doesn’t.”
His nostrils flared with a heavy exhale. “No, no it doesn’t.”
All my hard work, all my training, amounted to naught. I’d thought I was safe, untouchable, capable.
Imbecile. Weakling. You froze you froze you froze. If Quintin hadn’t been there, your corpse would be feeding rats in an alley. Maybe it should be. Stupid, worthless girl.
“What now?” I asked, trying to escape those hateful voices in my head.
He watched me battle from behind his careful mask. “Now you have your reason to train, to work harder, to be better.”
Spoiled little girl likes to play pretend. Desperate tears burned my eyes.
“I can’t.” Swallowing them forcefully, I let my frustration take the lead. “I’m not like you.”
Not a soldier, not a fighter, just a stupid girl.
“You are what you choose to be,” he said with infuriating simplicity. “What you mold yourself into.”
As the cruel voices cackled inside my head, I gestured angrily at my body. “I will always be this! Weak and frail and pathetic. Prey for the nearest set of sharp teeth.”
He started toward me, eyes flashing, and panic gripped my chest. “Only if that is what you decide,” he growled, advancing on me with intent.
“Stop,” I protested meekly as I stumbled backward away from him. “Don’t.”
Fear. So much fear, coursing through my veins, tangling around my limbs. I couldn’t control it. Couldn’t control any of it. Couldn’t control me.
“Make your choice.” He didn’t hesitate, didn’t slow, every step bringing him closer.
“Stop,” I choked out, retreating.
“Is that what you are?” he challenged as my back collided with a stone pillar in the arcade. A few more steps and he would be on me.
“Please…”
“Is it?” he demanded, slamming one fist against the stone above my head, his face halting mere inches from mine.
Not just halting – freezing. He stiffened suddenly, eyes widening a fraction before they darted down toward his left side, to the vulnerable gap in his leather breastplate. A careful step back dislodged the tip of my dagger from between the laces, a good inch of the steel painted red with blood. I couldn’t remember drawing it.
“Thought not,” he muttered, backing away.
The blade trembled in my hand, my knuckles white around its hilt. I stared and stared at it, at that smear of crimson on its point, disbelief puncturing the lingering terror in my veins.
“Why would you do that,” I whispered, voice cracking.
“It’s fine. Doesn’t even need a bandage.”
“Why?”
“To prove a point. You are no one’s prey.”
“A dog has as much instinct as that,” I snarled, tearing my eyes from the knife to throw their stinging fury his way.
“A dog cannot wield a blade. You
can.”
“I’ve spent years trying to learn the sword.”
For all the good it’s done you. Coward. Weakling.
He tilted his head in reproach, his even tone overruling the constant stream of venom inside my mind. “You spent three months at the garrison two years ago.”
“I kept up my training.”
“Unsupervised and uncorrected.”
“You’ve seen me with a blade.”
“I have,” he agreed. “And with some proper training, I think you could learn to handle yourself.”
A sharp edge of bitter sarcasm crept into my voice. “Samson’s captains tried to teach me. Ask James how that went, sometime.”
“There is no better teacher than experience.”
“Experience!” I gasped, a harsh laugh escaping me. “So far, my experience has been to freeze and tremble like a mewling child.”
He jabbed a finger at me. “You acted when it mattered.”
“Would I have, if you hadn’t been there? They would have passed me around like a wineskin and left me for dead in some alley.”
It’s what you deserve, worthless girl.
I ground the heel of my free hand into my eyes, the brigand’s likeness emerging from the blackness behind my eyelids.
“And I can’t stop seeing his damned face.”
My hand shot to my side once more, fist clenched as though I could punch the air and his now-rotting sneer would feel it. “I had every reason – every right – to kill that…that…” My mouth twisted in a furious struggle to find a word awful enough.
“They will all haunt you.”
“Why?” I demanded, abandoning my search.
“Because that is the cost,” Quintin stated plainly. “It is the Mother’s grace alone that breathes us into being. When you extinguish life in this world, you dare to tread in the gods’ domain.” Tuvrian dogma. Why was I not surprised? He ignored the blasphemous retort I muttered under my breath. “There is a price for such hubris. To carry every life you take, every face, to the end of your days.”
“It is unfair.”
“Fair or not, you will pay it all the same.”
I was adrift in my rage, my self-loathing, my despair. “And you?” I grasped for an anchor. “How many faces do you carry?”
He hesitated for the barest moment. “Eight.”
The number thundered in my head, reverberating down my bones and making my own outrage feel small and petty. Eight faces. Eight lives. Two of those were at my behest. Or was it three? I may have buried that knife in the brigand’s throat, but Quintin had been the one to pull it free, to put an end to it. Was it possible to share such a burden?
The voice that slipped from my lips was surely too quiet, too subdued, to be my own, considering the mess of hateful emotions writhing beneath my skin.
“How do you live with them?” it asked.
He leveled those pale eyes at me, no trace of my merciless commander in sight. “With the knowledge that each of them would have gladly killed me. That today may be the day someone takes on my face to carry for the rest of theirs. That each dawn, each breath, each meal is a sacred gift, and I have paid the price required to understand how truly precious they are.”
A sacred gift?
I felt empty, hollow, drained. His words steadied me, giving me a patch of ground to force under my feet, a lantern to lead me out of that crushing darkness.
“Now put that away,” he added quietly, gesturing at the knife still clutched in my hand. “And let’s get to work.”
It was a light practice, focusing mainly on breaking down the one-handed drills I’d learned at the garrison and practiced a thousand times. I thought it would make me even more bitter, to have all my shortcomings cataloged, but I was wrong. Quintin corrected without condemning, for once, demonstrating slowly some of the intricacies of specific sections and explaining why they were important. As the sun climbed higher in the sky, I felt some of the tightness and the trembling leave my body. My mind stilled, the cruel voices vanishing as I focused on each swing, each pivot, each block.
After two hours, Shera appeared in the doorway to call us to breakfast and every small step I’d taken back from the edge of my suffocating despair was immediately undone. The thought of facing my parents filled me with renewed panic, a rush of visceral memory and anchorless emotion returning to crush my chest from the inside out.
“Miss,” Quintin called me back from the tumult of my thoughts as he stood watching me squirm in my own skin.
“I should go wash up.” My voice shook.
“No,” he said firmly. “No, I don’t think so.” He crossed the distance between us, careful not to touch me.
I didn’t retreat, this time.
“Come on.”
I followed him into the house and down the hall to the dining room, where my parents sat talking quietly with the rest of our household. Their conversation ceased when we entered and Quintin herded me to my chair, taking the one beside me, far closer than his usual self-imposed isolation at the opposite end of the table. Our weapons clattered softly against the wooden furniture. He’d not even allowed me time to remove my sword belt, so I sat, feeling foolish and filthy in my breeches and tunic. My parents exchanged a glance but made no comment. Gabe and Preston eyed us in confusion. Shera, Ellen, and Poppy stared, wide-eyed and speechless, utterly scandalized by the scene before them. Ignoring them all, Quintin began filling his plate. After a long moment, my father finally broke the awkward silence.
“I see your training is continuing apace.”
I couldn’t speak, all my shame and doubt whispering inside my head. Instead, I forced my trembling hands to pluck a roll from a nearby basket.
They’ll see.
They’ll see right through you. They’ll see that you’re broken. Weak. A disappointment.
“She struggles with the weight of a proper targe,” my wheat-haired commander replied in my stead. “I’ve a mind to see her fit for a Freyjan shield. I think it would suit her better.”
I glanced at him. It was nothing he’d mentioned to me. Afraid to draw attention, I focused on my breakfast, trying to make myself as inconspicuous as possible.
“I wasn’t aware you’d studied the Freyjan style,” my father replied skeptically.
“I haven’t,” Quintin admitted, “but it’s similar enough to a buckler in function that I think I can reasonably adapt the same techniques.”
Father eyed him a moment across the table, considering the proposition thoroughly. “An interesting idea,” he replied at length. “I’ll see you’re properly funded.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
I could feel eyes on me and dared to look up from my plate. My mother sat disturbingly still, her penetrating gaze boring into me from the far end of the table.
“Waste of good coin,” Greta muttered under her breath as she circled with a pitcher of juice.
I wasn’t the only one who heard. Across the table, our three maids exchanged nervous looks, coming to a silent agreement that pretending not to hear was the best choice of action. Greta continued to grumble as she circled and filled our glasses, only bits and pieces discernable amongst the endless string of discontent coming from her until she fetched up beside me and snatched my glass off the table.
“Not proper, for a lady to be dressed so,” she groused, making a point not to look at me.
Quintin, apparently eager to bring the wrath of the seven hells down upon his own head, set aside his fork and turned a stone stare her way.
“How is that, madam?”
She glared back at him, seemingly unleashed by the acknowledgement. “Dressed as a man, stinking and filthy at her father’s table! And armed like any common garrison rat!” Her gaze flicked to Gabe and Preston, who traded glances at each other’s sword belts. “No offense, boys.” They both raised their hands in an innocuous gesture, neither one daring to speak. “She ought to have outgrown this nonsense by now,” she added stiffly. “You lot do her a disservice, encouraging it like you do.”
“Greta,” my father’s voice warned half-heartedly.
She plunked the glass down hard in front of me, a bit of juice sloshing over the side. “She ought to be practicing that lyre collecting dust in the drawing room. Or learning to paint like the other young ladies of standing.”
“And which of those skills would save her life?” Quintin challenged beside me, his voice just as detached and impassive as ever. Across the table, Gabe and Preston froze, the latter nearly choking on his water. Greta drew herself up indignantly and stormed out of the room, muttering under her breath about uppity young men.
When breakfast was finally over and I excused myself, Quintin followed me into the hall. Itching in my skin from the interminable humiliation of it all, I turned on him, remnants of my volatile anger barely held in check.
“You don’t need to do that.”
“She was disrespectful.”
“So it’s only okay when you insult me,” I countered dryly. The barest flicker of remorse flashed behind his cool composure. “Stop it!” I snapped, a sharp, shrill sound breaking free from my fragile restraint.
“I didn’t say anything” he replied flatly, though by the guarded look on his face, he knew full well what I meant.
“I don’t want your pity,” I spat.
“I’m just trying to help you-”
“That!” I exclaimed, jabbing an accusatory finger in his face.
“Stop being nice!”
“You want me to be mean to you?” he scoffed incredulously.
“I want you to stop pretending like you give a damn! You hate me, remember? A month ago, being assigned to me was a disgrace! A punishment!” I hurled the words at him, anchorless fury straining for any outlet. “Trailing a spoiled noble whore-”
“Hold your tongue, woman,” he snarled, the full weight of his Tuvrian pride brought to bear.
We were not in the garden, but I ceded to him out of habit, inexplicably consoled by that familiar disdain. Blue eyes glinted angrily as he pointed back the way we’d come.
“As long as you hide from them, you’re only playing pretend. Eat and sleep and breathe as you are, as you want to be.”
“That is not the world we live in,” I countered bitterly.
“In this house, it damn well will be.”
 



CHAPTER 21
 
 
I was soaking in the bath when my mother burst into the room, her eyes filled with quiet rage. “Tell me who,” she demanded. Shera squeaked in surprise, dropping the scrub brush onto the tile floor with a clatter.
“I don’t-”
My mother held up one hand, silencing me. Venom radiated from her. “That Van Dryn wolf? One of his kin?”
“No,” I rebuked firmly, meeting her terrifying gaze.
“Who?” Her voice was ice and fury, carefully contained.
I didn’t want her to know. I didn’t want anyone to know. Quintin might have told them, but my father had seemed undisturbed at breakfast, and surely such a thing would’ve at least put him off his ham and eggs. Given Shera’s reaction, I doubted she had been the one to divulge, either. My mother had taught me to read people as easily as the pages of a book. In my tormented state, I was certain mine had been left wide open.
“It doesn’t matter, they’re dead.” I turned away from her and sank down into the water. Part of me hoped she’d be gone by the time I resurfaced. I waited until my lungs burned. When I came up for air, she had dismissed Shera and taken my handmaiden’s place on the stool beside the tub. Her face had changed, rage buried deep beneath that fortress of composure. She gathered my hair in her hands and began rubbing a palmful of rose oil into it.
There is a kind of sacred peace in a mother’s touch, a buzzing calm that suffuses the body and separates the mind from all that troubles it. More intoxicating than any liquor, more restorative than any balm, it pulls you down into a deep well of surrender that cannot be denied. As she worked, I felt that haze settle over me, her dexterous fingers on my scalp massaging slow circles that chased away the darkness hovering in my mind. Even her smell, barely detectable over the rose oil, set me at ease. She worked on me for several long minutes before she spoke again.
“Your father must never know.”
I opened my eyes, drawn from the depths of that calm. “Quintin will-”
“I’ll speak to him.”
She continued her work as skillfully as any attendant, pouring a ewer of water over my hair and gently wringing it. When she was done, I stepped from the tub and she wrapped me in a soft towel. Her hand tilted my chin to meet her gaze, pain and regret echoing in her eyes.
“Are you alright?” she asked gently.
Something in me cracked, desperate tears leaking through the fault. “Shera has been very kind to me,” I whispered. It was true, but it was a deflection, one last shield to protect me from my shame, my fear, my anger, my guilt – all the hateful emotions that had overtaken me. It didn’t last long, under my mother’s compassionate gaze.
Soon my last defense faltered and she held me as I sobbed on the floor of the bath, crooning reassuring nothings and stroking my hair. Slowly, impossibly, my boundless anguish ran its course and I told her what had happened. When my hollow summation came to a bitter close, I looked up to see my mother’s face streaked with silent tears.
“I am so sorry, Elivya.”
I shook my head, my parents’ uncompromising conditions echoing in my mind. “You and Father are the reason I’m alive.”
She quirked an eyebrow at me. “Quintin is the reason you’re alive.”
I laughed softly. “Don’t tell him that, he’s already insufferable enough.”
She pulled me to my feet and gave my shoulders a bracing squeeze. “He’s a good man. Loyal and trustworthy. And you could ask for no better guardian than one who genuinely cares for you.”
I snorted outright at that. “That prig all but despises me. If it weren’t for Father’s orders, he’d likely gut me himself.”
A small, private smile tugged at her lips, but she kept her own council on that front and left me to Shera’s care.
 
Aubrey was the hardest to face, harder even than my mother. I was glad, when he pulled the tale from me, that I had already emptied myself of my grief. Still hollow from the bath earlier, I explained the previous night’s events to my horrified friend. It was the only other time I would put them to words, and there was something terribly grueling and cathartic about doing so.
“Would it be alright if I embraced you?” he asked quietly when I’d finished, his voice aching with sorrow. Only Aubrey, I thought. Only he would know to ask. When I nodded, he wrapped me carefully in his arms. Perhaps it was because I knew he could never see me as an object of desire, or perhaps it was simply because he was my dearest friend. Whatever the reason, I felt a comfort in his arms that I feared I’d never feel again in a man’s embrace. I was relieved it was even possible, that maybe I wasn’t as broken as I’d thought.
 
Slowly, inch by inch, I began to regain a sense of control over my life. Quintin’s patient instruction provided a backbone of stability on which I built each day. Though his familiar attitude of detached disapproval quickly returned, his manner shifted in other ways – softened, almost, as much as a hard bastard like that could soften. Where before, he would have snatched my wrist or kicked my foot to correct my grip or stance, now he made sure never to touch me. At first, it helped. Then, it didn’t. In the dark whispers of my mind, the hateful voices used it as evidence that I was soiled. Repulsive. Tainted.
Shera pulled it all from me, waiting out the storm of irrational anger and shameful tears before wrapping me in a sisterly embrace. I cannot recall precisely what it was she said to me, lost as I was in the torrent of my tortured mind, but it wasn’t her words to me that mattered most.
The next morning, halfway through our practice, Quintin snatched my sword arm.
“You’re collapsing your frame,” he grumbled, tugging my elbow away from my body. I tensed involuntarily under his hand and he froze, a wary uncertainty seizing him.
We teetered there on the knife’s edge for a long moment, my eyes fixed on his grip on my arm. The small, frightened girl inside me recoiled from that trespass, thrashing in a fear-fueled fury against any man laying a hand on me, no matter the reason.
But that wasn’t me. That had never been me. I was Lazerin-born, willful and proud, an heir and a soldier. I could bury that frightened imposter and find my own path forward. All I had to do was choose who I wanted to be.
I set my jaw stubbornly and corrected my stance before meeting Quintin’s watchful gaze. Swallowing yet another unwanted wave of indecipherable emotion, I nodded.
“Better,” he said, releasing me.
 
It took all three of us to piece me back together. Pride could not fix what that grimy hand had done to me. Stubbornness alone could not pull me from the dark whispers of my mind. But together with a strong, steady guide and the gentle hand of a friend, I found my way back.
When nearly a month had passed without a word, a silence that only served to increase my feelings of inadequacy, Adrian came calling at the house. One late morning, I was well into my studies with my mother when Emmett knocked at the open door, stepping in to announce the arrival of my dark-haired suitor. Adrian bowed low to us from the doorway as my mother stood from her chair and set her book aside.
“I’ll give you a moment,” she said with a glance my way before slipping quietly from the room, closing the door behind her.
He stood unmoving, grey eyes a tempest. Long moments passed and neither of us spoke. I could tell he knew. I wondered if it was my mother who had warned him, to ensure he was careful with me for a while.
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered into the silence.
I chewed the inside of my cheek and gave my head a small shake. “Nothing you could have foreseen.”
He stepped slowly around the couch as if I were a doe likely to spook and dart into the forest. “I knew Dockside was a dangerous place. I should have assigned you an escort.”
“I had one.”
“And I am forever in his debt.” He halted a few cautious feet from me. “I know you need time, but should you wish to return to the Greyshor, I thought you ought to know that steps have been taken.”
“Steps?”
He folded his hands before him. “Tommy and his boys have taken care of a few things. Should you decide to rejoin us, I will accompany you across the city myself, along with a small contingent of my men. I promise you’ll be safe.”
“You’ll draw too much attention.” Two or three riders could go unnoticed. Such a large group was sure to be conspicuous.
He shook his head, eyes filled with guilt and worry. “I don’t care.”
“There will be talk.”
“We could make talk of our own first.”
I narrowed my eyes at him but said nothing.
He took a few careful steps toward me and knelt before my chair. “I mean to make you my wife. Whether it takes six months or six years in the making, I mean it all the same.” He reached carefully for my hand, watching my face.
“You should know, sir,” I said, my voice shaking. “It’s sullied goods you’re getting.”
He smiled gently. “If you mean your stable boy, I’m not the jealous type. Rumor has it you’ve made a clean break of it.” I’d never told him about James, but our shouting match in the stable had been less than discreet.
“Clean isn’t exactly the word I’d choose,” I muttered miserably.
“Nothing ever is, in matters of the heart.” He met my eyes in earnest. “First love leaves scars on us all.”
I took a deep breath, straightening diplomatically. “You have me at a disadvantage, sir. You seem to be privy to all of my scars, yet I know none of yours.”
He grinned wolfishly. “Would you like to?”
It drew a soft laugh from me, my defensive edge vanishing, and I looked up at him through my lashes. “I would, I think, very much like to.”
“Then agree to marry me,” he said, pulling me to my feet. “Maybe not tomorrow or even this year. But tell me you’ll be mine someday, and I’ll wait as long as it takes.”
I studied him with all my hard-earned skill. If he was dissembling, it was beyond my ability to detect. There was genuine affection in his face, and hope, and fear of rejection. Those swirling tempest eyes had captured me from the first moment I’d seen him across the room at Crofter’s Castle. My heart still ached, but in time it would heal; it had been, for months, largely in the presence of this unlikely man. The rest of me, well… I had to believe that, too, would mend in time.
I had a duty to my House, and his offer was better than any other I could expect. It was an advantageous match, to be sure. Beyond that, though, was a visceral calm that settled on me. My hand, resting in his, didn’t tremble. I didn’t want to pull away. My skin didn’t crawl at his nearness. The feel of his breath on my face didn’t turn my stomach.
I wasn’t afraid.
 
My parents were overtly pleased, and a contract was drawn up over the course of the next few weeks. Adrian and I, along with both our parents, closeted ourselves in the study for several hours with a solicitor to lay all the details in writing. The date of our marriage was left to us, though the contract would expire in three years. Our first son would inherit the Van Dryn bloodline, and our second would carry on House Lazerin. That much was established after much heated debate, and was the best my parents and I could have hoped for. Lord Yuri originally pressed for the Van Dryn estate to absorb House Lazerin, morphing it into something new but mostly Van Dryn. My parents – and, to his credit, Adrian – made it clear that was not an acceptable arrangement.
Beyond that, other details were firmed in writing, though I couldn’t recall now what they were. To me, only the succession mattered. House Lazerin would endure, provided I could supply at least two heirs. Eyeing Adrian across the table, I could easily imagine us working toward a sizable brood of children. That, too, had returned, despite my worries that it was gone from me forever. My desire, twisted and shattered by violation, reignited in his presence.
When the negotiations were concluded and the contract signed by all parties, the Van Dryns held a gala at their manor, a glamorous who’s who of noble society. Adrian and I smiled, raised glasses, and danced chastely for our attendant audience. When we finally managed a moment alone, he leaned close to murmur in my ear.
“I feel quite like a pair of dancing monkeys.”
“Monkeys?” I asked, unfamiliar with the term.
He smiled and grabbed my hand. “Come, I’ll show you.”
A few whispers followed us into the hall as some of the guests noticed our hasty departure, but it no longer mattered. We were betrothed before all of society. Let them whisper.
Pulling me into one of the salons, he pointed out a painting of a long-limbed, hairy creature with a bald face. Beady eyes stared out at me, long tail curled in taunting. The next canvas over contained a great white feline, fierce fangs and claws bared to strike.
“I’d much rather be one of these,” I remarked.
He positioned himself behind me, wrapping arms around my waist. “Sand lions are deadly beasts. Difficult to kill, nearly impossible to capture. Hasha had a cub when I knew her.”
“Poor creature,” I said softly. “How did she manage to get one?”
“A gift, she told me, from the Emperor of Persica.” We stared at the painting a few moments longer before he pressed a chaste kiss to my temple. “We should return before we make a complete scandal out of the evening.”
As it was, our absence was little noted thanks to its brevity, but a stern look from my mother assured me that any more disappearances would be unacceptable. We resumed the mantle of grace and propriety until the final guest departed. It was an altogether exhausting evening, and sleep claimed me nearly the instant my head hit my pillow.
 
The following dawn, I hurried down the staircase in my breeches and tunic, ready for the day’s instruction. To my surprise, Quintin waited at the bottom step, my common wool cloak over one arm.
“No drills this morning,” he said. “We’ve an errand to run.”
I followed him to the stables to find Valor already saddled, along with one of the household mounts: the dun gelding Quintin seemed to favor. Seth flashed me a crooked smile when we approached, so painfully similar to his brother’s. He opened the main gate for us and we set out into the cool morning air. The first hints of spring took some of the bite from the chill, but it was still bitterly cold and I was glad for my cloak.
Venturing out into the city dressed as I was unnerved and thrilled me all at once. We journeyed east into the smith’s district, a section of the city I’d only ever seen in passing. Neatly appointed merchants’ homes and tidy shops lined the streets. The smell of hot metal and the pounding of hammers rang out as we picked our way through the morning crowd. When we dismounted in front of one unremarkable shop, an apprentice scurried out to take our mounts.
The smithy was open to the air, as they all were, with a high roof and three sturdy walls to keep out the worst of the elements. A large brick forge pit glowed in the center of the workspace, a few lengths of metal protruding from the coals. Benches of tools and various pieces of half-completed arms and armor filled the space. A second apprentice sat at a grindstone, honing a gleaming blade. A tall, burly man of middling years crossed the sand-covered floor to greet us, his thick, red-gold beard making his already imposing figure even more striking. Equally fiery hair had been wrestled back into a tidy club. He grinned and clasped Quintin’s forearm in a friendly greeting.
“This is Miss Elivya fen Lazerin,” the Tuvrian introduced, sweeping a solicitous gesture my way. I had expected him to try and pass me off as some house boy under a false name, dressed as I was. The startled glance I spared him was met with guarded expectation. Eat and sleep and breathe as you are - as you want to be.
Now or never.
“Well met,” I extended my hand to the smith.
He hesitated a moment, then grabbed my forearm in the same soldierly fashion. “Viktor, my lady. Quintin’s told me a lot about you,” he grinned. “Here for your fitting, I take it?”
My companion replied for me. “Ivan said it would be ready today.”
“It is, it is,” he reassured, turning away from us to retrieve the piece in question from a nearby bench. Somewhere between a gauntlet and a vambrace, lobstered metal plates covered the top side from elbow to knuckle. The underside offered less protection, a simple panel of boiled leather with some straps and buckles. “Give me your arm, lass,” he grumbled, and I held out my right obediently.
“Your left,” Quintin corrected, and I tried to suppress a flush of embarrassment.
Thick hands, rough from a lifetime at the anvil, wrestled the piece into place. The gauntlet was bulky, several layers of leather concealed beneath the metal. The interior was lined with soft kidskin, adding a minor level of comfort to the weighty piece of armor.
With the buckles securely fastened, the smith stepped back to examine his handiwork.
Quintin pointed to my slightly-exposed elbow. “One more plate here.”
“Mm,” the burly man agreed, nodding. “Well go on, lass! Give it a try!” he waved at me impatiently. I moved my arm about, testing the mobility and flexibility.
“I’m not entirely sure what you expect me to do with it,” I confessed.
“It’s a Freyjan shield,” Quintin explained. “Well-known back home, but… difficult to find, even here.”
“Designed and worn by the Daughters of Freyja,” the smith swelled proudly. “The fiercest women fighters in the world.”
“It’s lighter and more versatile than a shield,” Quintin added. “Not as much protection, but it’ll save your life if a blade slips past your guard.”
“Why is it so hard to find?” I asked, admiring the craftsmanship with a renewed appreciation. “Surely, there are plenty of Tuvrian and Euzrosi smiths in Litheria.”
The two men exchanged a glance, and I heard a conspicuous lull in the otherwise constant racket produced by the apprentices. My wheat-haired guardian leaned back against a workbench beside Viktor, arms crossed.
“They refuse to craft such a thing,” he said carefully.
“Why not? Our coin is as good as any other’s.”
“It’s a matter of pride, miss,” the smith said gently. “It’s not their way. The bad blood between the Houses of Freyja and Tuvre…it goes way back. As far back as such a thing can go.”
“I thought that was just a wives’ tale,” I balked. My eyes flicked to Quintin in disbelief. “Surely, no one still holds a grudge over something that happened six hundred years ago.”
“A woman’s place is at the hearth, not on the battlefield,” Quintin stated bluntly, blue eyes guarded and watchful. Before, those words would have pricked my pride. Now, my ego having been well-checked, it merely hurt my feelings.
“Such is tradition, in Tuvre’s country,” Viktor added, rubbing his bearded jaw.
I jutted my chin at him in his leather apron. “And why are you any different?”
“Viktor is from Frii,” Quintin supplied helpfully, clapping him on the shoulder.
“A bastard of Freyja!” the smith proclaimed with pride, thumping his chest with one fist.
My companion chuckled, the first time I’d ever seen him laugh – or smile, for that matter. I was too startled by the sight to remark on it.
“And as such, had no qualms about fabricating one for you. Now take that off.” Quintin nodded to my gauntleted arm. “Your mother will have my hide if you miss breakfast.”
 



CHAPTER 22
 
 
Two days later, the finished piece was waiting for me in the garden when I appeared for my morning training. Quintin was nowhere to be seen. Instead, the Freyjan shield rested on the edge of the fountain, gleaming in the early morning light. I donned it reverently, struggling with the buckles but eventually managing with the aid of my teeth. I had just finished securing the last one when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. A taunting whistle rang out close behind me, followed by the whir of steel cutting air. I spun to my left, raising the shield in defense, and a deafening clang accompanied a jarring blast to my arm. Quintin lowered his sword.
“The hells is wrong with you?!” I exclaimed angrily, shaking out my tingling hand.
“At least you’re starting with decent instincts. You should do well with it.”
“You could have taken my head off!”
“Not with a half-assed swing like that,” he dismissed. “Come on. We’re starting some new drills today.”
The new drills consisted of repetitive circuits of simple strikes and counters, gradually increasing in speed until I faltered. Each of said circuits involved me blocking his sword with my gauntleted arm. I discovered, then, that I had never been in any real danger. When my focus slipped and I failed to raise my shield in time, Quintin’s blade halted inches from my flesh. His control was absolute. The drills battered my forearm inside the gauntlet, and by the end of the morning’s practice, I was wincing at every strike.
“What do you think of the shield?” my father asked later at the table. I wrestled one-handed with my breakfast, sweaty and sore in my training gear. At Quintin’s insistence, it had become my typical state at our morning meal. My parents tolerated it with mild amusement, and Greta made no more protests besides the occasional disapproving glare. After suffering Quintin’s for months, hers were mild by comparison.
I worded my reply with care, conscious of what must have been a significant expense on my behalf.
“Very finely crafted, thank you, Father.”
The corners of his kind eyes crinkled in a smile. “I was referring more to function than aesthetics, but you are welcome.”
“Seems to suit me,” I assured, shifting my aching arm on my lap, unable to find a comfortable position. “Just need more practice.”
Practice, as it so happened, was agonizing. I made every attempt to put a brave face on it, hoping that, like my time at the garrison, regular pain would dull my susceptibility to it. Alas, that was not the case. By the fourth day, I was fighting tears with every strike. Quintin called an abrupt halt mid-lesson, holding out one hand and staking his sword in the ground with the other.
“Take it off.”
After a brief hesitation, I obeyed, teeth and fingers wrestling with the buckles. I swallowed a whimper as I slid it off my arm and passed the gauntlet to him.
“Seven hells,” he breathed, eyes fixed on my black-and-blue skin.
“It’s fine,” I muttered, tugging the sleeve of my tunic down to cover the bruises.
“It’s not fine. Why didn’t you say something?”
I couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze, staring at a nearby holly bush in sullen silence. When I didn’t respond, he gave his head a frustrated shake and set to examining the gauntlet in his hands.
“That’s enough for today,” he said, studying the layers of leather beneath the steel. “Rest that arm a bit, and then we’ll pick up where we left off.”
My head snapped back to him, my right foot taking an involuntary step in protest. “Please don’t take it.” I tried to keep my voice calm, steady, but cold fingers of panic slithered down my spine and shattered my composure.
Quintin looked up at me, surprise flickering across his face.
“It doesn’t hurt that bad,” I lied, scrubbing at the ruins of my left forearm. “I can handle it.”
His brows knit, clearly dubious of my claim.
“I’ll get better,” I promised, forcing the words through my throat. “I just have to get used to it.”
Those pale eyes searched mine for a long moment, reading the pride and desperation that was surely painted across my features. I swallowed hard, fighting to keep my words from sounding like a plea, even if they were.
“…I need it.”
There it was again, that look that wasn’t quite pity but came horribly close. “You’ll get it back,” he reassured gently. “It merely needs some adjustment.”
 
The adjustments turned out to be an exchange of a few layers of hardened leather for dense wool padding. Quintin drew out my convalescence, checking my arm daily. It took over a week for the bruises to subside, even with the pungent liniment Shera procured for me. Once the color had faded to an off-putting yellow hue and it was no longer painful to the touch, I was allowed to return to training.
I poked at the new material packed between the hardened outer leather pads and the soft kidskin liner.
“Just put it on,” Quintin grumbled from across the garden.
The wool lining gave it a level of flex and comfort that made it almost pleasant to wear. I twisted it around every which way, glad to have it back.
“The padding will allow you to use it more readily in combat, but it also means you won’t be able to block a heavy weapon like a two-hander or an axe.”
“What am I supposed to do against those, then?”
He fixed me with his stony gaze. “Run.”
I balked. “Not very honorable.”
“Someone of your stature and skill should not be facing a heavy weapon.”
“Lazerins do not run.”
“You will if you want to live.” When I refused to back down, he loosed a huff of blatant frustration. “We can work on some deflection drills. In the absurdly unlikely event that you find yourself in such a situation, the shield should hold up if you can use it more like a traditional buckler.”
“Show me.”
 
We spent the last weeks of winter drilling relentlessly each morning. The padding saved my arm, as did the shift in style. Instead of bracing against the full force of a strike, I practiced knocking my opponent’s weapon aside using the lobstered plate shield. It was a more fluid method, allowing for continuous movement and requiring significantly less strength. I was able to take advantage of my talent for good timing, a skill I’d developed quickly when learning to shoot from the saddle. Quintin seemed pleased with my improvement, and I felt more and more in control each day.
When the weather began to turn and the garden started to green, another invitation arrived from the palace. The King and Queen invited us, along with every other noble in Litheria, to celebrate the spring equinox with a hunt and subsequent feast. The event was two weeks away. As I’d predicted, my father had already arranged for his return to Laezon. Missives had come and gone between the city manor and our rural estate, and there was some disagreement on studding rights that required his intervention. My mother and I would stay to represent the family at the festivities and then follow shortly after.
A note from Adrian arrived the same day, inviting me to the Greyshor. After an involuntary spike of fear, I penned my acceptance and set the date for the following evening.
“You’re not seriously going back there,” Aubrey protested after our lesson that afternoon.
“I can’t be afraid forever,” I pointed out.
“You could have been killed!”
“I’ll have a proper escort this time,” I countered, and immediately regretted the words. They suggested Quintin was less than sufficient, and he’d done the job capably.
“See that you do. And for my sake, watch your consumption!” he scolded.
“I’ll behave myself, I promise.”
Satisfied, he collapsed into a plush chair near me. “Now, on to more pressing matters.” Leaning forward in his seat, he set his sly gaze on me and steepled his fingers. “Agorai.”
I rolled my eyes, head lolling dramatically. “Not this again.”
“Do you truly not yearn for one last gasp of freedom before you sell yourself into servitude for the rest of your days?”
I laughed. “I certainly wouldn’t have agreed to it if that was what I expected from this marriage.”
“Still, soon you’ll be ordering your own household about with toddling children clinging to your skirts. Don’t you want something more for yourself first?”
“Like what.”
He threw his arms wide, eyes glittering. “Adventure!”
“I’ve had adventure in my life, Aubrey.”
He waved his hand dismissively at me. “Crawling in the mud at the garrison for a few months hardly counts. Besides, that was years ago. You’re overdue for another scandalous escapade.” Eyeing his wine glass, he changed tactics. “I’m going either way, but I’d much rather have you with me. Who knows what trouble I may find myself in without your worldly guidance?” I glared at him, and he pouted back. “Who will help me pick the lice from my hair? Teach me to re-stuff my mattress with straw? Show me the most efficient way to empty a chamber pot?”
I threw a nearby pillow at him as we laughed.
“Will you truly not let this go?” I begged.
He lifted his chin obstinately. “Not a chance.”
When I was sure he wouldn’t budge, I sighed my resignation. “Fine. I’ll ask. But I doubt they’ll agree.”
 
Since my father was departing the next morning, my hand was forced and I had to broach the topic with them at dinner that evening.
“To Elas?” my mother exclaimed in disbelief.
“To Agorai. To the university,” I clarified. “It would only be for a year, and Aubrey so desperately wants my company.” Perhaps if I shifted it more onto his shoulders, they might more readily agree. Or so I hoped.
My father was clearly not in favor of the idea. “You are betrothed to another man, Elivya. It would be unseemly.”
“I will talk to Adrian,” I assured. “He’ll understand. He knows Aubrey holds no designs on me.”
“This is all very last-minute,” Mother commented unhappily.
“Surely he has other friends that could accompany him,” Father protested. “What about that Therus lad he’s always hanging around? Leon. Or Ignatus’ boy? He seems the type to enjoy a year of study.”
I shook my head. “Leon is apprenticing at an apothecary and Mateo is too young to attend the university.”
“Surely there are others,” he insisted.
“I am his best and closest friend, and he has asked for my help.” I kept my voice as diplomatic as possible. “I didn’t want him to go at all, but he insists, and I’d much rather he didn’t go alone.”
My parents regarded each other for a long moment before my mother gave voice to their silent accord.
“We will discuss it and give you an answer in the morning.”
 
I tossed and turned in my sheets that night, unable to sleep with the next year of my life hanging undecided. Surrendering in frustration, I slipped barefoot from my room and down the hall to my parents’ study. The house was dark and empty so late at night, but lamplight glowed through the crack in the door. I inched my way silently up to the frame, leaning as close as I dared to the opening while remaining carefully to the side of it, lest they catch sight of my shadow through the gap.
“-could jeopardize her contract with the Van Dryns.” My father’s muffled voice hummed with disapproval.
“I trust her to read Adrian well enough. She wouldn’t risk his affections, not even for Aubrey.”
“Even so, surely the gossip would haunt her for years.”
“You and I both know that gossip is less dangerous than what is coming. You’ve seen the reports from Makednos. They will be here within the year.”
“Amenon will not stand for it.”
“You cannot know that.” There was something unfamiliar in her voice – something I’d heard too often in my own these last months: fear.
Silence followed, and I worried I would have to make a quick retreat, but I heard no sounds of movement.
“What do you suggest, then?” My father’s voice again, somewhat resigned.
“Let her go. She will be safer in Elas than here. If things take a turn for the worse, she can remain there.”
“Elas is closer to Persica than we are.”
I heard her hair rustle against her gown as she shook her head. “They won’t press Agorai. Not yet. Not until they’ve eliminated her allies.”
“How can you be sure?”
“It’s what I would do.” She paused. He must not have looked convinced, because she added, “And it’s what my contacts have told me.”
An exasperated sigh tore from him “We talked about this-”
“I know what you said,” she cut in sharply. “But I am what I am, Damien. And now, more than ever, I’m glad I didn’t listen. Something is coming. Something far worse than the War.”
I startled in my hiding spot in the hall. The War of Crowns had lasted three long, bloody years and left scars across all of Alesia.
“And if you’re wrong?” Father asked quietly.
“Let’s hope I am. But if I’m not, I’d rather she be far from here.”
Sounds of movement spurred my retreat back down the hallway and I returned to my room, heart racing.
What could be worse than war? What is coming?
 
When Quintin and I made our disheveled appearance at the breakfast table the next morning, I was practically squirming in my sparring woolens. I forced myself to focus on my meal and not be the first to press the matter. I could wait. I had been trained to patience, even if it hadn’t been my easiest lesson. Finally, it was my father who broached the subject.
“Your mother and I have discussed your request,” he began. My eyes shot up from my plate to meet his, stern and stormy green in his weathered face. “Provided you obtain the Van Dryns’ blessing, you have our permission to accompany Aubrey to Agorai. You will spend a year of study at the university there, and then return to fulfill your duties to this House and your future husband. Is that clear?”
Shera flashed me an excited grin from her seat down the table, but my own enthusiasm was hampered by the foreboding of the previous night’s revelations.
“Thank you,” I breathed, smiling broadly.
“You must, of course, be attended by a proper escort. We’ll not have you wandering a foreign city unprotected.” Father glanced from me to Quintin, who was all but frozen in his seat to my left, before turning to gesture at his other two armsmen, seated at the far end of the table. “Gabe and Preston will accompany you-”
Two voices protested at once in a jumble of unintelligible noise. One was my own, an incredulous “What? No!” escaping my lips before I knew I’d formed the words. It took me a moment to realize it was Quintin who had provided the second. He kept his eyes firmly fixed on my father, jaw tight and the barest hint of concern peeking through his careful mask. My parents blinked at us in confusion, the two guardsmen doing their utmost to not look offended.
“I would be more comfortable-” I began.
“My lord, if I may-” he started simultaneously.
“I find myself surprised.” Father overrode us both, irritation laid plain in his voice. “Both of you have made it clear to me on several occasions how burdensome your assignments have been.”
“Nevertheless, my lord,” Quintin replied. “I must ask you to reconsider.”
“You are not the only capable sword in this House. Gabe and Preston are excellent soldiers.”
“They are, my lord. Just not the right ones.”
The room was silent as my father’s displeasure mounted like a storm cloud over the table. His penetrating gaze shifted to me. “And what have you to say on the matter?”
I swallowed hard, my voice trembling meekly. “I would be more at ease with my current detail.” I’d not even considered that Father might send anyone else besides my surly Tuvrian guardian. The thought of spending a year in an unfamiliar city under someone else’s watch filled me with inexplicable terror. Quintin could protect me. I had seen it. He carried faces for me, and I had no doubt he’d take on more for my sake without hesitation.
I couldn’t go without him. I also couldn’t explain to my father why that was so, so I forced my voice to steady and grasped for a reasonable excuse.
“I’ve only just begun to make progress with the Freyjan shield. Neither of them can teach me.” I nodded at my wheat-haired guardian. “He can.”
My mother watched in silence as my father scrutinized us both. “Fine,” he eventually relented with a wave of his hand. “The detail is yours if you want it.”
“Thank you, my lord.” Quintin bowed from his seat.
“Your mother will see to the particulars,” he dismissed the topic. “I’ve exhausted my patience with the matter.”
After finishing the meal in silence, I followed Quintin out of the dining room, grabbing his arm to draw him up short.
“I wanted to thank you,” I forced out when he halted and faced me. That immovable mask remained firmly in place, but he offered a stiff nod of acceptance before beginning to turn away. “I also wanted to know why,” I added quickly.
Some internal conflict creased his brow and I watched him choose his words with care.
“I swore an oath. You are my charge. No one else’s. No matter where you go.”
Pulling free from me, he disappeared down the hall.
 
In the late morning, the household gathered in the courtyard to see my father off. He and about half our entourage would return to Laezon, the rest following in a few weeks after the King’s equinox hunt. Seth and James were among those to accompany him, the latter avoiding me just as determinedly as he had been for countless weeks. In the bright morning sun, Father bid us farewell with a tender kiss for my mother and a firm embrace for me. I wrapped my arms around his barrel chest and held tight. I’d not see him for a year.
“Take care, daughter,” he rumbled into my hair. When he pulled away, I saw his eyes glistening under the threat of tears. “Mind Quintin and keep that foolish Chamberlain boy safe.” I murmured some nondescript agreement, my own eyes damp, and stood beside my mother as we watched his entourage disappear through the gate.
Needless to say, Aubrey was elated. I tried to temper his enthusiasm, explaining that everything lay contingent upon the Van Dryns’ blessing. He barely heard me, rushing headlong into a litany of plans and preparations. It was obvious he had given the entire adventure a great deal of thought. I was glad, for it meant there was less responsibility on my shoulders to plan for the year ahead.
That night, Adrian and a small group of sailors I’d come to recognize from the Greyshor awaited me in the courtyard. Dressed in plain clothes, we made for a motley assortment atop our mounts of varying quality. Adrian’s long-legged black gelding pranced beneath him, the tired nags chewed their bits, and Valor itched with excitement.
“Ready?” Quintin murmured from his saddle alongside me as we ambled out the gate to meet them.
I nodded my assent, and the lot of us set out into the city. My husband-to-be fell in beside me, my Tuvrian guardian close behind. As we descended into Dockside, I noticed a change. The streets were fairly empty for so early an hour. At regular intervals along the way, men reclined against the sides of buildings, cloaks pulled tightly about them.
“Sentries?” I asked. Adrian turned to me with a captain’s stern resolve.
“I promised you would be safe.”
After surrendering our mounts at Tommy’s hidden livery stable, we piled through the door into the tavern. The sounds and smells surrounded me instantly, the crowd full of familiar faces that turned to notice our entrance. I was herded to our corner table near the hearth, where Natalia and Alec chatted animatedly. Eleanor had just finished delivering steaming bowls of stew and fresh mead. Many of our escorts settled into a nearby table, leaving Adrian and me to join his siblings. Quintin sank into a seat near the wall with a good view of the room.
No one mentioned the attack, for which I was grateful. For the most part, we settled back into our usual ways, joking and sharing stories. Music played, and after a few mugs, we joined the fervor on the dance floor for a bit.
I was careful. Very careful. I counted every sip.
Adrian restrained himself as well, moderating his own intake to match mine. I was grateful for it, as our company grew more and more intoxicated around us. Nevertheless, we had an excellent time, laughing and dancing late into the night. Toward the end of the evening, when we had a moment to ourselves, I finally broached the long-avoided topic of Elas.
“You know how it looks,” Adrian drawled, quirking a skeptical brow at me.
“I know,” I stared at the mug between my hands. “Do you think you can convince them?”
He laughed. “I’m not sure I’m convinced!”
I met his eyes. “You know-”
He quickly held up one hand to forestall me, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t be sitting here if I didn’t.” I watched him take a pensive sip of mead.
“Aubrey is my dearest friend. You and I will have years to work on building our army of wild sea children.” We both chuckled at that. I met his gaze in earnest. “Allow me this one last adventure.”
He considered me, raising one hand to trace the curve of my face. Lifting my chin with one finger, he kissed me softly.
“And then you’ll be mine?” he whispered against my lips.
I nodded, grazing his nose with my own. “Yours.”
 



CHAPTER 23
 
 
In the end, he did convince his parents. Along with their acceptance, the Van Dryns insisted that Adrian escort us downriver to provide their clear stamp of approval and preemptively silence any gossip. While Aubrey planned our impending adventure, Mother and I prepared for the hunt.
The day of, our household was abuzz bitterly early, long before first light. Shera helped me dress in one of my custom wool gowns and pinned my hair expertly. The morning dawned sharp and cold, but the distant sky began to lighten with the promise of warmth as we wound our way through the city streets. By the time we arrived at the city gates, a throng had gathered of both nobles and common folk drawn by the excitement. I noted that our party was significantly smaller than many others, whose retinues of servants alone dwarfed us by comparison.
The Van Dryn party was one such populous group, though that was more due to the number of family members in attendance. Adrian grinned in the early morning light, the chill brightening his eyes. Valor sidled beneath me, eager to be to task. We didn’t have to wait long before a cheer from the crowd announced the arrival of the King and Queen. On horseback side by side, they made for an inspiring sight. His buckskin stallion with a white blaze stepped proudly through the gathered masses. Her own chestnut palfrey picked her way daintily along with him. An entourage of servants and huntsman followed, hounds straining at their leashes. At Amenon’s signal, we made our way out of the city.
The Kingswood lay far beyond the walls, across a vast grass plain. By the time we reached the tree line, the morning sun had cleared the horizon and the day had begun to warm. Nobles spread out along the forest edge, tents erected and luxurious appointments set about. None was so luxurious as the pavilion already waiting for the King and Queen, though some made an attempt to come close. For our part, House Lazerin made do with a shared basket of oatcakes and sausages, and a few skins of fresh water.
Adrian’s family lounged about under an ornate silken tent, pillows strewn atop a thick carpet. Servants circulated with various morsels and poured wine for them.
“Join us!” Lord Yuri called out when he spotted us. “You are practically family.”
He waved to a number of unoccupied cushions, grinning broadly when my mother settled onto one near him. Preston picked an inconspicuous seat nearby, waving off a serving girl when she offered him her tray. Quintin posted up at our perimeter, standing with hands clasped before him and scanning the surrounding fields. I rolled my eyes at his back and sank onto a plush pillow between Adrian and Natalia.
Together with the Van Dryns, we reclined on cushions and drank and ate until the sun was high in the sky. I was a bit put off by the entire farce, though Adrian’s company made it more bearable. As the sun climbed, my patience waned, and I found myself constantly glancing toward the King’s pavilion in hopes that he would signal the start of the hunt. We’d already missed the best light.
Restless, I excused myself to check and re-check Valor’s tack until finally a horn sounded across the field. Dogs howled in reply and I swung into my saddle with alacrity, settling my bow across my back. Adrian, Alec, Natalia, Quintin, and I waited atop our mounts for the King’s signal.
“I think we will remain,” Lord Yuri called to us from the tent. His wife, my mother, and several others had decided to stay behind. I was glad, for that left us youth to pursue our quarry alone. My mother smiled and waved me off, clearly enjoying the company. Even Preston appeared at ease, flashing us a grin.
A second horn sounded and clusters of nobles steered their mounts into the forest. It wasn’t long before the baying of the King’s hounds echoed far away and the five of us picked our way through the wood in relative peace. Natalia and I were chatting quietly at the back of the group when Adrian whistled low and held up his hand at the fore. We drew rein, falling silent. Far ahead, through the underbrush, a cluster of deer grazed.
In the near distance, hounds bayed. The herd perked, tails flipped in alarm, and then they bolted. We all spurred our mounts to give chase, Valor bursting past the others and careening through the trees. I egged him on, picking one large buck near the rear. As we closed on him, I hooked the reins over the pommel of my saddle and unslung my bow. Gripping his heaving barrel with my legs, I knocked and drew, waiting for the right moment, timing the pace of my mount’s stride.
And then the world lurched, spun, and I slammed hard onto my back. It took a long moment to realize those were leaves beneath me, not horseflesh, the sunlit canopy spinning overhead. Valor had planted his feet hard, sending my arrow flying in some unknown direction and me tumbling over his neck to the forest floor. I’d been thrown from the saddle before, but not for many years, and the indignity of a Lazerin losing her seat was almost more painful than the fall itself.
Almost.
Groaning on the flat of my back, I took a careful inventory of my limbs, moving each appendage one by one to check for injury. Satisfied that I’d escaped with merely a few bumps and bruises – the largest being to my ego – I heaved myself upright and began brushing leaves from my gown.
“What in the hells is wrong with you?” I snarled at Valor, shooting him a furious glare. He quivered in place, still as a stone, staring straight past me. I turned to see what could possibly have spooked my fearless mount. “What the hell are you-”
And then my breath left me.
Not ten yards away, an immense stag towered between the trees. His stature dwarfed my sturdy stallion, pale gold coat shimmering in a shaft of morning light. Two dozen points gleamed on his monumental antlers, ears tilting and flicking. It was his eyes, though, that gave me the greatest pause: gold, as gold as the midday sun, and staring straight at me.
The air around us was still and strange, an echo of memory tugging at my mind, pulling me back to the Temple of Adulil. Here was a creature just as ancient, just as sacred as the wheat I had laid in offering there. We stood staring at one another for what seemed like a lifetime.
A sense of foreboding crept into that reverent silence, grazing my consciousness and leaving behind the sinking feeling of worry. The stag fell strangely still, golden eyes still fixed on mine. My shallow breaths quickened, brows knitting at the increasingly hollow sensation in my chest.
A warning?
The pounding of hooves and scatter of leaves sent the massive stag darting into the woods. Adrian’s gelding skidded to a stop beside me.
“Fey Beast,” he breathed staring after the creature.
“One of the Old Ones,” I murmured.
It was long since gone from sight, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from the patch of trees where it had disappeared.
“Here they are! Alec!” Natalia’s voice called out at a distance. Broken from my reverie, I spotted my bow and retrieved it, brushing myself off as best I could. Quintin kneed his mount to the fore of their search party, brows knitting as he took in the sight of me, bits of the forest floor still clinging to my hair and dress.
“I’m fine,” I murmured. He seemed unconvinced but didn’t press.
“I see you fared no better than us,” Alec observed with a grin. “Never fear. The day is young.”
“I seem to have lost my drive for the hunt today,” I confessed, climbing back into the saddle. “Think I’ll return to camp.”
“I’ll accompany you,” Adrian offered quickly.
“It’s nearly the lunch hour. We should all head back for a respite.” Natalia decided the matter for us all and we followed her lead back out of the forest.
When we emerged from the trees, I noted the arrival of a dozen wagons and many more servants since our departure. Additional comforts had been provided for the participants, including a long tent under which tables and chairs had been laboriously arranged. Trays of food crowded every surface, crystal and silver glinting in the midday sun. At the edge of the forest, a few successful hunters cleaned their kills, the carcasses strung from tree limbs.
It was nearly an hour before the King and Queen returned with their retinue of huntsmen and hounds. One such led his horse, a buck slung over the saddle. Cheers rang out and another blare of the horns called an official close to the hunt. At my mother’s urging, I joined the crowd gathering to congratulate King Amenon and examine his prize: a sizable stag with a white-fletched arrow jutting from its heart. I caught the King’s eye as he approached, trailing a plethora of admirers.
“A fine shot, Your Majesty.” I curtsied politely.
“Your father tells me you’ve some skill with a bow yourself. How did you fare?” he asked.
“I’m afraid we came out empty-handed today, sire.”
“Pity.” He flashed me a rueful smile and began untying his kill from the saddle.
“I’d like to think I can hit my mark when it matters,” I replied, the great stag’s golden eyes still haunting my mind. “Maybe today it didn’t.”
He paused a moment to consider me with a curious expression, his hands stilling on the ropes. I thought he might say something more, but a pair of solicitous huntsmen shuffled between us to pull the buck from the saddle. With an apologetic grin, King Amenon followed behind as they hauled it away for cleaning.
Lunch was a muted affair, full of mingling and small talk. After the encounter with the Fey Beast, it all felt terribly inane. I was glad when the announcement was made to return to the city. The King and Queen led the procession, the servants left behind to pack all the various accoutrements of the day and follow later. At the city gates, common folk waited to glimpse their monarchs, eager for the spectacle. Picturesque at the head of the parade, they tossed flowers and copper coins to the crowds as we passed, their contingent of King’s Guard maintaining a careful perimeter. Quintin hovered close on my left, scowling and eyeing the throng suspiciously. On my right, Adrian smiled and basked in the warm afternoon sun.
By the time we split from the procession to make our way back to the manor, I couldn’t wait to be free of the interminably slow pace and the crush of bodies. After unsaddling Valor myself, Shera helped me refresh my appearance, the woolen hunting gown exchanged for an elegant silk dress in a deep blue; more reinforcement of my loyalty to my future husband in the face of upcoming public scrutiny. A recent commission, it had been designed for this particular occasion. The silk lay sleek and fitted through the bodice, flaring to pooling lengths below my hips. Though slightly less scandalous than the lace version that had inspired it, the gown swooped loosely at my lower back in an ingenious drape of fabric. After combing out the remaining debris, Shera tidied my long sable locks into a luxurious cascade that covered much of my otherwise-exposed back. We both admired her handiwork with joint satisfaction.
“What would I do without you?” I mused. She shrugged, smiled, and kissed my cheek before sending me downstairs.
As usual, Quintin was already waiting, glancing up as I made my way down the steps toward him. His familiar mask of detached neutrality faltered, a glimpse of surprise slipping out to join his constant air of disapproval. I spent a panicked moment debating whether I’d made an error in judgment, and wondered if there was enough time to change into something more conservative.
“What?” I pressed him defensively.
He looked away. “Suits you.”
I couldn’t tell if he’d meant it as a barb at my immodesty or a genuine compliment, so I held my tongue.
My mother joined us in the foyer, herding us hastily out the front door. Gabe, already mounted and waiting in the courtyard, raised his brows at me with an appreciative whistle. I flashed him a sly grin and a wink before climbing into the carriage, feeling far better about my choice of attire.
“Very professional,” Quintin muttered. The door clicked shut and we lurched into motion.
Aubrey greeted us almost as soon as my mother and I were announced to the packed palace ballroom, showering thanks on her for allowing me to accompany him to Atenas. Augustus ambled up shortly thereafter, kissing her hand and inviting her to join him for the evening. She smiled at his too-small vest and agreed wholeheartedly. We all knew I was already spoken for. Aubrey kept me company while I waited for the Van Dryn party to arrive.
“We missed you this morning.”
“I’ve no stomach for blood sport,” he replied, mouth twisted with distaste.
“Anything interesting?” I prompted as he deposited a glass of Eradine red into my hand.
“A few items of note.” He swung around beside me and we scanned the room together. “A delegation arrived just yesterday from Hydrax. Your betrothed may want to steer clear. Another is due next month from Persica.”
I stiffened in alarm. “From Persica?” My parents’ worried exchange – the one I’d eavesdropped on barely a week ago – still gnawed at me.
Aubrey waved off my concern. “To congratulate the King on his new queen, and likely their expected firstborn.” We would be long gone in Agorai by then. I felt an eerie unsettling in the pit of my stomach.
“Anything else?” I pressed half-heartedly.
Aubrey eyed me with his excited, mischievous grin, the one he got when he knew some juicy bit of gossip I didn’t. “It’s rumored the Princess Selice wears a white gown tonight.”
I gaped at him. “Tonight?”
He raised his glass and his eyebrows at me. “Tonight.”
That was, indeed, an item of note. At sixteen, she was a year late for a typical Court debut, but given her father’s unwavering tendency to keep her hidden, for her to be seen at all was unprecedented.
“Poor girl,” I murmured.
Aubrey eyed me. “How do you mean?”
“If what we all think will happen tonight, happens…” I hesitated, shaking my head. “Then the first real exposure to society this girl has ever had will be instantly overshadowed. She’ll be introduced to the Court, and then immediately undermined as her claim to the throne is snatched away.”
“You assume it’s a boy,” he pointed out.
“As will everyone.”
“…Poor girl,” he agreed, tossing back the remainder of his glass. Those amber eyes gave me a brief but pointed scan. “I see you’ve set your mind to something this evening.”
I smirked and raised my chin, keeping my eyes on the crowd. “I’m sure I’ve no idea what you mean.”
“Mm. And I’m sure you just dusted that gown off from some forgotten corner of your wardrobe.” I chose not to dignify him with a reply. He pressed on regardless. “You’ve already won the prize, my dear. No need to rub it in.”
“I’m doing no such thing.”
He waved his glass at the buzzing throng before us. “There are plenty of eligible young noblewomen here who would beg to differ.” Now that he mentioned it, I did notice a few icy glances aimed my way.
“I see you’ve begun without me,” crooned a familiar voice nearby. I turned to see Adrian’s tempest eyes watching us with amusement. In the midst of our gossiping, I’d not even heard the announcement of their arrival.
“Speaking of which… I’ll leave you in good hands.” Aubrey offered him a polite bow before gracing me with a kiss on the cheek and a roguish wink. I watched him disappear into the crowd, undoubtedly off to find Leon.
“I suppose I don’t need to tell you how you look this evening,” Adrian purred as I turned my attention to him.
“Utterly shameless, I’ve been told.”
He smiled, lowering his lips to mine. “A complete scandal.”
It drew a few murmurs from nearby, but they didn’t matter. Better they should gossip about our lack of decorum than whisper lies about my upcoming sojourn with Aubrey.
The entire room turned to bow and curtsy deeply when the King and Queen materialized atop the entryway staircase a short while later, trumpets heralding their arrival. They descended into the ballroom and I watched as a small young woman emerged from the same entryway.
“Presenting her Royal Highness, the Crown Princess Selice fen Audilil,” the herald’s sonorous voice bellowed.
We all made our obeisance once again as she glided down the steps. Escorted by the captain of her guard, they made for a pretty picture: she, in flowing, ethereal white, he in his crisp uniform with gilded trim. Her pale gold locks fell nearly to her waist in a cascade of loose curls. She looked young to my eyes, but despite her petite frame, she had a remarkably commanding presence. The pair quickly disappeared from my sight, surrounded by a press of nobles eager to curry favor.
Those of us with more dignity hung back and let the vultures swarm. With the parting of the crowd, I noticed a group I’d missed in my earlier sweep of the room with Aubrey: a cluster of olive-skinned men in laboriously ornate garb of garish colors. Straining my ears, I could hear them speaking in heavily-accented Hydraxian as they watched the throng of nobles with poorly-concealed distaste.
I was glad for Selice’s sake when the feast was called and everyone’s attention shifted. The King and Queen raised glasses at the head of the heavily-laden table, toasting the equinox and the successful hunt, and welcoming the group I had rightly guessed was the political delegation from Hydrax. They bowed graciously, careful masks of deference now securely in place.
Clumsy, I thought, not to maintain them throughout the evening. One never knows who might be watching.
“And now,” King Amenon added, sliding one arm about Queen Rishel’s waist. “It is with great pleasure that we announce the impending arrival of our firstborn.” A cheer arose, accompanied by thunderous applause as the monarchs shared a sweet kiss. I glanced at Selice, standing nearby and clapping politely. I was too far to read her face, but her posture suggested she had known this announcement would accompany her debut.
We feasted, then, and I did my best to employ my mother’s teachings and observe rather than lose myself in Adrian’s company. He noticed and didn’t press me, chatting animatedly with his siblings instead. My mother, seated to my other side, put me to shame. Where I had to focus to maintain both a keen alertness and a convincing countenance, she navigated effortlessly. Even I wouldn’t have known she was engaged in anything more than conversation if she hadn’t stiffened ever so slightly at the Hydraxian emissary’s mention of the soon-to-be-expected Persican delegation.
“Perhaps,” he entreated Lord Augustus in his heavy accent, “you might assist us in arranging a joint conference with His Majesty to discuss a more… mutually beneficial alliance between our great nations.”
Aubrey’s father creased his brow, already well into his wine for the evening. “Yes, yes,” he agreed hastily, focused on his venison. “I’ll speak to him.”
I saw the flash of anger in my mother’s eyes before she returned politely to her conversation, the lapse in her demeanor vanishing. My mother never faltered. Not at Court, anyway. Her capacity for intrigue and deception bordered on uncanny. Whatever threat she had perceived in that exchange, it concerned her enough to slip her guard, and set me on edge for the remainder of the meal.
“May I have you back now?” Adrian’s patient voice murmured in my ear as we made our way back into the ballroom.
I offered him an apologetic smile. “Forgive me, I’ve been distracted.”
His mouth twisted into a wry smirk. “Yes, I noticed.”
Eyeing the cluster of garishly-bedecked foreigners, I slipped my hand onto his arm and lowered my voice. “It’s the delegation,” I confessed quietly. “I don’t entirely trust their intentions here.”
That made him laugh. “Surely not! In my experience, there’s little in the world less trustworthy than a politician.” When I opened my mouth to press the matter, he cut me off. “We can speculate all we want on the way to Petrion. Tonight,” he paused to plant a kiss on my knuckles, “I’d like to enjoy an evening with my future wife.”
We danced and chatted with numerous others, making a good show of unity and accepting the various congratulations on our engagement. Adrian was fielding one such barrage of niceties when a flash of white caught my eye across the packed hall. Princess Selice stood to one side of the room, talking quietly with her escort near a towering display of spring flowers, but otherwise entirely alone. As I had anticipated, she had been dismissed just as quickly as she had been swarmed by the Court, in light of the announcement of her impending sibling. I touched Adrian’s arm and he followed my gaze, giving me a surreptitious nod before returning to the conversation. Excusing myself quietly, I slipped through the crowd in a roundabout route to come up on her left.
“Pardon me, Your Highness,” I curtsied low to her as she turned my way. Her neatly pressed captain stiffened.
She said nothing, simply watched me and waited as I straightened and immediately faltered.
Her eyes! Gods, her eyes! Her father’s brass ones paled in comparison. They nearly glowed, sunlight and wheat fields swirling in her irises, a startling echo of my encounter in the Kingswood. I scrambled to collect my wits.
“Forgive me,” I managed to force out. “I wanted to congratulate you on your debut.”
“Thank you,” she replied in a cool tone. Young, she might be, but there was nothing naïve about the girl standing before me. She saw me and everyone else in that room as a threat – exactly as she should, given who and what she was. I wasn’t entirely sure whether to be impressed or dispirited.
“I wondered if you would care to join my fiancé and I for a glass of wine.” I knew what her answer would be before I finished uttering the words.
She smiled prettily, but it didn’t reach those remarkable eyes. “Thank you, no.” That was all. Nothing more. The two of them simply stared at me, waiting for me to disappear.
I’d never failed so spectacularly in my life – never misjudged a mark so completely. I’d thought to rescue her from a humiliating social rejection, to extend a friendly hand when the rest of the Court had already turned its back on her. In doing so, I could have forged a valuable alliance, a parallel of the one my parents shared with hers.
But Selice didn’t need my help – didn’t want my pity or my friendship.
And I thought Quintin was a hard bastard.
Bobbing a polite curtsy, I excused myself from them and retreated back through the crowd.
I found Adrian deep in conversation with a few lesser nobles from House Guillar, gesturing animatedly as they described some complex architectural detail of note. I didn’t care enough to engage. Blue-gray eyes turned to greet me as I returned in defeat.
“I tried,” I murmured, glancing back in the direction of the Princess. “I’m not the company she wishes to keep at the moment.”
He wrapped one arm about my waist. “Perhaps a dance would take your mind off it?”
A large assembly of players had been filling the hall with lively music all evening. The tune shifted and dozens of bedecked nobles waltzed across the floor around us as Adrian led me into their midst. When he’d claimed a spot for us, his hand gave a gentle tug, drawing me into his arms.
We fit well together. We always had. We didn’t bother with propriety. Let them stare. His hand slipped beneath the cascade of my hair to find the bare skin at the small of my back, pulling me close. Fingertips caressed slow circles on my flesh, then slipped just under the draped edges of the silk. I flushed beneath his touch, my eyelashes fluttering inches from his own, breath mingling in the small space between us. I could feel that searing ache through the slick silk of my gown as he pressed himself against me, his fingertips curling to dig into my flesh. Closer, they demanded.
Needless to say, all other thoughts quickly evaporated. I luxuriated in his touch, in the audacious, reckless intimacy, barely kept under wraps in full view of the entire Court.
“Come with me,” I whispered when I could bear it no longer.
We measured our steps, making our way discreetly from the ballroom in search of some private corner. Finally, down several hallways and turns, we stumbled into a vacant study and locked the door. His mouth closed hungrily on mine, hands holding my face captive, raking through my hair, gripping my neck. I tugged at his doublet, pulling him back toward the desk at the far end of the room. We crashed gracelessly into it, his hands finding my buttocks and lifting me onto to the table. Fingers buried in my hair, he kissed me long and deep.
“Wait,” he gasped, pulling away with considerable effort. Hands raised in a gesture of pause, he met my gaze, his a roiling squall of desire and forbearance. “If this is too much…”
I considered him with a renewed awe, tilting my head as my heart swelled at the sight of the conflict in him – not the conflict itself, but the restraint it had taken him to face it. To recognize it. To put me – us – before his own desire.
I knew what he was asking. He was afraid to push, knowing how the attack had shaken me. There had been many times, over the previous months, when I had felt as fragile as a cracked mirror; thin skin holding the pieces together, ready to shatter at any moment. But not here, not now, with him. Strangely, I thought of Shera and what she had said to me the morning after, shoving my sword belt against my chest.
I held that tempest gaze as I reached down and gathered my skirts, dragging them up my legs, slow and deliberate. He caught his breath at the sight of me, boots carrying him unwittingly back into my embrace, pressed between the silken tangle of limbs and fabric. His nose grazed mine, rough hands bracing against the desk beneath me.
“I am the heir of Lazerin.” I murmured against his lips, tugging the laces of his breeches loose. “And you cannot break me.”
 
The carriage ride home was marked by my mother’s exceptionally distracted countenance. It was late, or early, but she was not one to overindulge and her distant mental state owed nothing to exhaustion. She was processing, evaluating, replaying the night’s covert observations in her mind. I was glad, for it meant she wouldn’t likely notice my slightly more disheveled state or Adrian’s scent on me. When we made our way into the foyer, Emmett was waiting to take our cloaks. Gabe and Quintin followed us through the door, all shuffling boots and rattling armaments.
“Thank you, gentlemen,” my mother intoned absentmindedly. “That will be all for this evening.”
Gabe disappeared toward the servants’ quarters, yawning into the dark of the house. Quintin held back just long enough to eye me with poorly-concealed distaste. Apparently, he was not as distracted as my mother.
“I’ll see you at daybreak.”
I had hoped for a respite due to the lateness of the evening, not to mention that we’d be busy with travel preparations the next day. As he stalked down the hall after his counterpart, I couldn’t help but scowl after him.
Stubborn ass.
“Shera has a fresh pouch of silphium for you,” Mother murmured my direction, mind still fully elsewhere. “Goodnight, dear.”
 



CHAPTER 24
 
 
Dawn came brutally early. My legs dragged their way down the stairs and out into the garden. Drooping eyelids flickered in annoyance at the sight of Quintin spinning through his warm-ups in lively form. After stretching, I buckled my Freyjan shield on my arm and drew my own sword, waiting for instruction.
Blue eyes glanced my way, as cold and guarded as they had ever been. The slight twitch at the bridge of his nose suggested I was the last person he wanted to see that morning, but he had his orders. Duty comes first, in any Tuvrian’s mind.
“Today, we add the dagger.”
“I’m not sure today’s a good day to add anything,” I muttered sleepily.
He wasn’t amused. “If you think no one ever fights except on a good night’s rest, you’re sorely mistaken.”
I bit my tongue and drew my belt knife in my left hand. I'd practiced with sword and dagger before, but never with the weight of the shield dragging on my balance.
“Not like that.”
He grabbed my left wrist, wrenching the weapon from my grip and flipping it around so the blade extended down, the opposite of how he’d shown me previously. It would be good for a back-hand or over-hand strike, but not much else. He caught my dubious expression.
“You think you know better?”
“Thought you said only highwaymen and alley thugs fight with a tucked blade.”
His frown deepened. “Different application.”
“Just doesn’t make much sense.”
“Fine, try it your way then.”
I flipped the knife back around and squared up against him. He swung at my left side. I deflected with the shield and made to stab at his open rib, but before I could shift my arm’s momentum for the strike, he recovered and brought his sword back around on the outside of my left hand. The dagger thudded on the grass a few feet away.
“Now, my way.”
It was awkward at first, but of course, he was right. With the knife tucked along my forearm in a back-handed grip, I could deflect and pivot much faster, driving the blade into the opening with less force but more speed. The bulk of his ire seemed to fade as we settled into the lesson. I checked my own temper, glad for a reprieve from it.
“It follows the momentum of your arm instead of trying to reverse it. Circles, see?” He drew his belt knife to demonstrate the pivot slowly. “It’s a more stable grip, as well. You’re less likely to be disarmed.”
“You have one, too!” I blurted out before I could stop myself, my eyes fixed on the blade in his hand. I’d never seen it out of its sheath before, telltale whorls of folded steel sprouting from a deceptively utilitarian hilt. He paused in confusion, following my gaze. “Sorry,” I added quickly. “Just surprised. I guess most Tuvrians have Euzoni steel.”
Though how they could afford it was beyond me. House Euzros might be a Lesser House of Tuvre, but their metalwork was prohibitively expensive – and for good reason. Their secretive methods produced weapons that held a razor-sharp edge, that could pierce plate armor with enough force and cleave ordinary steel in two.
“No,” he replied, hefting the blade in his hand, a piece that likely cost more than my dowry. “But it’s more common. This was a gift.”
“From your father?”
His face darkened, retreating back behind those thick walls of his. “From a friend. Enough distraction. Get back to work.”
 
When the majority of the packing was done, I spent the afternoon running Valor ragged in the vast fields outside the city walls, Quintin struggling to keep up on his stalwart gelding. Once I’d managed to burn the bulk of his energy from him, I unclipped his bit and left him to his own devices for a while, knowing he wouldn’t stray far.
“What will it be like, do you think?” I wondered aloud, sprawled out on the soft grass, soaking in the warmth of the day. Valor huffed as he grazed nearby, my stoic guardian having resigned himself to the ground a few feet away.
“Elas?” came his hesitant reply.
“Elas, Agorai, the tall ships, all of it.” Clouds rolled past overhead.
“Dangerous.”
I snorted. “You think everything is dangerous.”
A flock of small birds startled in a nearby tree, taking wing in a panicked burst of feathers and a chorus of alarmed chirps. The dark cluster of their silhouettes faded into the stillness of the afternoon sky.
“I don’t speak any Elan,” Quintin admitted after a long silence, an unusual hint of uncertainty in his voice.
“Only the academics use it, now. Alesia and Elas have been trading for centuries. Most Elans speak our tongue.” He didn’t reply, that self-conscious tension hovering around him like a shroud. “But I can teach you a few common phrases on the passage over, if you’d like.”
“…If time permits and you’re so inclined.”
I huffed a laugh. “Oh, I think we’ll have time to spare. Aubrey says the journey takes weeks, even in good weather.” The spooked flock returned, swooping across my field of view as I continued to stare at the sky. “Have you ever been on a ship?” I asked. That part of the upcoming journey unnerved me a bit, especially after my mother’s dire description of the ocean we meant to cross.
“Once, many years ago.”
That piqued my interest. I pushed myself up onto my elbows, looking over at him. “A tall ship?”
He nodded, glancing at me. “A small one. A fishing vessel. My friend’s father’s ship.”
When he didn’t offer more, I pressed. “Why?”
He shrugged, eyes scanning the field. “Thought I’d try my hand at a different life.” A tiny, bitter smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Wasn’t for me.”
I watched his face. He was always difficult to read, but the telltales were there, hidden between his words.
“A woman?” I asked carefully.
Tugging at a sprig of grass, he avoided my gaze. “His sister.”
I considered digging, but it was clearly a painful memory and I dared not press further. He stood, brushing off his hands and offering me one.
“We should start back.”
Valor was calm and sated by the time we made it home, the sun low in the sky and the chill of the evening settling on the city. I turned down a diligent stable boy whose name I regretted not knowing, preferring to tend to my mount myself. Quintin left me to it, disappearing into the house without a word.
Slinging the saddle over the edge of the stall, I felt a pang of guilt, thoughts of James surfacing in my mind for the first time in a long while. A melancholy washed over me as I brushed Valor thoroughly, even taking a comb to his mane and tail before picking the mud from his hooves. The soothing slosh of the water bucket steadied my racing thoughts. The itch of hay on my forearms and the smell of saddle oil calmed me. I sat on a straw bale with a bridle and rag in my hand, lost inside my own head for a long while.
“Leaving is never easy, love.” I looked up to see my mother watching me across the aisle.
I struggled to put my thoughts into order. “I have before.”
“But never so far, for so long.” She crossed to me and sat down at my side. “And never leaving so much behind.” That gentle tone would be my undoing.
“I’m afraid,” I confessed.
“Of what?” she challenged patiently, pushing me to search, to evaluate, to identify.
“To be so far from everything I’ve ever known. To leave Valor behind, to think I’ve abandoned him. And what if Adrian changes his mind?” Once the floodgates were open, I was hard-pressed to control the tide. “And I’ve made such a mess of things with James.”
I had to pause at that, my voice cracking as I shook my head in helpless disgust at the way things had ended between us.
“Everything is changing. A new Queen. A new heir to the throne. These foreign delegations. And I can’t seem to shake this damned awful feeling in my stomach,” I gasped in frustration, hot tears streaming down my face. “Like the wolves are at the door and I’m powerless to stop them.”
Soft hands pulled my head to her shoulder, stroking my hair and waiting out the storm of my despair.
“Valor will return to Laezon with me, and spend a year biting the stable boys and getting fat.” I laughed through my tears at that, and felt her smile. “Adrian is mad for you and will wait. Miserably, I’m sure, but he has his fleet to keep him distracted until winter. Even then, I’m certain you’ve seen to it that he’ll have plenty of fond memories to keep him warm.” I sat up, wiping my blushing face. “As for James, well…hearts mend.”
“I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive me,” I sniffled miserably.
“You both knew what it was when you started. You have your duty, and he will find another. Give it time.” One soft hand found my chin, lifting my gaze to hers. The firm resolve in her eyes braced me. “And you, my ferocious daughter, are the farthest thing from powerless I’ve ever known.” She released me. “Your father and I will keep an eye on things here. Amenon has many allies, and I am not without my resources.”
Drifting on the hollow wake of that storm, I collapsed into my bed that night and dreamed of adventure.
 
The next morning, I did get a reprieve from training, as the travel party was due to depart the house just after dawn. Servants loaded a wagon with our trunks and various accoutrements for the voyage ahead. I said one final farewell to Valor, who nudged me with his velvety nose, and wrapped Shera in a tearful embrace. Then, there was nothing left but to make our way to Dockside and the boat awaiting us at the harbor there.
Aubrey’s porters were already loading his trunks when we arrived. Lord Augustus greeted us heartily, clutching my mother against his robust frame and lamenting their shared woes of sending their children away. Aubrey was grinning from ear to ear. Adrian stood on the deck of the boat, conversing with a hawk-nosed man of middling years. When he caught sight of me, he broke away, leaping over the railing onto the dock. It made me laugh, and he smiled nearly as broadly as Aubrey as he made his way over to me.
“I’ve counted the minutes,” he beamed as I dropped from the carriage to greet him, his carefully composed demeanor replaced by boyish charm. Before I knew it, the last of our cargo had been stowed and it was time to cast off.
My mother wrapped me in a crushing embrace. “Take care of that foolish boy,” she murmured into my ear. “And try to enjoy yourself.” After one final squeeze, she held me at arm’s length, eyes glistening. “Remember, it’s all a grand adventure. Be safe, but do not take the weight of the world with you. These days are precious and fleeting.”
“I’ll try,” I promised.
She stood straight-backed and beautiful, her slender frame dwarfed beside Lord Augustus, the both of them waving a final farewell to us from the dock. Far too soon, the tide took us and we were swept downriver.
“Leon bet a silver you’d cry,” Aubrey teased beside me at the railing.
“He did not,” I balked, turning to glare at him and finding my friend grinning at me with tears of his own in his eyes.
“No,” he admitted. “He bet I would.” He dabbed his damp cheeks on one sleeve. “I hate losing,” he muttered.
I flashed him a lupine smirk. “Best get used to it. I’ve a dicing reputation to uphold.”
It was an elegant vessel, to be sure, a vast pleasure barge kept by the Van Dryn House to ferry them up and down the Septim River in comfort. Operated by a small but capable crew, there was a significant amount of space dedicated to the leisure of the passengers. Silk shades littered the open and airy deck, covering couches and carpets set out for our enjoyment. Natalia took obvious pleasure in assigning us our own well-appointed, if small, staterooms, and pointing out the various games and diversions available in the adjoining common area.
It was a fantastically luxurious way to travel. Sailors slipped unobtrusively about their duties, the captain well at ease behind the helm. We spent the first day lounging in the shade on deck, Aubrey and I marveling at the sights along the bank. Birds, beasts, and small villages slid past us along the water’s edge as the barge drifted on the river’s lazy current.
The quarters were full, the entire Van Dryn family returning to Daria for the summer. I finally met Natalia’s husband Oliver, a wiry merchant with a sharp brow and a gentle disposition. Their twin sons looked very much like him, with the same curly brown hair. Alec’s wife Sara was also in attendance, a pretty young woman with one babe on her hip and another growing in her belly. Along with them came an assortment of cousins and kin, many of whom I’d already met at the Greyshor.
Dinner was surprisingly lavish, with all manner of delicacies laid for our delight. It was a delicious, raucous affair, celebrating the commencement of our great adventure. Diligent nannies whisked away the children once supper had concluded. Wine flowed, and the common room was filled with laughter and song for many hours thereafter. Quintin, of course, abstained in his usual fashion, but the rest of us had a ridiculously good time and all my apprehension vanished beneath Adrian’s doting attentions. When the night grew late and our companions began to retire, I caught my prudish guardian’s eye, that piercing blue gaze reading my thoughts across the room. You won’t like what comes next. His scowl darkened and he excused himself, retiring to his quarters.
Adrian’s arms slid around my waist from behind, his breath hot on my hair. Natalia and her husband slipped away laughing. Someone was helping Sara haul Alec’s nearly-unconscious body to their stateroom. Lord Yuri and his wife had long since retired. Warm fingers slid down my arm, taking my hand and leading me slowly to an elegant chamber at the end of the hall. As heir, he claimed the largest and most lavish quarters, second only to his parents’ accommodations. Two large windows spilled the night sky into the room as I threw the latch and leaned back against the door, willing my breath to steady. He retreated a few steps, watching me with that simmering hunger.
My mother had taught me more than just poisons and eavesdropping. I used it all, that night.
Those gray eyes devoured every inch of flesh revealed as I peeled my gown from me slowly, deliberately. That elegant throat bobbed when the bodice slipped down off my breasts, already peaked and aching for his touch. I thought he might close on me then, but he was patient. He knew what that control meant to me – what I needed to reclaim.
When the last of the fabric pooled at my feet, laying me wholly bare before him in the moonlight, no sound but the shuddering of his shallow breath echoed in that room. The straining, consuming need I read in him sent a ripple of fire down my spine. Those rough hands moved to the buttons of his doublet, deftly springing the first few free before I could open my mouth.
“No,” I grated out, the command in my voice a foreign and unknown thing.
He froze, fingers stilling halfway through the next button, and lowered his hands once again. I prowled across those few steps, letting my hair tumble over my shoulders to shroud my chest in a parody of modesty. He drew another shaking breath as I circled him, dragging a hand across his torso in a shamelessly possessive gesture. That flesh was mine to unleash. To reveal. To claim.
He let me.
I took my time. With teeth and claws, I took back that which I had once taken for granted – that which was mine by right. My body. My desire. The unfettered feeling of agency over both. Every deliciously cruel trick I’d learned, I used on him. I fed every aching gasp, every feral groan, every gleam of his eyes to those hateful voices in my head; undeniable proof that I had the power to control this body, to use it as I saw fit. He surrendered every inch of himself to me, gave himself over as the willing supplicant to the brutal temple of my redemption.
I made him beg, before the end.
 



CHAPTER 25
 
 
Dawn had just begun to creep through the windows when a fist rapped on the door. We both shot upright, Adrian reaching for his sword. My own lay buried in a chest in my room several doors down. A pause was followed by another trio of firm pounding on the wood. The murkiness of sleep clearing, I glanced out the window to see the first lights of day peeking over the horizon.
“On deck. Five minutes,” Quintin’s brusque voice called from the other side. His heavy steps retreated down the hall.
“Fucking hells.” Adrian tossed his sword aside, collapsing back onto the pillows and eyeing me sidelong. “You let him talk to you like that?”
I was already scrambling for my clothes. “Long story.”
“You’ll have to share that one, sometime.”
In the end, I had to don my gown just to slip down the hall to my own room, where my trunk awaited with my gear. Yanking my boots on, I hopped up the steep stairs in my breeches and tunic and hurried across the deck to where Quintin stood. He was in a rare mood, arms crossed and scowling.
I eyed him irritably as I approached. “Might I remind you that you volunteered for this assignment? You could at least attempt some minor level of civility, no matter how much you dislike my choice of company.”
He didn’t move, his stone-like demeanor on full display. “It is your complete lack of decency I find offensive.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “What in this wide world is not offensive to you Tuvrian prigs?”
He ignored my barb, pale eyes glinting angrily. “He is not yet your husband. You dishonor your father’s House. You dishonor yourself.”
“I seem to recall you claiming it wasn’t your place to judge my actions.”
One nostril twitched as he swallowed a retort, keeping his cool composure in hand. “I am not here to be your chaperone. I am here to keep you alive and to continue your training. If you have a problem with my attitude, you can take it up with your father upon our return.” His tone put a firm end to the discussion. “Now warm up.”
I obeyed, stretching and burning my way through a basic circuit of one-handed drills. When I’d finished, he bid me draw my dagger and we repeated the same deflect-and-strike pattern from the other day. Sailors eyed us curiously as they went about their duties. After about a half hour, he demonstrated a variation on the same technique, and we spent the remainder of our practice on that. It took the entirety of my focus, but I acquitted myself well enough. When he finally called a close to the exercise, I was sweaty and sore.
“That’s enough for today.”
My head lolled back, gasping for air. Out the corner of my eye, I saw Adrian emerge from below-deck.
“Be here on time tomorrow,” Quintin growled and took his leave. He might have helped me piece myself back together after the assault in Dockside, but he could still be an insufferable jackass. Adrian fetched up beside me and watched him stalk off toward the aft of the barge.
“Is he always like that?”
“Pretty much,” I mumbled, sheathing my weapons.
Those storm eyes turned my way, giving me an appraising scan. “I have to say, I much prefer you in silk.” It made me laugh, which made him smile. “Come, you must be dying for a bath.”
I followed him to a small room near the galley, a tiny washroom dominated by a large copper tub. Adrian ducked his head into the kitchen across the hall and called for the servants to draw a bath.
“I was expecting a basin and some river water,” I admitted. It was another exorbitant luxury.
“Fetch your things, I’ll make sure you’re well attended.”
My muscles sang as I lowered myself into the steaming tub. A solicitous maid poured a few ewers of water over my head before I heard the door behind me open and close.
“That will be all, thank you.” Adrian’s sultry voice sounded from the doorway. Without hesitation, the woman set down the ewer and took her leave, bobbing a curtsy before slipping past him out the door.
“You mean to make a scandal,” I mused.
“Our staff is very discreet.”
“Does this mean you’ll be joining me?”
He smirked, shedding his tunic. “Can you blame me?”
I stuck my nose in the air. “Well, after seeing me in my breeches, I’d be surprised if you could resist.”
He sank down into the tub opposite me, sloshing a significant amount of water over the edge in the process.
“You’re going to sink us.”
“Best hurry, then,” he replied with a grin, grasping my wrist and tugging me toward him. I rose to my knees to maneuver, the tub generous enough but definitely not designed for two. His hands gripped my backside beneath the water, pulling me onto his lap, and I couldn’t help but flush at the clear evidence of his desire pressing up against me.
“No need for rest, commander?” I teased, grazing his cheek with my nose before nipping at his earlobe.
He loosed a husky laugh against my throat. “I’ll make do.” I gasped as he pulled me down onto him, filling me in a single stroke. A lupine grin crept across his face as he watched mine twist in ecstasy. “Only this time,” he growled with a slow, shallow thrust. “I won’t be the one begging.”
 
Ah, gods, it was sweet. We reveled in our youth and our newfound love. For five days, we traveled the river, the hours filled with friends and good conversation. I found myself enjoying the company of the children, chasing and playing silly games. Natalia’s company, too, I relished. We talked at length, often with her twin boys toddling around us, and I came to know her better. Lord Yuri’s only daughter was a proud woman with a fierce heart. Several stories of her days at sea surfaced in our evening debauchery, each one more outlandish than the last. As a mother, she was patient and kind, but in battle, she had a reputation for being ruthless. Aubrey and Alec developed a rapport and spent much time in one another’s company discussing philosophy.
In the mornings, I kept my word and met Quintin on deck at dawn. After the third day, we drew a small crowd, and on the fourth, Natalia and Alec wanted to join in. They were both capable soldiers, but when they wagered they could best my Tuvrian guardian, I knew they were outmatched. I kept as much to myself, though, eager as I was for a bit of entertainment.
He allowed them to press him for a time, making a good show of it for the sake of diplomacy. His footwork was patient, circling them and keeping them both in front of him. I saw the switch when he decided to end it. It didn’t take long. With five quick strokes of his twin swords, Van Dryn steel clattered to the planks underfoot and both of the seasoned fighters stood empty-handed before him, startled expressions on their faces. Awed applause rang out from the bystanders, and Adrian’s siblings bowed good-naturedly in concession. I couldn’t help but feel a small swell of pride as Quintin sheathed his blades and returned the courtesy. He might be an insufferable prude, but he was a member of my household.
The nights, though, the nights were ours alone. Adrian and I drowned in one another. Hands mapped every inch of skin, lips captured every impassioned breath. We lay in a tangle of sheets and limbs and spoke of past and future. His body was a web of scars, and he remembered the source of every one. I told him of my time at the garrison, and when I described being knocked nearly unconscious by Trente, he flinched visibly.
“Why did you do it?” he asked, dumbfounded. “Why put yourself through such misery?”
I met his gaze. “Why do you?”
“It’s my duty as a son and an heir.”
I settled my head back onto his chest, his heartbeat steady beneath my ear. “I suppose I feel it’s mine as well. Leading a Great House requires a strength that can’t be learned sewing embroidery or playing the lyre.”
“There are other kinds of strength,” he countered gently.
It was true, and I knew it. I had seen it in my mother, the most formidable woman I’d ever met. Her presence alone commanded respect, backed by a wealth of knowledge and a keen intellect. Natalia, though trained to the sword, radiated a different kind of strength: confidence and constancy and ruthless protectiveness. I pitied anyone who dared threaten her family.
But that was not my way.
“Tristan,” he murmured after many long minutes of silence, the easy rhythm of his chest having me nearly convinced he’d fallen asleep.
“Mm,” I agreed with a soft smile. “Liam.”
“I’ve a second cousin named Liam.”
“Damn, I liked that one.”
“We can still use it.” He breathed deeply, hand caressing my arm. “What about our girls?”
I paused a moment. “Shera.”
He shifted to eye me with surprise. “Your handmaiden?”
“My friend,” I corrected firmly, tilting my head to meet his gaze. “She helped me through many difficult times.”
His fingertips slid to my ribcage, gently tracing the scar there. “Was this one of them?”
I looked away again, not wanting to think of James. “Some first loves leave visible scars.”
He stiffened suddenly beside me. “He hurt you?” he asked, his voice taking on a hard, dangerous edge. It was only half a question.
“No more than I hurt him,” I replied honestly. The words wrapped the mess of it in truth, granting me a clarity that brought me no comfort. Endeavoring to turn the conversation elsewhere, I reached to trace a scar on his bicep. “And what about this?”
The tension in him eased a bit. “My second boarding party. Bastard nearly took my arm off.”
I fingered a large burn scar on his leg. “And this?”
He laughed humorlessly. “Ball of pitch. Nothing quite like the stench of your own flesh burning.” We fell silent, both reflecting on the myriad scars we had earned and given. Each of us had a history, a litany of experiences both good and ill that felt too vast to share. It would take years to tell it all, but we were young yet, with many decades of marriage ahead of us. After a long while, his voice interrupted the slow, rhythmic sloshing of the river against the hull.
“I would never hurt you, Elivya.”
“…I know.”
 
On the fifth day, in the bright afternoon sun, we drifted out the mouth of the Septim river and into the Bay of Brothers. Two vast cities flanked the immense port on both sides. To the north lay Petrion, the bustling trade hub of Daria; to the south, Venici, Erade’s gleaming jewel of luxury. Where the two cities bled into one another, a great wharf sprawled along the bay. I am hard-pressed to do justice to the expanse of it. Dozens of docks extended their fingers into the water, vast ships tied alongside. Men swarmed like ants up and down the wooden planks, hauling barrels and crates on hand-carts.
The ships themselves, I marveled at most, Aubrey joining me at the railing to stare in awe. More vast even than our well-appointed barge, their swooping hulls sat low in the water. Thick masts reached skyward, webbed with a baffling array of rope lines. Massive bundles of neatly-lashed canvas bulged against their restraints as they loomed over the scrambling sailors below. Under the guidance of our stalwart captain and his able rowers, our flat-bottomed boat glided into an open slip near the end of the docks, other nearby barges teeming with workers unloading cargo.
Once all the necessary arrangements had been made, Adrian led our party down the wharf, Natalia linking arms with me and Quintin trailing close behind. We stretched our legs along the endless rows of tall ships, sailors taking note as we passed. Calls rang out between crews, quiet at first, but quickly growing louder until, eventually, I was able to make out their words.
“The Sea Wolf!” they shouted. “The Sea Wolf has returned!” Cheers were accompanied by a chorus of howls from various vessels. Adrian raised one hand in greeting as we made our way down the wharf.
“The Sea Wolf?” I asked Natalia at my elbow. “Like-”
“Like the first Van Dryn to command the fleet,” she finished for me, beaming proudly at the back of her brother’s jacket. “Only the third of our House to ever bear the name. He’s earned it, with all he’s done for our people. The coastal waters are safer now than they’ve been in generations.”
I watched as a few bold sailors approached him, removing their hats and speaking in hushed tones. Adrian clasped forearms and patted shoulders, every man and woman greeted as a brother or sister in arms. He was a well-respected and well-loved leader here, in his home. This fleet was as much his family as the blood kin around me.
At length, we halted before one great ship, a weathered older man in a bright yellow coat waiting to greet us. He clasped arms with Adrian and turned to us with a broad smile that reminded me of Lord Augustus, if a bit more roughly featured.
“This is Captain Russo,” Adrian introduced. “He will see you to Elas.”
“An honor, my lord and lady,” he bellowed, offering Aubrey and me a sweeping bow.
“You’ll find no safer berth across the White Sea,” Adrian assured us. Aubrey made his farewells as the captain shouted orders to have our belongings loaded. Natalia wrapped me in a crushing embrace. A swarm of wailing children soon followed, my husband in all but name waiting patiently nearby.
The time had gone too quickly, and my heart ached to leave him. Strong arms enveloped me as I clung to him, breathing deep his scent, trying to commit it to memory.
A flash of silver caught my eye as we parted, Adrian’s hand emerging from his pocket. Metal slid up my finger, warm from his body heat and heavy with the weight of the large sapphire embedded there. I had barely glimpsed the impossibly dark stone when rough hands seized my face and those full lips closed on mine, kissing me with ardor.
“Come back to me,” he whispered, his nose grazing mine.
“And you,” I replied, gripping the front of his doublet, the ring sparkling between us. “No new scars, alright?”
“You know I can’t promise that.”
I thumped his chest half-heartedly. “Next season, you’re taking me with you.”
He offered a crooked smile, blue-gray eyes glittering. “That will be a sight to see.”
I laughed, a tear slipping down my cheek. I was so terribly afraid for him, but this was the life I had chosen. I could not ask him to change who and what he was just for my peace of mind.
“Just be careful.”
Nodding in promise, he kissed me one last time, then released me to join his party. The Van Dryn horde waved from the wharf as the lines were untied and our ship drifted backward into the harbor. Rowers heaved, turning us slowly toward the open sea, and we left home behind.
 



CHAPTER 26
 
 
Being aboard a tall ship was a very different experience from the river barge. Once we reached open water, the vessel lurched and bucked methodically beneath our feet. Aubrey did not take it well, growing green in the face and heaving his lunch over the railing. The captain laughed good-naturedly, patting him on the back and assuring him that it would pass. For my part, the sway of the ship reminded me of riding a very large and poorly-gaited horse, and I grew accustomed to it fairly quickly. Quintin didn’t seem fazed in the least, though a shadow lingered in his eyes.
Our berth on the merchant vessel was cramped and significantly less luxurious than the one we’d enjoyed the previous week. We shared a single small cabin, outfitted with wooden bunks and lumpy mattresses. I noticed Aubrey set his chin determinedly in the face of such abhorrent conditions, but it reminded me of the garrison and I quickly grew accustomed to the snores of my two male companions.
At Quintin’s insistence, we continued our morning practice, being assigned a small section of the deck where we wouldn’t be in anyone’s way. The motion of the ship challenged my balance, and I faltered much more frequently. Even my patient instructor was pressed, sweating more than usual under the extra exertion. There was no great copper tub in which to wash the grime from myself each morning, but I did my best with the basin of water and small towel provided to me in our tiny shared privy.
Despite that precious courtesy, I stank. We all did. After the first week, I didn’t dare don any of my gowns, choosing instead to fester in my spare breeches and tunic for fear of ruining my good clothes. Salt spray crusted my hair, and after a few days of battling with it, I plaited it tightly and left it for the remainder of the journey.
In the long hours of tedium each day, both Aubrey and I endeavored to teach Quintin some of the Elan language. Though he made a decent effort of it, he’d not been raised with any language but his own, and it is difficult to learn a thing when you’ve no experience in how to learn it. Still, through determination and repetition alone, he managed to grasp a handful of common phrases, which I could tell gave him a small sense of accomplishment.
I turned eighteen on our passage to Elas. Despite my protests, Aubrey saw to it that everyone on the ship knew. Captain Russo humored him and allowed the crew to spend an hour or so celebrating on the deck with us. We made as good a time of it as we could, under the circumstances. As it turned out, we were able to manage quite well, with several of the lads producing instruments from below and none of them being shy with their voices. I may have been filthy and rank, but so was everyone else around me. We danced and sang lewd shanties and drank our extra ration of wine with good cheer.
Celebration aside, it was a long, cramped, miserable three weeks, and by the time we sighted the port at Agorai, I’d never wanted a bath so badly in my life. Quintin and I were hard at our morning drills when the call rang out from a sailor near the top of the main mast. Our blades stilled, and we followed the collective gaze down the coastline to a gleaming white speck in the distance.
“Agorai!” the captain called down to us jovially from the forecastle.
The city drew closer over the course of the day, revealing a sprawling metropolis that climbed over rolling hills beside a grand port. Atop the highest point, a complex of bright white marble structures gleamed in the late afternoon sun. As for the rest of the city, it looked much like any other: wood and stone and daub buildings, folk swarming through the streets.
Once docked, Captain Russo saw to the unloading of our trunks, helped us to hire porters at a fair price, and bid us a fond farewell, leaving the three of us standing of a foreign wharf very far from anything resembling home. Aubrey beamed with excitement, eyes taking in the bustling scene around us. Quintin twitched anxiously behind me, the weeks at sea having done little to improve his temper. For my part, I was miserably filthy and eager to locate our lodgings. Our porters led us up the cobblestone streets toward the center of the city, their patient carthorse plodding along obediently. I caught a few looks as we followed on foot, still dressed in my breeches and tunic with my sword on my hip. My hair was caught back in its tight plait, but I still looked very much like a woman. Agorai was widely touted as a progressive city, but I saw no other women in such garb.
Night had fallen by the time we arrived at our destination, a tidy wooden house tucked neatly alongside many others just like it. Aubrey knocked politely on the door, which opened after a short wait to reveal a wizened old woman in a spotless apron. She scanned our company with sharp eyes.
“You must be the Alesians,” she grumbled.
Aubrey offered her a charming bow. “Aubrey ben Chamberlain, at your service, madam.”
I saw a flicker of amusement cross her face before she shuffled to one side of the doorway. “Well don’t just stand there lowing like livestock, come inside.” As we obeyed, she continued in her curt tone, herding us into the common room. “I do the cooking and the laundering, but make no mistake. I am no one’s servant.” She eyed Aubrey and me suspiciously. “You two are siblings?”
We exchanged a glance, and I answered for both of us. “Near enough.”
She nodded. “Good. I’ll have no untoward nonsense in my house. No visitors after dark. No feasts or fetes or whatever it is you Alesians do for fun. If you want to make a ruckus, you’ll make it elsewhere. Understood?”
We both fought to suppress our smiles. “Yes, madam,” we agreed in unison. Satisfied, she left us to get settled.
I paid our porters a bit extra to see our trunks to our rooms and dismissed them with thanks. The house matron, Lyra, ran the place alone, the modest boarding house tidily kept despite her age. She waved a ladle at me when I encroached on her domain in the kitchen, but relented when I made it clear I meant to draw my own bath. Pointing to the large copper pot near the hearth, she grumbled some direction as to the location of the well before returning to her cooking.
I made do, but it was hard work. Drawing the water and heating it, I hauled pot after steaming pot to the small wooden tub in the privy. After the third trip, I was thanking the Mother Herself that the damned thing was on the first floor. It took eight trips and over an hour to fill the entire tub. When I finally shed my salt-crusted clothes and sank into the lukewarm water, I had never been so grateful for anything in my life.
Blessedly clean at last and dressed in one of my simple wool gowns, I made my way to the dining room – if you can actually call a table and chairs crammed into the kitchen a ‘dining room’. Aubrey and Quintin still sat in their traveling clothes, spooning stew into their mouths. I wrinkled my nose at them as Lyra deposited a bowl in front of me.
“You needn’t be rude,” Aubrey pointed his spoon at me. “We were being chivalrous in letting you have the first bath.”
“Still needs to be emptied,” our silver-haired cook grumbled.
“I’ll see to it,” I reassured her. My hunger had forced me to put it off until after supper.
“No hurry, the baths down the street are open late.”
Aubrey perked. “Public baths? Still?”
“For eight hundred years,” she informed us proudly. “Still only for the men, though. You have to go halfway across the city for the women’s baths.”
“Remarkable,” he grinned, delighted by the revelation. “Do they still use the same ancient systems to heat the water?” he pressed her.
She waved him off. “How am I to know?”
In his excitement, he launched into a detailed explanation of the mechanisms designed to carry hot water from massive underground boiler chambers up to the bath houses above. Quintin and I exchanged a commiserating glance, but I didn’t have the heart to stifle my friend’s enthusiasm.
After supper, the two of them made their way out into the night, returning an hour later freshly washed and visibly more relaxed. Even the dour Tuvrian looked like he had enjoyed himself, and I hoped the excursion had taken some of the sharp edge from his persistently sour mood. Satisfied that they had made their way back safely, I retired for the evening.
 
My mind woke me at dawn, a habit becoming less and less arduous as the months passed. I descended the narrow steps to find Quintin shoving furniture against the walls in the small common room. The house had no garden. We would have to practice indoors, and it was the largest available space.
“I think this will qualify as a ruckus,” I said.
“You’re not falling out of practice.”
I’d argued with him enough times to know when he wasn’t going to budge, so I shut my mouth and let him dig his own grave. As expected, the clatter of our sparring quickly brought a furious Lyra hobbling out of her room in her nightgown. After a thorough dressing-down made it clear our practicing indoors was out of the question, we gave up for the day.
“I’ll figure something out,” Quintin mumbled to me as I shot him my best told-you-so glance and took my leave.
 We spent the first day exploring the city that was to be our home for the next year. Our rented lodgings sat in a merchant class neighborhood, an area with simple but well-kept shops lining the streets, many with dwellings above. A few nearby attractions included the bathhouse, a tavern, and a small outdoor theater.
In the afternoon, we made our introductions at the university where a dour man in blue robes looked over our letters of recommendation and asked us a few questions. Simple as that, we were admitted. As it turned out, the university accepted anyone of age who could pay the meager tuition. With our names added to the rosters of a few standard lectures, we celebrated with a cup of wine in the student quarter, a collection of apartments and businesses catering to the university and its attendees. Quintin sat and looked bored as we drank a spirited toast to luck and adventure. Conscious of our newness to the city, we returned to the house well before dark and chatted at the table while Lyra fixed supper. It was a quiet ending to a stimulating day, and I collapsed gladly into my lumpy bed.
When the next dawn came, I dressed in my freshly laundered sparring gear, unsure of what the day might hold. As promised, my wheat-haired commander had found a solution to our problem.
“We’ll go to the gymnasium.”
I snorted an incredulous laugh. The bathhouse and its accompanying recreation arena were strictly for men. I crossed my arms, angling my head at him.
“And how do you expect us to do that?”
“You passed for a man at the garrison,” he pointed out.
“I was sixteen and a bit less…” I gestured at my body, which had filled out substantially since then, the boyish leanness of my hips and waist replaced by unmistakable curves. The barest tinge of pink flushed his cheeks, which surprised me. I’d said much coarser things in his presence.
“Just do your best,” he growled, turning for the door. “They won’t be looking for a woman.”
With my chest bound and my hair pulled back, there was little else I could do to conceal my gender beyond the tunic and breeches I always wore to practice. I hoped for both our sakes that it would be enough as we made our way down the street, pausing outside the double entrance of the massive stone structure that housed both the baths and the gymnasium. I followed Quintin through the left-hand door, keeping my eyes down. A few men milling around the entrance glanced at us curiously but said nothing.
Once inside, I dared to look around. In the early morning, the place was all but deserted, a generous number of torches and braziers lighting the cavernous chamber. Under the high roof sprawled a massive sand arena with various sporting accoutrements I couldn’t identify, racks of equally unfamiliar practice weapons lining the walls. A few clusters of men engaged in wrestling matches, and my face turned an alarming shade of red as soon as I realized they were naked as their name day, sand coating their sweaty skin as they grappled.
“I don’t think I can do this,” I groaned as Quintin posted up in an open spot far from anyone else.
“Eyes on me. You’ll be fine.”
It was easier than I had expected, to focus on him and forget everyone around us. We worked through various drills, including our latest deflection drill with the Freyjan shield, which combined all the others into a single flowing circuit. For a mercy, my commander’s interminable sourness seemed to be fading bit by bit as we clanged and grunted our way through practice. When I deflected, sidestepped, and closed on him with more finesse than usual, he even cracked an appreciative grin.
“Very nice,” he remarked as I retreated again.
Chest heaving, I dropped my arms for a rest and eyed him with a smirk of my own. “So you do know how to smile.”
It vanished instantly, his brows darting together in stubborn rebuke. “I smile.”
My involuntary snort expressed my thoughts on the matter.
“I do,” he insisted.
“Not lately. Not for a long time. Not since Viktor’s.” I tapped my sword against the Freyjan shield on my arm.
Even in the dark of the torch-lit space, I saw his mask tighten. “I don’t like sea travel.”
“And I’m at fault for that?” I balked.
“In part,” he growled back.
“You wanted to come. You volunteered.”
He leveled that piercing gaze at me, hesitating before he replied, his voice losing some of its bite.
“…You needed me.”
Despite his mild tone, it felt like he’d hurled those words at me.
I don’t need anyone, I snarled back in my head, but held my tongue in the face of how utterly childish and ridiculous it would sound spoken aloud; how glaringly untrue it was, given that I’d trembled – literally trembled – when faced with the possibility of making this journey without him. I hated that I needed his protection – any protection.
Those pale blue eyes softened a fraction as they watched me bristle in silence, as though he could read me the way my mother did. I squared up again before he could speak whatever pitying sentiment was lingering on his tongue, angling my sword across my body with my dagger at the ready.
“I assume we’re not finished,” I said, a shield of cold indifference thrown between us. Without so much as another word, he started in on me again.
Inside the windowless gymnasium, only the gradually-increasing number of patrons served to suggest the passage of time. When the crowds began to encroach on our isolated patch of sand, Quintin called an end to our practice and we made a discreet exit.
“And no one noticed?” Aubrey pressed at the breakfast table a short while later.
I shrugged. “If they did, no one said anything.”
“No one noticed.” Quintin reinforced with certainty. “People see what they expect to see. Besides,” he added, eyeing me. “You move like a man.” Aubrey snorted into his juice.
“I’ll choose to take that as a compliment,” I retorted dryly.
He failed to completely conceal his grin as he picked at the pile of unfamiliar food on his plate. The look we exchanged across that table settled something undefinable between us, a kind of truce that set the tone for the whole of our time in Elas.
 



CHAPTER 27
 
 
The following months were filled largely with routine. Oh, we found adventures enough, but between the gymnasium and the university, much of our time was already claimed. Despite Aubrey’s unwavering enthusiasm, I found the lectures to be of mixed quality. Some professors droned on relentlessly, and I caught myself more than once reviewing whatever drill sequence we’d worked on that morning in my head while my friend scribbled beside me in his notebook. Aubrey soaked it all in with the mind of a great scholar, droning or otherwise.
In our free time, we explored Agorai, a city full of artists and entertainers. Every corner hosted a cluster of actors or puppeteers, musicians or singers. Occasionally, we came across a pauper philosopher lecturing from atop an empty wine barrel. Aubrey enjoyed those the most and often stopped to listen or ask questions while Quintin and I exchanged pained glances.
We made a few acquaintances, of course. We were not the only Alesians studying at the university, and the wine shops were a popular evening gathering place for students. We crossed paths with a pair of siblings from Ulta, studying theater, who reminded me of the Ardontus twins, Ero and Ila. When I said as much to them, their eyes glistened and they bought me another cup. It was, I learned, a great compliment to the scions of Oristei. There were others, of course. Local merchants’ sons and daughters who were studying at the university found us amusing and exotic. Our retinue changed almost nightly.
Quintin’s rigid demeanor continued to ease over time, though I suspect much of that had to do with Aubrey and I obeying his directives with little-to-no complaint. In truth, he asked little of us and only limited our actions when they posed a genuine threat to our safety, so neither of us were foolish enough to argue. The one time my friend did dare protest such an order, he’d drank the better part of a cask by himself. A single withering glare from our guardian made it clear he’d have no qualms about throwing Aubrey over one shoulder and hauling him kicking and screaming back to Lyra’s, noble heir or not.
As the summer solstice approached, we found ourselves once again in our favorite wine shop with a trio of young men from Briare as our companions for the evening. Aubrey leaned in close while they detailed some engineering marvel of ancient Elas, sketching impressively thorough schematics on a weathered scrap of parchment. Across from me, our Tuvrian shadow sat with his arms crossed, sword hilts jutting up over his shoulders and drawing not a few curious stares.
“I thought he worshipped poetry, not…” Quintin’s dry tone hesitated as he squinted at the hasty drawing. “Whatever that is.”
I huffed a laugh into my cup and took a sip. “He’s drawn to knowledge. That’s the true gift of House Chamberlain. Mother always said they’d make excellent spies if they weren’t so soft-hearted.”
He stared at me as though I’d grown branches out of my nostrils, and I realized too late what I’d said.
“Shit.”
Sloppy. Too much wine. It was true, my head was swimming in four cups already, and we’d not yet had supper.
“So that’s why she has that…look,” he observed, lifting a hand to gesture loosely at his own head.
“What look?”
He raised one brow at me. “Like she knows every awful thing you’ve ever done in your life. Like she can see straight into your mind and read your thoughts.”
Another laugh. “She can.”
He eyed me with a look not terribly dissimilar. “And she taught you this ability as well?”
My mouth twisted in a wry smirk. “Don’t worry, armsman. Whatever you learned back in Tuvria, it has served you well.” I waved an uncoordinated hand at his face. “That is by far the most impenetrable mask I’ve ever seen. Except maybe for my mother’s.”
I thought I saw a flicker of disappointment in his eyes, but was quickly distracted when Aubrey grasped my arm in drunken fervor.
“Come on, Elivya, please-please-please! We must go!” he gasped, and I noticed his companions were watching me eagerly for my reply.
“Go where?”
“To the iliovas… ilvasilem…” He scrunched his face with the effort of producing whatever Elan word he was attempting to recall. A few nearby drinking companions shouted the proper pronunciation my way over the din, though it sounded just as incoherent as my friend’s interpretation. “That,” he impressed, gesturing toward the locals who had supplied the word.
“Which is…”
His grip tightened and he opened his mouth to explain, but one of the Elans beat him to it, leaning far over the table to fix his sharp features on me.
“A celebration of light, Alesian! You, of all people, should appreciate it!”
“A festival for the whole of Agorai,” Aubrey added with enthusiasm. “Tomorrow night, atop the temple mount at the heart of the city.”
I hesitated, glancing toward Quintin to find a familiar look of wary suspicion on his face.
“I don’t know,” I started, turning back to Aubrey.
“A thousand casks of wine!” he protested, shaking me.
“And dancing!” shouted one of the locals.
“And theater!” supplied another.
“We went last year,” offered one of the young men from Briare. “It was quite the spectacle.”
After one more look at Aubrey’s pathetic, pleading visage, I turned my moderately-more-sober gaze toward Quintin and quirked one brow at him in query.
He angled his head at me in that way I knew meant he disliked the idea tremendously.
“It’s a religious festival,” I pointed out.
“A massive crowd of unfamiliar faces,” he countered.
“Who would make trouble at a sacred rite?”
“Don’t be naïve.”
“Come on. We’re here to experience all of Elas.”
“You two,” he jutted his chin at us. “With a thousand barrels of wine and five times as many drunken strangers?”
I untangled my arm from Aubrey’s grip and he retreated to his companions with hands raised in surrender. Quintin didn’t budge an inch, watching me lean over my nearly-empty cup toward him.
“It’s one night,” I murmured.
“It’s dangerous.”
“We’ve been here for months now, and not a single incident. Hell, we haven’t even seen so much as a cutpurse since we left Petrion.”
“You’re a fool if you think they aren’t there.”
My temper flared. “It’s an experience we may never have a chance at again.” The set of his jaw remained unmoved. I gave my head a small, incredulous shake before fixing him with my best stubborn stare. “A sacred gift, remember?”
The slight sag of his shoulders told me my words had cut deep. His eyes flared slightly, brows flicking together for an instant as that awful morning in the garden flashed through both our memories.
“Every day,” I added, driving the point home.
Quintin chewed his cheek a moment before blowing out his breath in resignation.
“You’re a pain in my ass, you know that?” he grumbled, and a roar of celebration rang out around us.
 
The Elan religion, I had learned, mirrored our own quite similarly. They, too, marked the cycles of the year, though they had specific gods to accompany each holiday. In truth, they had gods for nearly everything. I never could keep them all straight. Their names and faces wove through my mind as we climbed the countless marble steps alongside beggars and merchants, porters and priests. Along the way, acolytes offered water and rest to those who needed it.
The sun was setting over the city when our small party finally reached the complex at the peak of the mount, a massive central temple flanked by smaller ones, all open to the air and built entirely from glistening white marble. Above the columns, ornately carved panels depicted various myths and gods, the flames from a multitude of giant metal braziers casting their reliefs in flickering firelight. A frenzy of humanity swarmed around us, threaded with the thoughtless ecstasy of faith unleashed. Drums and flutes and timbales rang merry tunes into the night. Blue-robed priests and priestesses knelt before laden altars, calling prayers to the heavens. Acolytes threw handfuls of flower petals into the air as they meandered through the crowd, anklets of bells chiming.
The festivity continued through the night, filled with music, dance, and theater. Groups of players donned fantastic costumes and reenacted great scenes from Elan myth, elder priests narrating in booming voices. Each time I thought to depart, our companions insisted we stay. It’s almost time, they said. When will you be here again? So we stayed, Quintin stifling yawns as Aubrey and I frolicked with strangers and offered polite prayers to foreign gods.
And oh, was it worth it.
The sky began to lighten and a hush fell over the masses as a priest emerged from deep within the great temple. Step by step, his snow-white robes trailed through the flower petals scattered across the marble. Seven sharp points crowned the elaborate gilded mask on his face, gleaming in the lingering firelight as he came to a halt at the top of the steps. One purposeful hand raised a white staff capped with a golden starburst, and the crowd turned in unison toward the east. Hopeful eyes watched, fixated.
I’d never heard so many people fall so utterly silent. We held our collective breath for several long minutes until the tip of the sun breached the horizon, peeking its golden head over the sea. A thunderous cheer erupted around us and the celebration began anew. Music rang out, acolytes emptied their petal baskets into the air, folk hugged and shouted prayers of thanks to the sky.
But these were not my gods, and I was very far from home.
I couldn’t tear my eyes from that sight, the sun’s first light scattering like diamonds across the waves. Adrian. I fretted for him. I wondered where he was, if he was safe, if he thought about me. Mother preserve me, I missed him.
“Come on,” Aubrey’s voice murmured gently at my ear, brown eyes reading me like an open page as he slipped his arm into mine. “Let’s go.”
By the time we made it back to the house, the morning sun hung well overhead. Aubrey begged off and disappeared into his room. I envied him, knowing rest was not in my near future. I turned toward Quintin to find him watching me with a strange expression.
“Just let me change, and I’ll be right down.” I started up the steps, digging deep to find my last reserves of energy.
“No.” His voice stopped me in my tracks halfway up the staircase. When I turned back, he was already disappearing down the hall. “Just get some rest.”
 
Only a few weeks later, we were sitting in another one of our favorite wine shops when the real world came creeping back into our lives. A few students from Makednos had joined us after the day’s lectures. They had received word from home, and the news was grim. The Sultan was dead, along with his entire family.
“What happened to them?” I asked carefully.
“Persica happened,” one grumbled and spat on the floor.
His companion shook his head. “First Ulgar, and now this. They mean to claim the whole of the Mare Nox for themselves.”
“Rumor has it they’ve already pushed into Dacia.”
“An army?” Quintin pressed, brows furrowed.
The first man shook his head. “No. Well, yes. But it’s the priests who come first. The army follows later.”
“How does an entire nation fall to a few priests?” Aubrey asked no one in particular.
Our companion’s dark face twisted with distaste. “Ask the Sultan.”
 
In the late fall, we received Lord Augustus’ letter only a few days before he himself arrived at our doorstep. My blood ran cold when he pushed through the entryway into our small common room. Fear. It was all over his face, poorly concealed. Quintin, Aubrey, and I exchanged worried glances as Lyra guided his porters to the room she had prepared. While they hauled his trunks in, the four of us settled into the kitchen.
“What’s happened,” Aubrey prompted anxiously. For all his scholarship, my friend had no patience.
“Some water, please,” his father rasped, and I rose with alacrity to retrieve it. After gulping down two glasses, Augustus attempted to collect himself. “Thank you, my dear.” I settled back into my seat, my stomach sinking to the floor beneath me. “The Queen…”
Oh, gods.
“The Queen is dead,” he forced out, his hands fidgeting atop the table.
None of us spoke for a long moment.
“How?” Aubrey finally pierced the stunned silence.
“The child came early. Ignatus did all he could, but she could not be saved.”
“And the babe?”
“He lives.”
He.
“And the King?” I pressed, my own voice tight.
Augustus turned to me, his agonized face telling me more than any words could. “Lost in his grief.”
The weight of that news settled over us like a dark shroud. Such immense sorrow, I could not even begin to fathom. To have loved Selice’s mother and lost her, to have finally found someone who could mend his wounded heart, only to have her torn from him as well… The depth of such anguish was beyond my ken.
“What about the delegation, the one from Persica?” I asked, my mind flicking a spark through the fog of disbelief.
“You are your mother’s daughter,” he mused softly. “They arrived three weeks after you left. There was some disagreement over who should preside over the Queen’s delivery. Apparently, one among them is a renowned physician in their country. Ignatus won out, of course, but I’m afraid with the way things ended up….”
“Are they still in Litheria?” I pressed.
He nodded. “House Caerus has been banished from Court. Amenon has locked himself in his quarters. He refuses to see anyone, not even the babe, but rumor has it he allows one man and one man alone into his presence.”
“From the delegation?”
“A priest of their brutish faith.”
I knew little of Persican Empire. So far from our borders, I had never bothered to study the nation or its religion. Making a mental note to rectify that oversight, I pressed on.
“What about my parents?”
“What about you?” Aubrey added at nearly the same moment.
Augustus shook his head. “When I left, Damien had still not broken through to him. I called at the castle daily myself, to no avail.”
I sorely wished I could speak with my mother. “Should we return home?” I asked, my voice sounding small and childish to my own ears.
His eyes glinted kindly as he favored me with an affectionate smile. “You may be like a daughter to me, Elivya, but I am not the one to decide that for you.”
He drew a travel-worn letter from his breast pocket and passed it to me, the Lazerin crest imprinted on dark green wax. I cracked the seal and scanned it quickly. My mother’s elegant hand flowed across the page, every graceful stroke tugging at my heart, her voice echoing in my head. Adrian wasn’t the only one I missed.
“Well?” Aubrey pressed after a moment.
I looked up to find all three of them watching me intently, Quintin’s face a stone mask, a soldier waiting for his orders.
“They want us to stay put for now,” I said. “There’s too much uncertainty back home and, quite frankly, nothing our presence could do about it.”
Augustus nodded. “As of yet, there is no immediate danger, but it’s safer for you here.”
“And you?” his son asked.
“Officially, I am here consulting the renowned Elan poets for a tribute to our late queen.”
“And unofficially?” I pressed.
“I am here to keep an eye on the lot of you through the winter.” He paused. “And to give Damien room to maneuver.”
I understood, even if Aubrey didn’t. One trusted friend could reach out to you in your grief, and you might be willing to accept. But two, and the offer of comfort was quickly received as pressure – as a threat, violently rebuked.
“Your parents will send news with the first ships in the spring,” Augustus added solemnly. “Then we will decide whether to return to Alesia.”
We talked late into the evening, pulling every last detail from the Royal Poet, or what few he knew regarding the situation. I knew his ignorance was likely my mother’s design, but it still frustrated me to be left so grossly uninformed. While a loyal friend and good man, Augustus had no head for intrigue, and letting slip some scrap of clandestine knowledge in the wrong company could put sources at risk.
After his father had begged off to bed, Aubrey and I lingered at the kitchen table. The hollow look of shock still plagued my friend’s handsome face, all his lively color gone. I shifted my gaze to Quintin, a silent request. One corner of his mouth twitched in response, and he heaved himself to his feet with unusual effort.
“Dawn?” he murmured. I nodded, and he disappeared into the house.
The small earthenware cup between Aubrey’s hands had long since ceased its steaming, the soothing tea within gone cold, untouched. Lyra had taken one look at him and put the kettle on with a mother’s infallible insight. She’d given us all a cup, but I knew she’d made that tea for him alone.
I didn’t press, just sat there beside him at that creaky old table and waited for his mind to churn through all we had learned. My own fairly spun with it, a knotted rat’s nest of how and what and why, with no answers anywhere near at hand.
“What do we do?” His whisper sliced through that thick silence sooner than I had expected.
“We listen,” I replied hollowly, echoing my mother’s lessons. “We listen, and watch, and learn all we can.” One glance his way, and I was locked in place, those bright amber eyes dull and dim and fixed upon mine. He knew about my training, about the things my mother had taught me. He and James were the only ones I’d ever told, my drunken slip to Quintin notwithstanding. Even with Adrian, I’d danced around the subject, letting him believe I was simply clever and observant.
“And then?” he asked, his voice hoarse, eyes entreating.
I didn’t know. I honestly hadn’t the slightest idea what we would do with whatever information, if any, we managed to gather about Persica and their intentions. I only knew what my mother had taught me; the last resort when all your options evaporate and you’re left twisting in the wind.
“Every piece is a tool. A weapon.” I settled my hand over his and gave a squeeze. “In the spring, we go home. And with any luck, we’ll go well-armed.”
 
I slept poorly, and as a result, was sloppy and distracted the next morning. Quintin whacked me smartly on the shoulder with the flat of his practice sword when I missed a block.
“What the hell!” I barked, my voice echoing into the vast gymnasium. It drew a few looks and I immediately bit my tongue.
He pointed the weapon at me. “You’re not focusing.”
“How can you?” I snarled, rubbing my shoulder.
“Fretting over what you can’t control does nothing but weaken you. Stay here.” He gestured to my head. “And here,” he repeated, pointing at the sand beneath our feet. “Again.”
I made a concerted effort to push my worries from my mind and focus on the now. For his part, Quintin pressed me relentlessly, not giving me time to wander. Still, the previous evening’s dark revelations hovered over us both, and even my father’s unwavering Tuvrian seemed uneasy.
“Did it help?” he asked afterward, as we wove our way through the crowded mid-morning streets.
“What,” I replied, dodging a cart piled haphazardly with clay pots. Its driver shouted a continuous string of admonishments to anyone in earshot as he barreled blindly down the thoroughfare.
“Whatever you said to Aubrey,” he clarified, sidestepping a trio of students with ease. “He looked liable to faint last night.”
“He’s afraid.”
“Clearly.”
“And with good reason,” I added firmly.
“So that’s a no, then.”
 “I gave him what little I had to offer.” Quintin glanced my way, and I gave my head a disgusted shake. “Second-hand wisdom from someone far more capable than me.”
“All knowledge is second-hand,” he pointed out.
I ignored his sage reply, scowling at the crowd and ruminating on my own inadequacy in silence. My commander spared me another glance, the moment’s distraction nearly causing him to collide with a pair of porters pushing handcarts of luggage up the street. I watched him skip out of the way with a muttered curse and realized why he was asking about Aubrey. He was just as unsettled as the rest of us.
Too proud to admit it. Typical.
“We’re on the other side of the sea,” I said when he’d fetched up beside me once more. “But that doesn’t mean we have to sit on our hands.”
We turned the last corner on our way back to Lyra’s, the crowd thinning. The rows of houses glided past as our boots ate up the marble pavers underfoot.
“We gather what information we can,” I continued. “From the wine shops and the professors and whoever else we can get to talk about Persica.” When we reached the stoop of our boarding house, we paused and I turned my solemn gaze on Quintin. “And we train. Harder. Longer. Until I’m not entirely worthless with a blade.”
He quirked one brow at me, the side of his mouth tugging upward in tandem. “How long, exactly, do you plan to be here?”
With a sneer, I thumped his shoulder sourly and he followed me inside, the slight huff of a laugh out his nostrils the only evidence that Tuvrians actually did have a sense of humor.
 
Though the house was significantly more modest than he was accustomed to, Lord Augustus didn’t press the matter when we refused his offer to relocate to more lavish accommodations. We had grown fond of our short-tempered Lyra, and the addition of his two manservants was an unaccountable luxury in itself. I no longer had to draw my own baths. Many of the more physically demanding aspects of upkeep were addressed, including replacing some clapboards and rehanging some shutters on the exterior of the house. Before the worst of the cold settled in on Agorai, our modest dwelling was in fine fettle.
Winter dragged on, dull and damp. There were no more plays, the open-air theaters too miserably frigid to sit in for any length of time. Lectures, too, became a chore. No longer could we gather in parks or public squares to debate in the glorious midday sun. Instead, we crowded into halls within the confines of the university, lit with braziers that barely kept the chill away. The great stone structure seeped the cold into every dark space, and even Aubrey couldn’t bear to expose his hands and scribble notes in his journals.
As usual, it didn’t faze Quintin. While my teeth chattered and I huddled close to my friend on the wooden benches in the lecture halls, the Tuvrian sat behind us, wrapped in his same wool cloak, unaffected.
The wine shops were kept blessedly well-heated, both by roaring hearths and a multitude of patrons’ bodies. It seemed to be the only form of recreation in the winter. Well, that and one other. Among certain company, the act of love was considered a sacred and celebratory thing, to be shared freely. We were invited to one such event during the midst of the winter, but I quickly declined for the three of us. That was not the kind of gossip we needed to follow us home.
Aside from warmth and lewd invitations, our time in the wine shops also kept us informed with what limited news made its way to Agorai overland. Makednos had been folded into the Persican empire, and Dacia was expected to follow within the year. As a strange country with no central ruler, the reports out of Dacia were fragmented at best. In lieu of a unified society, the nation consisted of a collection of nomadic tribes, each with their own leader. Though the clan chiefs met annually to maintain some semblance of peace, all attempts at alliance had failed and the Persican army was picking them off one tribe at a time. Those who refused to submit had been slaughtered.
Whispers from home of a great winter sickness trickled in, though not enough to affirm the truth or the scope of it.
Between and after lectures, Aubrey practically interrogated every professor who would bother to engage with him about Persica. We learned little of use, most of Elas having little or no dealings with the distant empire. What geographical and historical details we gained were trivial at best. The wine shops proved to be the superior source of information, biased and unreliable though it was. Still, Aubrey persisted, venturing out in the mornings while Quintin and I spent long hours at the gymnasium. When I protested at the risk, he assured me his father’s manservants accompanied him on such outings, and I had no choice but to relent.
Lord Augustus spent much of his time at the Senate, the ruling body of Elas, housed in a vast marble complex at the heart of the city. One hundred men made up the chorus of politicians, led by a single Imperator who had no voting rights unless the main body found itself at a stalemate. I was told such a thing never happened. Instead, the Imperator’s primary function was to maintain order among the rabble of wealthy merchants and guild leaders. It all sounded ridiculously chaotic to me. Nevertheless, Augustus made regular trips to the Senate while we were away at lectures for the day. He was a skilled orator, but despite his best efforts, he made no headway. Elas would not go out of its way to contest Persica.
After long months, the worst of winter passed and the days began to warm once again. News came more frequently, though none of it good. The first blush of spring had taken hold of Agorai by the time my parents’ letter arrived, delivered by a ragged dock boy who fidgeted and darted off down the street as soon as he received his copper. Augustus tore the letter open, eyes devouring its brief message before he passed it to me.
“A cipher,” I breathed, skimming the senseless words. Unsigned, the low-quality paper had been sealed with a common courier’s brand, my mother’s elegant script scrawled across the surface.
“From the War,” Augustus confirmed in a grim tone. “Never thought I’d see the like again.”
Aubrey hovered behind me, peering over my shoulder. “What does it say?”
I’d practiced, of course, decoding the pages of fake letters she’d concocted to teach me such things. I’d taken to it far faster than some of the other skills she’d attempted to impart to me. I’d no great talent for preparing poisons or picking pockets, but ciphers had always come easily. Tiny puzzles made of words, their secrets lie beneath pattern and key. Some of the codes my mother had put to me had taken me hours or days to untangle. This one, though, was all too familiar; the first cipher she’d ever taught me. It took only a handful of moments to find the true message beneath.
“Elas is no longer safe,” I translated aloud for everyone’s benefit. “Return by the same means in which you left.”
“Captain Russo,” Aubrey murmured. “He must have brought the letter.”
I raised my eyes to find Quintin’s, pale and unsettled and fixed on me. His face had hardened into that immovable soldier’s mask, but I could still see the glint of unease beneath. My hands clutched the missive tight enough to crinkle it as I shared the final piece of my mother’s message.
“The wolf will be waiting.”
 




 



CHAPTER 28
 
 
Lyra made her farewells the night before, tearing up a bit as she kissed us firmly on the cheeks, insisting that she couldn’t bear to see us off in the morning. At dawn, we hired porters to cart our trunks to the docks, where Captain Russo and his crew were waiting. After exchanging a somber greeting, he saw to the loading of our belongings and we pushed back from the dock before the sun had fully cleared the horizon. Over the course of another three miserable weeks at sea, we pieced together what had passed in our absence from the jumble of superstition and unfounded rumor provided by Captain Russo’s crew. 
The Royal Physician and his family had returned to their home province of Caelin in disgrace. The King remained closeted in the palace. What few nobles dared to press for his attention were viciously rebuked and chased from the halls. Yule had passed unmarked at Crofter’s Castle for the first time in centuries and the Court was abuzz with speculation, but whatever was happening behind those walls was kept carefully contained. The babe was reported to be hearty and hale, though no one had actually seen him. He still had not been named.
All our faces fell when Russo himself revealed that the darkest of the rumors were indeed true. A great sickness had begun to spread in the winter months, first claiming livestock, then children and elders, eventually decimating entire villages. There was no pattern to it, pockets of illness appearing sporadically across the countryside. Fear had settled on the common people like a shroud. Physicians out of Caelin and Theria had traveled to the affected villages, but neither the source nor the mode of transmission could be identified. Many of them died for their efforts.
A vast migration of peoples fleeing the violence in Dacia and beyond streamed across the eastern border. Wagon trains of nomadic peoples wandered the countryside, received with a mix of pity and hostility, varying from place to place. Many believed it was the gezgin, as they were called, that brought the illness. Others believed it was poison, and turned on their neighbors. Whatever the cause, thousands had died, and more were likely to follow.
When we drifted into the Bay of Brothers, filthy and grim, I felt the first minuscule ray of hope in a long while. At the far end of the immense wharf, a cluster of familiar ships sat docked, dark blue flags fluttering in the wind high atop their masts. Clutching the railing, I strained my eyes to scan the crowds. The sapphire ring, strung on a chain beneath my clothing for the last year, burned hot against my skin.
There. I spotted him, sleek black hair shining in the midday sun. My heart leapt into my throat when his eyes found mine and the whole of his face lit with joy. The deckhands couldn’t move fast enough to secure the lines. Still in my tunic and breeches, I leapt over the railing as he had done so many months ago, weaving my way through the bodies on the dock. Then he was there, wrapping me in his arms as I buried my face in his chest.
“Elivya,” he breathed into my salt-crusted hair. I clung to him as dock hands settled the gangplank into place.
“Eleven months and you couldn’t wait two more minutes?” Aubrey’s annoyed voice called from behind me. It made us both laugh, but our levity was short-lived as Augustus ambled over, porters close behind with our belongings.
“On with you,” he huffed. “No time to dawdle.”
Horses waited for us on the wharf, along with a modest carriage for Augustus and a cart for our trunks. We followed Adrian’s lead through the labyrinthine streets of the port city, eventually arriving at an elegant stone house with a tall iron gate. The Van Dryn sigil marked a banner over the entryway, a silver compass rose atop a field of dark blue. Inside, I reveled in the sight of long-missed luxuries, ample rooms well-appointed with plush couches and ornately carved tables polished to a gleam.
“Samuel will show you all to your quarters. Baths and fresh clothes have been prepared for you. Take your leisure, and we will reconvene for supper later.” At his direction, a well-groomed chamberlain guided my three travel-worn companions off into the house. Adrian took my hand. “And you, come with me.”
His private quarters took up a significant portion of the upper level, with an immense bedroom and several other well-appointed spaces, including a sitting room and study. He led me through them to an adjoining privy, a large copper tub steaming invitingly. A young handmaiden bobbed a curtsy as we entered, and began helping me undress. Adrian backed out of the room, flashing me a smile before pulling the door closed behind him.
I had not been attended so in many months. I’d forgotten what a luxury it was. Once my rank garb was stripped from me, I sank into the hot water with a satisfied sigh. Deft hands patiently scrubbed every inch of my skin, fingertips massaging my scalp and working the salt-crusted mats from my hair. Rose oil was lathered into each strand, softening and scenting my long sable locks. I thanked her afterward as she helped me into a dark blue silk robe and opened the door for me.
Adrian waited, sitting at the small writing desk at the far side of the room. His eyes lifted to me as I entered, quill stilling in his hand.
“Better?” he asked with a soft smile.
“Much.”
He turned back to his desk and scratched a few more words before blowing on the ink and setting the missive aside. My heart raced as his polished boots thudded across the floor toward me. Something about his countenance had changed in the year gone by, his youthful spirit tempered by a weight I could not divine, lending him an air of maturity and solemnity that served as a stark reminder that he was nearly ten years my senior.
“Are you alright?” I asked him quietly, one hand finding his face. He looked tired. Worry-worn.
He pulled my hand gently to his lips, kissing my fingers. “Just some business.” His eyes caught the glint of the chain around my neck, and he eased it from beneath my robe. The sapphire ring dangled between us, catching the light. “I worried you’d lost it.”
“Too dangerous to wear it openly, in Agorai.”
He nodded, undoing the clasp. “Now that you’re home…” He slipped the ring off its silver links and back onto my finger, the tender gesture tugging at my heart.
“I’ve missed you,” I confessed to the air between us, my voice cracking.
He cradled my face in both hands and kissed me, long and deep. We made good use of our few hours of respite before dinner, hands and lips relearning every inch of skin. No begging this time, just the slow, smoldering reverence of two people kept apart for far too long. Time and distance had honed the urgent edge of our passion, molding it into something ocean-deep and unhesitating.
The gown he had made ready for me was one of fine cotton, midnight blue to match his own doublet. I was to be his wife, and he meant to ensure there was no uncertainty of my place at his side. When we joined the others for dinner, Quintin’s brow twitched a bit, his disapproval carefully concealed. Augustus bowed graciously, thanking Adrian for his hospitality. With the niceties out of the way, we tucked into a decadent meal and exchanged stories of our year apart.
The ocean had been a riot of activity. Shiploads of refugees from Rume and Makednos were fleeing across the White Sea. Many made for Kortas or the Islas Kledes, but some pressed farther west into our waters, heading for Syraci. Pirates found them to be easy prey, overloaded with civilians fleeing with anything of value. Adrian and his fleet had done what they could, but the White Sea is vast. Many times, they had come across the ghostly aftermath of such raids, ships silently drifting on the waves with their gruesome cargo. Women, children, all slaughtered without prejudice, and while Adrian and his fleet returned to port time and again to offload those who could be saved, the predators took advantage and raided the more valuable merchant ships.
One hand raked through his ebony locks, the frustration of it clear on his face. “I cannot be everywhere at once.”
“Could you send to the King for reinforcements? The Navy certainly has ships to spare,” Augustus suggested.
A bitter smirk flashed across Adrian’s face. “I have. Twice.” He appeared to bite his tongue on a plethora of additional comments.
It was an overwhelmingly impossible situation. When we retired for the evening, he spoke more candidly to me alone. Pulling at his hair, he paced the room.
“If I split my forces too much, I’ll lose ships. My men are more than capable, but I can’t send them outnumbered against those savages. And the trade guilds are up in arms over their losses, of course.”
“What do they expect you to do?” I commiserated from my seat on the bed.
“They expect me to ignore the refugees and guard their interests first.”
“And what does your father say?”
A harsh laugh escaped him. “My father would have me let them all drown. ‘Family first’,” he mimicked Lord Yuri bitterly. “As if those ships weren’t filled to the forecastle with families.” He ceased his pacing and turned his tortured gaze to me. “Children, Elivya. And the women…I’ll not haunt your dreams with those stories.”
“I am not ignorant to the cruelties of men,” I reminded him stiffly. My mother had made sure of that, my own experience notwithstanding.
“I know, I know. I’m sorry.” He slumped down on the bed beside me, staring miserably at his hands for a long moment. “They’re losing faith in me,” he finally grated out, each word softer and more broken than the last. “My men. My people. And the merchant guilds aren’t helping. I know what it is they expect of me, but I simply cannot turn a blind eye. I won’t.”
I slid off the bed and stood, pressing myself between his knees. Taking his face gently in my hands, I lifted his eyes to mine. “Because you are a good man, Adrian,” I impressed upon him. “And because it is the right thing to do.”
His eyes glistened at me, full of desperate yearning. He needed so badly to have someone – anyone – on his side.
“Tell me what to do,” he whispered.
Ah, gods, it tore at my chest to see him brought so low, to see him drowning in this mess so entirely beyond his control. I read that tortured, miserable, beautiful face, and knew what he needed – what I could give him.
“You are the Sea Wolf,” I said firmly, still gripping his face between my hands. “And the White Sea is yours.” I lifted my chin in a defiant gesture, peering down my nose at him. “Make them remember why.”
That night, I healed as best I could the fractures that plagued his soul. All his frustration, his helplessness, his loneliness, I took into myself. It was a battleground of flesh, brutal and grasping, and when the smoke cleared, the storm in his eyes had subsided.
I watched him as he slept, black silk hair sprawled across his pillow, and realized that I had no idea how to help him. For now, all I could do was be a pillar of strength, an unwavering advocate for every difficult decision he’d been forced to make. I wouldn’t let him see my fear, my worry, my doubt. Those, I’d keep buried deep. My parents would have a plan. We could turn this tide. I had to believe it or risk despair, so I did and at length, slept.
 
We lingered a week in Petrion. Even that was an exorbitant luxury, as it meant a week without Adrian’s ship and its two escorts protecting the coastal waters. The rest of the fleet was already on patrol, but their numbers were insufficient to the task, and lacking even three ships was a crippling handicap.
When I mentioned our previous plans for me to join him at sea, his firm refusal brooked no argument. An already dangerous profession had become even more treacherous during our year apart. Though I had meant every word when I originally suggested the idea, I couldn’t help but agree. The last thing Adrian needed was a novice sailor and a distraction aboard his ship. I was of more use to my parents in Litheria, hopefully aiding them in reaching the King in his grief and rooting out the Persican infiltrators at Court.
He needed me to tell him to go, so I did, even though every bone in my body rebelled against the words. I accompanied him down to the wharf that final day, Quintin trailing us discreetly. Aubrey and Augustus had said their farewells at the house, allowing us a bit of privacy, not that privacy had been in short supply. We’d spent half the week tangled up in his quarters without another soul in sight. I could still smell him on my skin as we strode down the docks toward his waiting crew.
This time, there were no shouts from ship to ship, no howls for the Sea Wolf. His reception was one of mixed tone, some sailors saluting him from their posts while others mumbled to one another as he passed. He kept his back straight and his steps measured, but I knew it ate at him. I gave his arm a bracing squeeze where my hand rested upon it, and he flashed me a sad but grateful half-smile.
When we reached the far docks, I noticed one vessel flying the Van Dryn colors, badly damaged and listing in the water as ragged civilians poured down the gangplank. Adrian placed a hand on the scarred wood hull, the way I might to comfort a spooked horse. A holler up to the forecastle brought a young but weather-worn captain down onto the docks to meet us. He clasped forearms with Adrian, who pressed him for a report.
“We came up right in the midst of it, sir. Three of ‘em, two with their hooks in her and one standing guard. We were alone, but we gave ‘em hell. Sank their sentry right off, but took a few to the stern in the process. By Adulil’s grace, they didn’t hit our rudder, else I’d not be standing here.”
A few hollow-eyed refugees stopped to touch his arm in thanks. He nodded and urged them on their way.
“One of the boarding parties cut lines and peeled off to face us. We had the wind, but she was a much larger ship, sir. Barely scraped by on Brizo’s favor. The third turned tail and ran, but not before they set these poor bastards alight.” He lowered his voice, eyes flicking over the motley crowd. “We pulled as many as we could from the water, but… I’ll hear the screamin’ ‘til the day I die.”
“Why were you alone?” Adrian demanded. “I gave specific instruction to patrol in pairs. Where was your escort?”
“We’d come upon a capsized barge two days before. Captain Dmitri made for port with those we could salvage. I thought we could finish our sweep and rendezvous with the fleet.” He shook his head, looking very young. “Damned fool, I was. I’m sorry, sir.”
Adrian watched him a moment before nodding at the ship. “You brought her back, though,” he said more gently.
The haunted captain laughed humorlessly. “Managed a few repairs at sea and limped home, sir. Bailed water the whole way.”
“And your crew?”
“…Twelve dead, twenty-seven injured.”
Adrian nodded gravely, eyeing the battered ship. “We’ll see her set to rights. You did well, Eric. These people are alive because of you.”
No amount of praise could erase the shadows from that man’s eyes, but I saw him hearten as he looked at the throng of dark faces around us.
“There’s something else you should know, sir.” He added, returning his attention to his commander. “A rumor, but a dire one if there’s any truth to it.”
“Go on.”
“Few of the folks we rescued, they said they overheard some of the pirates while they…” The man paused, sparing me a nervous glance. “Well, while they were takin’ what they wanted, if you get my meaning. Bragging about an alliance of some sort. Some pirate king taking control of the White Sea. Said there was a parley bein’ called in the Kledes, few weeks hence. Any and all black sails.”
Adrian tensed in alarm. “Where is the rest of the fleet?”
“Anchored off the southern coast of Erade, running small patrols like ours, as you instructed.”
Blue-gray eyes flicked to me.
“Go,” I said. Stay, I shouted in my mind.
He gathered me in a fierce embrace, kissing me ardently, and then disappeared into the crowd. I followed as best I might, eyes searching the looming decks ahead as I slipped between the jostling bodies on the wharf. There, a flash of blue and the gleam of his black hair as he rushed up the gangplank. Orders rang out and were relayed to neighboring ships. Sailors scrambled, lines were cast off, oars run out. He raised one hand in farewell from the stern rail. I raised mine in reply, and then he was gone.
I don’t know how long I stood there before Quintin’s hand settled on my shoulder.
“Come on, miss,” he murmured.
Seeing my immovable guardian bolstered me, a pillar of unfaltering strength even amidst the chaos to which we had returned. If he could face it without flinching, so could I. Gathering my resolve, I took a deep breath, buried my fear, and set myself to task.
 
At dinner that evening, we discussed our plans moving forward. As Augustus set into his supper plate with determination, he announced that he’d booked us all passage back up the river on a passenger barge due to depart in two days’ time. With rowers laboring against the current, the journey back to Litheria promised to be a drawn out, tedious one. I pushed my plate away quietly, steeling myself for what I knew would be a difficult conversation.
“No,” my voice rang out across the table, firm and resolute. Aubrey eyed me askance. “Quintin and I won’t be joining you.”
His father blinked at me in surprise. “I can assure you, my dear, the journey upriver is much more comfortable than by carriage.”
I could feel hard blue eyes on me and spared a glance down the table. Quintin sat dangerously still in his seat, quiet fury barely concealed. He’d been stone-faced and distant since we’d left Elas, barely even bothering to continue our lessons once we’d boarded Captain Russo’s ship. During our week in Petrion, he’d been all but absent, though I suspected that was largely due to the amount of time I’d been spending with Adrian. At the end of the day, he was still unapologetically Tuvrian, and I was still an unwed woman shamelessly spending her nights in a man’s bed.
“We’ll ride,” I said, holding that icy stare.
“Ride?” Aubrey balked, dropping his fork with a startled clatter. “Have you gone mad?”
I turned back toward my friend. “You both heard Adrian. The southern fleet won’t last without aid. Every day, he loses more men. A ship a week, if not two or three. He needs my help, and I won’t sit on a damned pleasure barge sipping wine when I could be in Litheria doing something about it.”
The two lords Chamberlain exchanged a hesitant glance.
“We’ll take the king’s road,” I added, attempting to offer some reassurance without sounding like I was asking for permission. “If the weather holds, it’s only a few days to the White City at a good pace.”
Augustus straightened in his chair across from me, clearly preparing to be the stern voice of reason. “Maybe so, but without a proper security detail-”
“If we travel as sellswords, no one will bother us.” I wished I felt as certain as I forced my voice to sound. 
“There is a reason the merchant caravans travel with guards, Liv,” Aubrey intervened, leveling that solemn amber gaze at me. “Even the king’s road is rife with highwaymen in the best of times.”
“At least wait a day or two so we can find a caravan for you to join,” Augustus implored, glancing at my livid guardian. “Disguised or not, it would be inappropriate for the two of you to travel alone.”
I rolled my eyes at that. “I’ve just spent nigh on a month bedding down in a damp broom closet with not one but two young men who are not my husband. Not to mention the last week without a single word of protest from either of you.” My mentor flushed a rather brilliant shade of red.
“Not my place to speak on such things, in another lord’s house,” he muttered, staring intently at his plate.
Aubrey shot me a reproving glare. I felt a bit crass for laying such sensitive matters so bluntly before them, but scandal had fallen quite far down my list of considerations. They made a few more feeble attempts at protest, but in the end I held firm. I would not allow myself to be dissuaded.
I was halfway to the staircase when quick, heavy steps closed on me from behind, a firm hand snatching my arm.
“When were you going to mention this to me?” Quintin growled, tugging me round to face him.
“That trip is two weeks and more upriver,” I replied, meeting his anger with my most recalcitrant stare. “If we ride, we can reach the city in a matter of days.”
“And get our throats cut in the process.”
“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a few thieves.”
“Just because I can handle myself doesn’t mean I go looking for trouble. The king’s road is dangerous, even for sellswords. We should at least find a caravan, like Lord Chamberlain suggested.”
“That’s barely faster than a barge,” I dismissed, tugging my arm from his grip. He let go without protest, but kept that hard glare fixed on me.
“This isn’t some royal outing into the Kingswood.”
“And I wasn’t asking,” I snarled back.
A muscle in his jaw twitched as he swallowed some sharp retort. “Do I even want to know?” he drawled instead, his tone shifting toward resignation.
“I’m going to petition the King for ships.”
The derisive snort he blew out his nose made me want to smash my fist into it. “The King doesn’t see anyone. He’s refused Adrian’s petitions twice. What makes you think he’ll even grant you an audience?”
“If he won’t, I’ll find another way.”
After considering my immovable countenance for a long moment, he turned from me with a grunt of disgust, shaking his head in exasperation and retreating down the hall.
“Dawn, then?” I called after him, a triumphant lilt in my tone. He simply waved a grudging hand in the air, a silent and undeniably resentful accession to my stubbornness. As he skulked off, a single lingering sentiment ricocheted back down the hallway toward me.
Stupid girl.
 
I passed a long, heartsore night in our lonely bed, Adrian’s scent still lingering on the sheets and in the room. In the morning, I donned my sparring garb, stuffed my spare breeches and tunic into a canvas rucksack I pilfered from his closet, and plaited my hair tightly. Aubrey and his father sat chatting over breakfast when I made my appearance, Quintin picking at his own with a look of pure resignation on his face. I was grateful they didn’t make one last attempt to dissuade me, keeping to their own conversation instead while I savored the last fresh meal I’d have for several days.
Afterward, there was little to say but the farewells.
“Here. You’ll need some funds to purchase horses.” Aubrey pressed a heavy pouch into my hand. I had some remaining coin from our trip to Elas, but with a bit of extra, we could be well-outfitted for the road ahead.
“Thank you.” I kissed his cheek. “I know you don’t like it, but I hope you understand why I have to go.”
He tilted his head at me, those amber eyes glinting. “You think I’m any less eager to get home?” He smiled and squeezed my hands. “Leon will wait. I’m not sure your sailor can.”
Quintin and I stepped out into the early morning light and trekked to the dockside market. Several horse traders serviced the wharf, enabling travelers to buy and sell mounts as they came and went from across the sea. We passed over a few with poor stock before finding one with better potential. I hung on the fence and watched as they ambled around their paddock, evaluating their gaits and temperaments.
“What about that one? Looks hale enough to me.” Quintin pointed at a chestnut gelding with white socks.
“See how he favors that foreleg? Every time he stops, he shifts his weight from it. He’d be lame in a day.”
Crestfallen, he abandoned making suggestions and left me to my work. I’d just finished identifying two suitable mounts when the trader began sauntering over to us with a greasy smile. I elbowed Quintin.
“You’re up.”
“What?” he startled.
“Just look menacing.”
Then the man was upon us, the stink of cheap cologne wafting over me. “I see you have good taste, coming to see the finest livestock on the wharf!”
I fixed him with a stern gaze. “We’re interested in two horses and tack. For riders, not cargo. What can you offer us?”
He swept a grand gesture over his paltry herd. “Any of my prized beasts will serve you well, I can assure you. What color do you prefer, my dear?”
I’d not done a good enough job passing as a man, this time.
I managed to suppress the urge to spit on his boots, and instead smiled sweetly through gritted teeth. “I can pick any two I like? Even that beautiful golden one?”
I pointed at a knob-kneed tawny mare that had seen a few too many seasons. His grin widened. He had plenty of swayback nags, and I was obviously unable to tell the difference.
“For you, little raven, any two you like!”
“How much?”
“Straight to business. I like your spirit!” he exclaimed, and proceeded to name an exorbitant price: two silvers each, and another for the tack.
A choked bark of a laugh slipped from me before I could stifle it. “You’re joking, I assume,” I drawled.
The repulsive man twisted his face into a caricature of contrition. “The price is the price, I’m afraid. Perhaps Benedict over there has something more in your range,” he said, gesturing to one of the less-reputable merchants nearby, a hunch-backed old man currently haggling over a pair of pack mules.
“I could buy a matched pair of yearlings in Litheria for that,” I countered stiffly.
“Ah,” he said, beady eyes glinting. “But you’re not in the White City, little raven.” The trader threw his filthy hands wide, an equally unsavory grin splitting his face. “You are in Petrion. Berths may come cheap, here, but horseflesh is a valuable commodity. Plenty of traders willing to pay as much, even if they lack your lovely smile.”
I wondered, briefly, how many of his half-rotted teeth I could loosen with a single punch. Then I made a show of digging in my coin pouch, letting my features pinch into a portrait of worry and uncertainty.
“Would you take three silvers for both? And I’ve only a few coppers for the tack….”
It was still a ridiculous cost for such low-quality livestock, but we needed mounts and I was eager to be on our way. The corner of the trader’s mouth twitched in triumph. He heaved a dramatic sigh, scratching his head.
“Ah, you remind me of my daughter Marisa! Okay, okay. Three for the horses and six coppers for the tack. I’ll take a loss for you, sweet girl, but don’t tell anyone!” he crowed, waggling his finger at me. I held out my hand to him, which he clasped and shook enthusiastically.
The deal made, I’d no more need for the façade. I leapt over the rail and tagged his two best horses.
His face fell. “Now wait a moment, my dear, those are not-”
Quintin took a few menacing steps toward him, hand resting on the hilt of his belt knife.
I dug his coin out of my pouch and dropped it into his hand. “I assume you are a man who honors a deal shaken upon.” His face reddened. “The tack, if you please.”
 



CHAPTER 29
 
 
We passed out of the city gates in the early afternoon, fully equipped for three days on the road. I could feel Quintin glancing my way now and again as our mounts plodded down the dirt path.
“What?” I finally pressed, tired of his looks.
He shook his head, a smirk twisting his mouth. “I thought you were going to hit him,” he muttered.
My own lips twitched as I struggled to draw my face into a mock of his serious scowl, throwing my voice deeper. “Well, it’s a matter of self-discipline.”
It was a terrible impression of the Tuvrian’s stoic mannerisms, but I did manage to achieve the same dry, condescending tone he’d thrown my way the night we met. Overall, though, it sounded utterly ridiculous and my composure shattered as I dissolved into a full-fledged laughing fit. Quintin merely favored me with a mildly offended glare until an involuntary and exceptionally unflattering sound escaped my lips in the midst of my cackling. Something between a snort and a hiccup, it only sent me into further hysterics, and even my dour Tuvrian couldn’t maintain his scowl. A wide grin split his face, a rare roll of laughter unfurling in the warm afternoon air. At length, I managed to catch my breath, wiping tears from my eyes as I straightened in the saddle.
“He was a self-righteous cock who deserved what he got and more,” I justified forcefully.
“You don’t need to convince me,” he said, shaking his head.
I eyed him askance. “It wouldn’t have worked without you. You can be quite intimidating when you try.”
He looked away, but I could tell he was still smiling. “Yes, I hear my scowl is second to none.”
“Mm.”
It was nice to be on good terms with him again, if only for a moment. I realized I’d missed the easy banter we’d developed during our year in Elas, and wondered why he’d withdrawn so completely in recent weeks. Maybe with my father’s presence looming so close, he worried he’d been lax in his duties. Tuvrians are a rigid lot, and I expected even the slightest familiarity with one’s charge constituted a breach of conduct in their eyes. Whatever the reason, he kept his own counsel, and I knew better than to ask.
We pressed the horses as hard as we dared, finally stopping at dusk to make camp out of sight of the road. I tended our mounts while Quintin gathered wood and built a fire. After a meal of dried meat and a few mouthfuls of bread, we laid out our bedrolls. I’d huddled down into mine before I noticed him sitting at the fire, making no move to follow suit.
He glanced at me and settled another log onto the flames. “I’ll stay up a while, build up the coals. Get some sleep.” Huddled in my blankets, I did.
 
A hand shook me awake at dawn. I rolled over to see Quintin, bleary-eyed and offering me the waterskin, the bedroll nearby clearly untouched. Before I could protest, he stood and retreated to water the horses.
We broke camp with only a bit of stumbling on my part. He pointed out patiently when I missed things like burying the coals from the night’s fire. I’d never traveled without servants before, but I took the opportunity to learn, soaking up his instruction eagerly before we set back out on the road.
We pressed our mounts hard, that second day. As a precaution, I called periodic stops to check their joints and give them a reprieve from our weight. Their long legs ate up the miles, and by nightfall I gauged we were halfway to Litheria as we made camp in a copse of trees. When we set out our bedrolls, I settled down with my back against a sturdy oak.
“What are you doing?” Quintin grumbled half-heartedly.
“I’m not letting you stay up all night again. I’ll take the first watch.” When he didn’t move, I nodded at his bedroll. “Sleep,” I insisted stubbornly. “I can sit here glaring at the shadows just as well as you can. I’ll wake you if I hear anything.”
After only a bit more arguing, he finally did.
It was lonely and utterly boring, sitting there for hours. I poked at the fire, tossing nearby twigs and acorns into it, and when I ran out of things to feed to the flames, I listened to the sounds of the forest around us. Once that became too unnerving, I focused on the stars wheeling overhead and thought of Adrian.
When the moon began its slow descent in the night sky, I considered waking Quintin, but when I rose to shake him, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. His wheat hair, brought to life in the flickering firelight, scattered across the arm that pillowed his head, freed from its usual tidy knot at the nape of his neck. The tension in the strong lines of his jaw was gone. I’d never seen him off his guard, without his dour mask and austere composure. He was handsome when he wasn’t scowling at me or whacking me with practice swords. I’d almost forgotten.
My blue-eyed shadow, my stubborn guardian; he’d followed me across the sea and back. I’d grown almost fond of him, somewhere along the way. So I quietly settled another log onto the fire and sat back down at the base of the tree to let him sleep.
I didn’t have to wake him when dawn broke. He started the moment the light began to filter through the branches above. Pale eyes whipped around, taking in my untouched bedroll and me, seated stiffly before the smoldering remnants of the fire. He sat up, rubbing his face, a curtain of dawn-gilded hair falling about his shoulders.
“Elivya,” he grated in his reprimanding tone.
“You needed the rest.”
He stood and crossed to me, offering me a hand. I took it gladly, stiff and sore from my night’s vigil. When he’d pulled me to my feet, he caught my eye.
“Don’t do it again.”
“Now we’re even,” I pointed out.
He smirked and left well enough alone. My mount’s foreleg was a bit swollen, necessitating a less strenuous pace for our third day, and I had plenty of time to observe the other travelers on the road as we ambled along. Several merchants in their heavily-laden carts rattled by with their hired guards in tow. Stout cart horses strained in their traces, pulling wagons of grain, wool, wine, and other commodities on their way to the port behind us.
We were well inside the King’s province of Aduline when we came to the crossroads. A trio of covered wagons lingered there, weathered horses resting in their harnesses as children milled about. Men eyed passers-by nervously while the women drew water from the public well, refilling barrels and skins. We stopped for a rest and to replenish our own supplies. Quintin stayed with the horses while I stood in the queue for the well.
As I waited, I watched the foreign travelers at their colorful wagons. Their garb caught my eye first. Not the men’s, for it was similar enough to our own, but the women adorned themselves in layers of colorful fabrics, the patterns faded by time and hard travel. Scarves of similar quality shrouded their dark hair, wrapped loosely once about the neck to keep them in place. Their skin glowed a dusky almond hue, their eyes of striking blues and greens.
Across the clearing, a merchant caravan paused for respite under some shade. Hired swords lazed about, leaning on the carts and chatting. A few of them stared at the colorful wagons and their dark-skinned occupants. I couldn’t make out the words, but the tone of their conversation was clear, and a sense of unease gripped me. I glanced back over my shoulder at Quintin, who was busy checking the horses’ legs the way I’d shown him. One of the guards spat on the ground and said something else, then pushed off the cart and sauntered over to the well where the women were working to refill their last small barrel.
He stooped over, peering under the nearest woman’s scarf. “I think you’ve had enough. Why don’t you piss off and let someone else take a turn?”
She kept her eyes averted and didn’t respond. The woman beside her quickened her pace, sloshing water as she tried to fill the barrel in a hurry.
“What, not even an apology?” he sneered, straightening. “You lot come here uninvited, hunting our forests, crowding the wells.” One boot toppled the small barrel, spilling its contents onto the ground as the second woman scrambled to right it again. “The least you could do is wait until your generous hosts have had their fill.”
He waved his hand at the crowd of Alesian travelers, many of whom were now watching nervously. When she still didn’t respond, he raised his voice so others could hear.
“Not that you’d want to drink it now. They’ve had their grubby paws all over the bucket. Whole well’s probably contaminated.”
She did look at him then, face peering up from her colorful scarf, young and pretty and angry. “We bring no sickness.” She pronounced each word carefully in her heavy accent.
Reinvigorated by her response, he grinned and snatched her upturned chin. “Then you won’t mind if I steal a kiss?”
The tiny world around us shifted. The woman at her side shouted something in a language I didn’t recognize. In response, the men of her caravan sprang into action, rushing to her defense with whatever weapons they had. For many, that was a simple belt knife, though I spotted one man brandishing a hammer.
“You mustn’t touch me!” the young woman cried, trying to pull her face away from the guard’s grip. Seeing the group of men closing on their companion, the rest of the hired swordsmen hurried to the scene with hands on their hilts.
This wasn’t going to end well. I spared another glance toward Quintin, who caught my eye and shook his head in clear warning. Don’t get involved. Angry voices pulled my attention back to the well. Adrian’s face swam in my mind as I watched the storm gathering before me, two terrified women at its center.
Like hell.
Breathing deep and steeling myself, I dropped the waterskins quietly to the ground and slipped my dagger from its sheath. Three quick, long strides set me behind the sneering guard’s right shoulder, the point of my blade pressed into the gap in the side of his shabby leather armor.
“Let her go,” I demanded loudly. In my heated state, I hadn’t schooled my voice to a lower pitch and it slipped from my lips, sharp and unmistakably feminine.
He smirked at me over his shoulder, releasing his grip on the woman’s chin just long enough to press his palm over her face and shove her rudely away.
“Careful, little miss,” he taunted. “You might hurt someone with that.”
His right elbow snapped back in a flash, slamming squarely into my nose. I stumbled back with a cry, landing hard on my backside. Women shrieked. Boot steps scuffled in my vicinity. Holding my bloodied face, I sat up in a blind fury. Quintin stood between me and the guards, one sword at the offender’s throat, the other extended toward his companions as a warning. A few had drawn their weapons.
“Touch her again, and my face will be the last thing you see in this life.” His voice was deadly calm, threaded with a palpable menace that chilled my hot rage. I found my feet, still clutching my knife in one white-knuckled hand.
A harsh laugh escaped the man’s lips. “You have some interesting friends, little wagon rat.”
The young woman, held tightly by her female companion, watched the proceedings with wide, fearful eyes. Taking a careful step back off Quintin’s blade, he spat on the ground where they huddled.
“Next time, maybe.”
He eyed us both with a predatory smirk and sauntered away. When it was clear he and his friends would cause no more trouble, Quintin sheathed his swords and closed on me. Callused hands grabbed my face, pushing my hand away and tilting my head back to examine my nose. I could feel the blood seeping down my lips and chin. Now, without the rush of anger to dull the pain, it hurt like hell.
“Fucking bastard,” I seethed, my pride aching.
“We need to work on your positioning,” he murmured. I gasped a laugh, spraying blood. Satisfied, he released me. “It’s not broken. You’ll live.”
Timid footsteps halted behind him. With a glance over one shoulder, Quintin stepped aside and the young woman approached me, holding out a brightly colored kerchief. Taking it, I bobbed my head in thanks and pressed it to my nostrils after wiping the worst of the carnage from my lips.
“Thank you,” she enunciated carefully. “You do not have to do this.”
“Are you alright?” I asked her, my voice muffled by blood and cloth.
She raised her brows in surprise and smiled at me. “Yes.”
“You’re gezgin? From Dacia?” I inquired, nodding at their colorful wagon. She nodded, though the word didn’t seem to be one she liked. I fidgeted, unsure what to say. “He was a right cock.” I jerked my head in the direction of the merchant caravan. “I hope you don’t think we’re all such poorly-mannered asses.”
She shook her head in apology, eyes uncomprehending. “Too many words. I don’t know.”
“Oh,” I said foolishly. I tried thinking of a way to rephrase using simpler terms but came up empty. In the end, I resorted to a helpless, resigned shrug.
She grinned in understanding, a small laugh escaping her. Bobbing and pulling her scarf tighter about her hair, she left us to return to her family. A few others nodded to us from across the clearing, but no one else approached. Quintin refilled the skins while I calmed the horses and kept an eye on the surroundings. By the time he returned with the water, the merchant caravan was pulling away southward down the road. A few turned to give us one last taunting look before they disappeared down the path.
“Can we make it to the city before nightfall?” I asked.
He secured his waterskin on his saddle. “No.”
“…Do you think they’ll double back?”
“That one might.” He nodded at the now-empty path, but we both knew of whom he spoke.
 
The night was half gone by the time I heard muffled footsteps picking their way through the thicket. After hours of waiting, I strained my ears and forced myself to stillness. Only two of them. Good. Huddling in my blankets, the fire crackled cheerfully in my face, Quintin’s bedroll a dark human-shaped mound nearby. My hand clutched my belt knife against my chest, the unfamiliar bulk of leather armor encasing my torso, far too big for my frame. I waited, heart racing, as they slipped into our camp almost silently. It took a monumental force of will to shut my eyes and rely on sound alone to track them. One set of footsteps approached Quintin’s bedroll, the other to mine. I heard a dagger slip free of its sheath near my shoulder, the rustle of his tunic as he knelt down at my back.
“What the hell-” the other man’s voice mumbled from several feet away.
At that same moment, a hand closed on my shoulder and I sprang into action. I rolled onto my back, raising my gauntleted left arm to break his grip, and thrust my dagger at anything I could hit. He toppled backward in surprise, the edge of my blade carving a deep gash in his hand and forearm as he raised it out of reflex. Throwing my blankets off, I scrambled away from him, putting the fire between myself and the man who’d mangled my nose. He stood angrily, cursing and shaking his wounded hand.
“You’re gonna make that up to me, girl,” he hissed. Fear set its icy claws into my chest, an old echo of too-familiar panic paralyzing me where I stood.
“He’s not here-” his comrade began to say, straightening next to the other bedroll. He stopped short when the point of a sword burst through his chest. Quintin ducked from behind, little more than a blur as he abandoned his first blade to rush his second target.
I’ve never seen a storm with such fury.
His first swing separated the guard’s hand from his arm when he made to draw his sword from its sheath. A shriek of pain shattered the treetops as he gaped at the stump of his wrist. My guardian closed what little distance remained, drawing his belt knife and burying it in the man’s thigh. With a gruesome twist, Quintin wrenched the blade free, leaving behind a savage gash a handspan wide and misting the darkness with a spray of blood. His opponent staggered backward, scrambling for purchase in the loose dirt, desperate to escape the onslaught of northern steel. I made myself watch him deliver the killing blow, laying the man open from hip to shoulder with a single arcing swing.
The guard crashed to the ground, the Tuvrian following closely, staking his sword in the dirt as he went. Hard fingers closed on the brute’s face, dragging that agonized visage up toward his own. It took me a moment to realize what he was doing, kneeling there in the dark. When the final gasp had shuddered into the night, that iron grip loosened and dropped the sellsword’s lifeless shell to the ground with a sickening thud.
My face will be the last thing you see in this life.
Quintin stood stiffly, hands clenched at his sides, staring down at that bloodied pile of flesh. Wisps of his wheat hair caught the firelight, torn free from their tidy club. Broad shoulders rose and fell as his lungs heaved beneath that powerful chest. Not out of any exertion. No, cutting them down had been damn near effortless for him. Still, I watched his labored breathing slow, flames dancing across the back of his tunic and down his leather vambraces, the only protection he’d kept for himself. The worn leather breastplate that fit him like a second skin now encased my own, a safeguard upon which he’d vehemently insisted.
I didn’t dare move, didn’t dare speak as he took a step backward and wrenched his blade free from the dirt, every movement laced with anger. Crossing to his first target, he planted one boot on the man’s back and retrieved his abandoned sword with a vicious yank. A rip followed as he liberated the cloak from the corpse and promptly sat to clean his blades.
I could read him, then, in that moment. Rage. It lingered, still, slowly fading as guilt and shame took its place.
It wasn’t the fact that he’d killed them. We both knew from the start what had to be done. We’d laid our trap to ensure they would die, and die quickly. No, it wasn’t that.
He had enjoyed it.
To him – to any Tuvrian – that was a blasphemy most dire.
I measured every quiet step as I rounded the fire, tugging at the laces on the breastplate he’d lent me. Pulling it free, I dropped it atop his staged bedroll and lowered myself to the ground beside him. Wool hissed against steel as he ignored me, worrying at his blade, fighting to bury his thoughts behind that unreadable mask.
Two more faces.
I reached out to place one hand on his arm, coarse linen rough beneath my palm, and he fell utterly still at my touch.
“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he grated out, avoiding my gaze with determination.
I tried to find the right words, but there weren’t any. The weight of those lives clung to him, fresh and cruel and undeniable. I knew that weight, had felt it in my soul. It was crushing him, now, right before my eyes. Whatever he saw in that moment of utter savagery, whatever he saw inside himself, it was something he hadn’t known was there.
Two more faces.
My hands reached without prompting, grasping the edge of the looted cloak and tearing a generous strip. On the ground between us lay his second blade, blood-streaked steel swallowing the flickering light. My fingers gripped the hilt, dragging its unfamiliar weight over to my lap. I could feel him watching me as I wrapped the wool around my palm and went to work.
He had killed them, but he’d killed them for me. To protect me. Because of me. I’d picked a fight I couldn’t win, and then played the bait to draw them in close. They were my faces just as much as his. As I scrubbed blood from the fuller, I prayed it was possible, what I’d wondered in the garden so many months ago. For the first time in my life, I prayed to Tuvre, and begged him to let me help carry that burden.
 



CHAPTER 30
 
 
“My lord!” Emmett shouted into the house, the door held open as his alarmed face gaped at our disheveled appearance on the stoop. Emmett never shouted. We must have looked terrible. Our ragged mounts milled in the courtyard, a stable boy holding their reins uncertainly. They were tired, and after nearly three days with barely a few scattered hours’ sleep, so was I. We shuffled into the foyer as my parents rushed to see what was the matter.
“Good gods, Elivya?” my mother gasped at the sight of us. She gathered me into her arms, clutching me to her in a tight embrace.
When she released me, my father grabbed my face in his massive hands, examining my bruised and blood-crusted nose very much the way Quintin had done, anger and concern creasing his brow.
“What happened?” he demanded, turning his fierce gaze on my guardian.
“It’s my own damn fault,” I cut in before he could respond. “It’s fine. We’re fine.”
I could feel Quintin eyeing me sidelong as my father released me. “I’ll expect a full report,” he demanded curtly.
“My lord,” my companion acknowledged, pressing one fist to his chest in salute.
“Why didn’t you send word you were coming?” Mother scolded. “Augustus said he’d see you back via the river.”
Between my exhaustion and the events of the last day, I’d pushed our ultimate purpose to the back of my mind.
“I needed to return with haste,” I said, forcing my stumbling thoughts into focus. “I need your help.”
What she read in my face, I’ll never know, but it was enough for her to nod solemnly and call for Greta. “We can talk over supper.” She rattled off a series of orders to our household staff, which included seeing us both bathed and dressed in fresh clothes. My father chafed at having to wait, but she insisted. “Go,” she pressed us. “Wash, refresh, rest a bit. We can hear the whole of it this evening.”
Shera squealed excitedly at the sight of me, then immediately gasped and covered her face in horror when she noticed my nose. Still, she wrapped me in a fierce embrace, and I nearly devolved into tears just at the feel of a friend’s arms around me in the wake of such an ordeal.
Peeling off my breeches and blood-stained tunic, I sank gratefully into the large tub of steaming water, my nose radiating pain through my face. One look in the mirror resulted in immediate regret. It was grotesquely swollen, purple and blue bruising across the bridge, the nostrils an angry red. I touched it gingerly and had doubts about Quintin’s assessment. It sure as hell felt broken.
The hot water alone nearly put me to sleep, especially when Shera began scrubbing my hair. I asked her gently to hasten, wanting nothing more than to collapse into my bed for a few hours’ rest before dinner.
She obliged, and I was grateful she didn’t press me for any details about our journey. Instead, she saw me dressed in a clean night shift and left me to my silent bedroom. Sleep claimed me almost instantly.
When I woke, it took me a few moments to realize that the light peeking through my curtains was of dawn, and not dusk. I’d slept through the afternoon and straight on through the night. Rubbing my head in an attempt to clear the haze, I dragged myself from my bed and found one set of my men’s attire freshly laundered. My sword belt and boots were laid out beside it, the Freyjan shield set neatly atop the clothes. I smiled, knowing Shera was behind the thoughtful gesture.
The garden was flushed with the arrival of spring, trees speckled with buds and new growth in every bed, a carpet of vivid green emerging from winter’s slumber. I breathed deep the morning air and immediately winced, my nose aching. Muttering a curse, I launched into my warm-ups. Quintin would be there momentarily, I told myself. Surely, he had been as tired as me after our harrowing journey, the remainder of which had passed in bleak, mutual silence.
After finishing my fifth circuit of one-handed drills, I finally gave up and went to look for him. A kitchen boy pointed me to the stables, where I found him with our two road-weary geldings, his back to me.
“What’s the idea, not showing up for practice?” I called out as I approached.
He glanced over one shoulder at me, his face carefully blank. My eyes narrowed, flicking past him, taking in the scene. One of the horses was saddled, the other loaded as a pack-horse.
“You’re leaving?” Anger and disbelief cut sharp edges into my voice.
He looked away again, hands tugging a stirrup strap into place. “Just for a few months. I’ll be back before the solstice.”
I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. Just like before, the thought of his absence filled me with irrational dread. Had he even intended to tell me? Or was he going to just leave without saying a word? To ask as much felt childish, so I inquired after his destination instead, struggling to keep my voice steady.
“Home,” he replied hollowly, offering nothing else as he led both horses out into the courtyard.
I followed, the feeling of betrayal in my gut fanning the flames of anger. “To Tuvria? What about Adrian? What about my training?”
He climbed into the saddle, securing his pack-horse’s lead line to his pommel. “Continue your drills,” he instructed, his tone infuriatingly detached. “When I return, we’ll pick up where we left off.” Without even looking at me, he tapped his heels and trotted out the main gate, disappearing into the city.
I stood there a long moment, stunned and hurt. Sure, we argued a lot, but for him to leave without even bothering to mention it to me seemed uncharacteristically cold. He might be stubborn and sharp-tongued, but we’d built some small measure of rapport over the last year in Elas; a comfort in each other’s constant company. He wouldn’t just leave. Not without reason.
But I had given him reason. I’d seen the wave of shame and guilt that had followed in the aftermath of his unbridled rage. He carried four faces for me, now. Maybe that was too many. Or maybe my parents had sent him away, an unjust punishment for my own foolish actions.
Whatever the reason, my hurt turned quickly to anger.
“I told you it wasn’t his fault,” I blurted out, storming into the dining room to find my parents chatting quietly over their breakfast. I barely noticed the absence of the rest of our staff, distracted as I was. “I told you-”
“Sit down, Elivya,” my mother’s sharp tone cut me short, bright green eyes hard with anger, but I wasn’t about to let it go without some answers.
“You sent him away,” I accused, hands clenching at my sides. Neither one replied, just kept staring at me with those hard, disapproving eyes. “Why?”
“He will return.”
“When.”
“When his task is done,” she replied curtly, clearly unwilling to divulge any more than that. “Now sit. Eat.”
Eyes followed as I slumped into my seat and filled my plate, abruptly aware of my light head and formidable hunger. I’d not eaten since the night before the attack. Given the conspicuous lack of interrogation, I guessed they had pulled every detail of our journey from Quintin at dinner the night before, so I ate in silence, brooding over my companion’s indifferent farewell and my parents’ deliberate ambiguity.
“First and foremost,” my father began after a few tense minutes, and I could tell by his tone that a lecture was imminent. “You should know how glad we are that you are home, and safe. That being said, your actions these last few days were reckless at best. Your mother insists you are capable of understanding the gravity of the situation at hand, but your choices reflect otherwise.” His evergreen eyes glinted angrily. “We sent Augustus to Elas for a reason. You were to mind him and return with him as your escort.”
“I am of age, Father. I don’t need an escort.” The words came out more bitterly than I’d intended, my mood soured by Quintin’s desertion, and his tone sharpened in response.
“You are my daughter, and as yet unwed. The roads are growing more perilous by the day. We thought our letter would sufficiently impress upon you the danger we are facing.”
“It did.”
“Then why would you take such a risk?” he demanded.
I proceeded to explain the state of the White Sea, and Adrian’s impossible situation, describing as best I could the observations I’d made on the docks: the refugees coming off the ships in tattered masses, the captain and his haunted eyes, the discontent among the sailors on the wharf. In dispassionate and pragmatic terms, I told them of Adrian’s predicament, his father’s displeasure, and the pressure from the merchant guilds. Then I fell silent and waited.
My mother shifted in her seat, gears turning behind her eyes. “You mean to petition the King.” An observation, more than a question.
“I must,” I replied in earnest. “If there is any chance he will send reinforcements from the Royal Navy, I have to try.”
My father’s gaze dropped to the glass in his hand. “Amenon refuses to see anyone. Even me.”
I measured my reply carefully as I watched him in his quiet grief. “I would petition him alone.”
They refused outright at first, but I was insistent. As Adrian’s betrothed and future Lady of Daria, it was my right to entreat the Crown on behalf of his House. The distance I put between myself and my own parents could work to my advantage, lending me a level of anonymity that Amenon might find less threatening.
At length, my father threw up his hands in frustration and left us, deferring to my mother’s judgment. She sat impossibly still across the table from me, the retreating pace of heavy boot steps the only sound to pierce the thick silence between us. I held that penetrating gaze, steady in my conviction, as the last echoes faded.
“People do foolish, desperate things in the name of love.” Ice. Pure ice, slipping from her lips to cut the air like a knife. “I thought I had taught you better.”
Chastened, I flushed. Her disappointment wounded me deeper than my father’s anger. “Would you rather see his House fall?” I challenged. “I’ll not sit here and wait for news that he was slain at sea. You taught me to act.”
Peridot eyes flashed as she leaned forward in her chair, jabbing the table with one finger. “I taught you to gauge the landscape. To weigh the risks, then act.”
“There is no time!” I gasped in frustration.
“You put yourself and Quintin at great risk to pursue this course, not to mention this House.” She stood, staring me down. “You ought not be so reckless with the lives of those who care for you.”
I bit my tongue, hands fisted in my skirts.
“Write your petition and bring it to me. Then, I will decide.” She strode purposefully from the room, leaving me alone, and I released the trembling breath I’d been holding.
 
A pile of blank sheets stared up at me from the desk, a fresh bottle of ink waiting expectantly nearby. I stared back, unmoving, the quill dry and still in my hand.
How do you reach someone who is lost in grief so profound you cannot even comprehend it? By all accounts, the depth of Amenon’s misery was consuming him, a vast canyon of darkness that left no room for kind words or gestures of friendship. I needed to shed a glimmer of light, of hope, into that chasm.
Many drafts later, I folded my petition, tucked it into a drawer, and went to the stables. Bow and quiver strapped to my chest, I simply told the stable boy where I was going and left. Even with my sword belt on my hips, I felt exposed and vulnerable without my familiar shadow at my side, but I was too proud to hunt down Gabe or Preston. On one of the plain household mounts, I rode out those gates alone and returned several hours later, a brown hare tied to my saddle with an arrow still jutting from its chest.
After refreshing myself in the washbasin and changing into a simple cotton gown, I presented my final version to my mother in my parents’ study. She sat at the large desk, poring over a pile of maps and letters, her gaze lifting at the sound of my entrance. Worry and frustration flickered on her face for a mere moment before she closed it to me.
I placed the letter into her outstretched hand and stood silently as she read it, her brow furrowing.
“Is that all? Are you sure?”
“Yes.” I wasn’t. Not at all, but it was my instinct that where lengthy pleas had failed, this might succeed. “There’s something else to accompany it.”
When I told her, she laughed harshly, fear plain in her voice. “You’re mad.”
I held her gaze, unwavering. “I need you to trust me.”
In the end, she did, and in doing so, gambled our entire House upon it.
 
I was pacing in the courtyard when the courier returned from the palace, looking winded and a bit frightened.
“Well?” I pressed as his beige mare sidled beneath him.
His throat bobbed, knuckles pale on the reins. “The King demands the presence of House Lazerin immediately.”
My parents dressed in their Court finery, deep Lazerin green. I opted for a modest wool dress to match, in color if not in quality – the one I had worn to the equinox hunt one year prior. Shera did her best to cover my bruised nose with cosmetics, the both of us solemn and silent as she worked. In short order, the three of us piled into my family’s carriage and rushed to Crofter’s Castle.
A high-strung doorman ushered us quickly down the empty halls. The palace echoed around us, cavernous and desolate, servants scurrying like mice through the shadows. An unnerving number of King’s Guard lined the throne room, standing at hollow attention in their crisp white uniforms. He was waiting, seated on the distant dais and looking agitated. My parents exchanged a weighted glance before leading the way down the long golden carpet to the far end of the chamber.
Standing to Amenon’s left, just behind the throne, a hawk-nosed man in flowing white robes hovered. His dark complexion reminded me of the gezgin, but his black eyes held none of their kindness. The priest. A strange smell emanated from a silver thurible seeping bluish smoke near his feet. Wisps of it threaded around the dais, casting a faint haze over the stale air.
To the King’s right stood Selice, looking older than last I saw her. She was, of course, but it was in her carriage rather than her appearance: a hint of strain, of a burden well-hidden.
Those magnificent golden eyes watched us suspiciously as we approached and made our obeisance before the throne. A few paces behind her, her handsome captain hovered, looking nearly as tense and miserable as his charge.
A brown hare thudded onto the floor before us when we straightened, the arrow protruding awkwardly from its chest.
“What is the meaning of this?” Amenon demanded, his tone laced with a cruel edge I’d never heard before. Flesh that was once tan and hale now slumped in his seat, pale and wan. Hollow brass eyes glinted furiously, dark shadows sinking them into his face. Madness lingered there, at the edges of his mind. One pale hand hurled a crumpled piece of paper onto the floor beside the carcass. My petition: four words, followed by my signature.
This time, it matters.
I pressed my way between my parents to stand at the fore, determined to take the brunt of his ire. Something akin to recognition flickered in his gaze as it settled on me. My choice of attire had done its job.
“You. You dared to send me this insult? This threat?” he thundered at me. The corner of the priest’s mouth twitched at the edge of my vision.
“It is no threat, sire.” I curtsied deeply. “Nor is it meant to offend.”
“Then what?” His voice cracked like a whip in the cavernous marble hall. I was walking a knife’s edge, every muscle in my body strung tight.
“A reminder, Majesty, of happier times. Times that could be again, if we find the will to act.”
“My wife is dead,” he hissed at me.
“But your son is not.”
“My son…” he muttered almost to himself, his eyes losing focus. They drifted past me to settle on some unseen ghost, glazing over as they filled with equal parts sorrow and madness.
“Surely you mean to preserve the realm he is to inherit,” I added when the silence stretched.
His attention snapped back to me, and with it, his anger. “Do not presume to tell me my mind.”
I heard my mother shift behind me, a warning to back down. I couldn’t. Not yet. Not without my ask. “I merely request your aid, my king. Your people are suffering.”
“…Speak.”
“The White Sea is overflowing with refugees.” I eyed the Persican priest but held my tongue on that front. Careful. “The Darian fleet is overburdened and undermanned. Alesian merchant ships are being pilfered at an increasing rate. Civilians brutalized and slaughtered at sea. Women and children, sire.”
“What would you have me do?” he asked, rubbing his head as though it were about to burst.
“Send to your navy for reinforcements.”
“It will take them months to sail around the continent to the White Sea.”
“All the more reason to make haste, sire.”
He rubbed his head a bit longer before glancing over his shoulder at the priest. Those dark eyes remained fixed on me as the cleric leaned down to murmur in the King’s ear. Whatever was said, Amenon nodded in agreement.
“The Van Dryn fleet can protect its own interests,” he said. “If they don’t want their trade ships raided, they have plenty of coin to hire more escorts.”
Incredulity and anger flared in my chest. He’d defer to a foreigner, when those who had bled to keep him on that throne stood right in front of him?
“Every freelance frigate and galleon has already been conscripted,” I replied, willing myself to calm. “It is still not enough.”
“Tell them to build more ships. This is not the Crown’s problem.”
“With all due respect, sire, there is more to this than just coin.”
He waved a hand dismissively, growing impatient. “With Van Dryns, everything is about coin.”
I bristled at that. “You do them a disservice, my lord. People are dying.”
“Not my people,” he hissed, lurching forward abruptly in his seat. One pale hand wobbled with palsy.
I held that half-mad gaze in stunned silence, the very air stolen from my lungs. I felt my resolve slipping, anger giving way to the paralyzing fear of failure as my mind grasped at the threads of reason unraveling before my eyes.
How can he not see?
“The refugees tell of a pirate king uniting a great marauder fleet under his banner,” I blurted, one last play that I’d hoped not to need. “If Alesia does not contest him, we will lose dominion over the White Sea.”
He tilted his head at me, chapped lips curling in a sneer. “You must truly be desperate, to resort to rumors.”
“…Please, my lord.”
No light, no compassion, looked out at me from those cold brass eyes. “No.”
I stared at him in disbelief, unwilling to admit defeat, unable to move, barely able to breathe.
“Perhaps, then, Your Majesty, we might turn the discussion to your own people.” My mother stepped forward, grabbing my arm and pulling me back to take my place at the fore. Amenon all but rolled his eyes at her.
“I am well aware of the spreading sickness, Nefira. It is the same refugees your daughter wishes to aid that brought this plague to our lands.”
“It is her betrothed and his House that she wishes to preserve, sire. My daughter is young, but she is not wrong. Surely, your extensive network has reported the shift in public opinion. Should the guilds continue to suffer, rebellion could break out in Daria.”
“My network?”
Her tone never wavered as she pressed on. “The destabilization of Alesia’s largest port could cost the Crown dearly, both in trade interests and lives.”
“You always did have a flair for the dramatic.”
“Perhaps we could retire and speak practically, my lord, just you and I,” my father spoke up finally. “As friends. As brothers in arms. As we used to.”
Amenon considered him for a long moment, madness warring with unfathomable depths of sorrow and anger. Beneath them all, I detected a fleeting desire for reconciliation, but in the end, the weight of his own personal misery won out.
“House Lazerin has wasted enough of my time. Get out.”
I will never forget that long, terrible walk from the throne room. I had failed in every unquestionable sense of the word, and put my entire family into the King’s ill graces. I’d been so sure, so confident in the sheer virtue of my cause, that I’d barely considered the possibility of Amenon’s refusal. Once safely ensconced in the carriage and well on our way back to the manor, I finally broke the awful silence.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered into the close air. My father offered me a rueful smile, but neither of them spoke.
When we returned home and swept through the door into the foyer, my mother’s fingers closed on my arm. “Come with me,” she murmured, exchanging a glance with my father as she led me away to the study.
I felt ill. The pit of my stomach had morphed into a gaping maw of despair. People would die. Adrian could die because I had failed. As the door clicked shut behind me, I struggled to find the words to express the twisting tempest of shame and disbelief in my chest.
“I’m sorry,” I repeated. “I thought I could make him understand.”
“You managed to secure an audience,” she observed evenly, “which is more than we’ve been able to achieve in the last six months.” Soft fingers brushed my shoulder as she passed, crossing the room while I grappled with my anger and the sheer senselessness of it all.
“How could he refuse? Why? How can he not see what is happening around him?”
She spared me a disapproving glance as she rifled through the stacks of maps and letters on the desk.
“You see but you don’t observe.”
“I saw the damned priest. I stood closer than you, and I couldn’t make out his words. You certainly couldn’t either.”
“It doesn’t matter what he said,” she insisted. “It matters what he wants. Persica needs the White Sea to fall into chaos. The ferocity of their ambition is only growing. Ulgar and Rume fell in a matter of months, but it will take more than a few assassinations for them to push west. Elas, in particular, poses a greater challenge than any they’ve yet faced.”
“Greater than Alesia?” I challenged with a twinge of patriotic pride.
She tilted her head at me. “Agorai has stood for thousands of years. Empires have risen and fallen around her, kings and conquerors have tried to claim her, and yet she remains. Alesia is still recovering from one war. Our people will not be eager to start another.”
She pulled a sizable map from beneath the chaos of papers, smoothing it flat atop the rest.
“To have any hope of adding Elas to their empire, Persica must isolate her in every way possible. The Senate provides a mass of redundancies that make it more difficult to infiltrate and destroy from within, as they did in Makednos. Alesia is the only thing standing in their way. If the refugees and this pirate king, if there even is one, can keep our southern fleet occupied, Agorai is left without allies.”
“Elas controls the most powerful navy in the White Sea,” I countered.
She traced the country on the map before us. “That is a lot of coastline to protect. Even their substantial fleet is insufficient to the task.”
So the priest will do everything he can to keep the King from sending reinforcements. The understanding settled in my gut like a stone. My cause was doomed before I ever loosed my arrow.
“Then why did you let me send my petition at all?”
Bright green eyes lifted to mine, that beautiful face solemn and focused. “We’ve not seen Amenon since Rishel’s death. I’d no idea he’d slipped so far into Persica’s hands. I had hoped you might be able to get through to him, with a plea rooted in love. He is a scion of Adulil.” She smiled sadly. “Though I fear he no longer remembers as much.” A silent moment passed as she collected her thoughts. “What else?” she pressed, watching me expectantly in a mimic of our lessons.
“Well, he’s obviously gone mad.” I threw up a hand in frustration, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice.
“Don’t oversimplify,” she scolded. “Madness is largely subjective.”
“What would you call it, then?”
“Despair. Amenon’s life has become a pantomime of misery. He cannot find sympathy for anyone else’s suffering, because how could it possibly compare to his? Love runs deeper in the blood of Adulil than in the rest of us. It is a sacred, powerful thing. Amenon is not a cruel man, but everything around him reminds him of what he’s lost.”
“Selice.” He had kept her at arm’s length her whole life.
She nodded gravely. “That girl is a prisoner, make no mistake.”
“And the boy.” The one he’d not bothered to name.
“Every room in that castle holds a memory that tears the wounds anew. The sheep of this Court wonder why Yule went unremarked this year for the first time in centuries.”
I didn’t. I’d known the moment Captain Russo had told us, clustered below deck over stale bread and mugs of ale. They’d married on the winter solstice. Tonight we start anew, Amenon had said, raising a glass to hope and healing, wholly unaware of the terrible loss that awaited him.
“His children, above all, remind him of the shattered pieces of his heart,” she continued, bracing her hands atop the desk, piles of papers crinkling beneath. “He cannot bear to face them, and he knows the hurt his neglect has caused. It is yet another bitterness stacked upon the rest, to see the harm you are doing and be incapable of acting to correct it.”
“He could, though,” I protested. “He could choose to be better. To name his son, and address this illness, and throw that snake out of Litheria.”
“I assume you noticed the censer at his feet.” I nodded. “And the smell?” Another nod. Her eyes flickered with old shadows. “It has been many years since I’ve seen such a thing.”
“What is it?”
“Jadeweed. Like opium, it dulls the mind – and pain – but is far more addictive and rarely found this side of the Mare Nox. Once reliant, few are able to shake from its grip. I fear it will be Amenon’s downfall.”
“We should tell the Court.”
“The King knows he’s being drugged. So long as he wants to forget his grief, there is nothing we can do to stop him.”
“We could kill the priest,” I said with an abruptness and a surety that startled even me. “Cut off his supply.”
The corner of her mouth twitched in what I would have sworn was approval, if not for the sadness in her eyes. “They will just send another to replace him, and it would expose us to great risk.”
“But it could give us time to reach him.”
“A month, perhaps, and that is only if we could get through to him once the priest is dead. Amenon is not the only one in conference with Persica.”
I balked at that. “Who?”
The tightness of her jaw told me she considered such fraternization just as treasonous as I did. “There are those,” she worded carefully, “who will seize any opportunity to advance their own interests.”
“Adulines,” I realized incredulously. The venomous look on Priscilla’s face flashed in my mind. “His own kin.”
“Whether they plot openly against him or not, I can’t be sure. I have no contacts within the Houses of Adulil outside the castle.”
That she would openly admit to having any contacts at all caught me out. I only knew about them as a result of my own eavesdropping, but I kept my mouth shut on that front as she continued.
“Either way, their involvement makes a move like that far too unpredictable to attempt. Whoever else would see Persica as an ally could step in and isolate Amenon before we ever reached him. And if he retreats in his paranoia and shuts everyone out, the physical agony of his withdrawal could push him over the edge. He is already having the headaches, even with the censer constantly at hand. No priest, no jadeweed.”
I sank into a chair, desperation gripping hard. Memories of my encounters with him flooded me: his golden eyes greeting me at my debut, the warmth and adoration on his face when he announced the impending arrival of his child, genuine kindness in his voice as we spoke at the hunt. He had ruled Alesia with a steady hand for two prosperous decades, an honorable man who had proven he would fight for his people and his right to the throne, whose bravery had been the highlight of my favorite stories as a child.
How could such a man fall so very far?
“We are not all the men we once thought we would be.” My father’s voice. I hadn’t heard him enter, too lost in the mire of my thoughts.
“What do we do?” I asked them both, my voice small as I stared at the mountain of missives and charts. It all felt too big, too impossible, a giant labyrinth with no exits.
“Nothing,” he replied, heavy steps halting at the arm of my chair. “Which is often the most difficult choice.”
I shook my head incredulously. “We must do something.”
“We wait,” my mother intoned, drawing my gaze to hers. “When the time is right, we will back Selice to succeed her father as steward of the throne until the boy comes of age.”
Solid steel, that woman. A thousand honed blades in a pretty package. Pure, unapologetic necessity.
“You mean when Amenon dies,” I clarified sharply.
Her expression never wavered. “When Persica shows their hand.”
“And until then?” I pressed. “What do we do about it? We can’t just sit here and watch them tear everything apart. There won’t be anything left for her to rule!”
My parents exchanged a meaningful look, volumes spoken in silence.
“We do what we can, where we can,” Mother said. “Starting with your Adrian.”
 



CHAPTER 31
 
 
A sliver of moon hung overhead as I rode one of our common house mounts through the streets of Dockside. My eyes darted down every alleyway, sweaty palm locked on the hilt of my belt knife beneath my cloak. I scrutinized every passerby, scoured every corner, waiting for the shadows to shift, to strike. Despite my paranoia, I reached the hidden livery stable without incident. Once inside the warehouse, a lad I guessed to be around twelve or thirteen strode up to take my reins. I swung down from the saddle and pressed a silver into his hand.
“I want to talk to Tommy.”
The boy’s eyes widened and he bit the coin with a smile before jogging off into the dark expanse. I stood with my mount, heart racing, my face hardened to a careless, ominous mask. The lad returned shortly, taking the reins from me and nodding in the direction from which he’d come.
“Go on, miss. He’s waiting.”
I took a bracing breath and measured my pace as I made my way into the dim warehouse. Ears and eyes straining, I heard him before I saw him, halting halfway past a stack of crates marked with the sigil of House Eradine. My palm itched for my dagger, but I resisted the temptation.
“I hear you’re the most resourceful man in Dockside.” I turned toward the sound that had given him away: an unidentifiable metallic scratching.
He stepped into the lamplight, picking at his nail with a slender knife. Tommy was not a large man, all lean muscle and sharp edges. A ragged crop of dun hair poked out from beneath the short-brimmed cap that was popular among dock workers. He was older, near my parents’ age, with a generous amount of gray peppering his stubbled chin.
“You must be needin’ somethin’ quite badly,” he lilted casually. “Nobody pays a silver to see me.” I recognized his heavy accent from my nights at the Greyshor.
“You’re from Lloegr,” I observed.
He snorted, raising his brow. “Ye really don’t know anythin’ about me, do ye, lass?”
I know you’re a smuggler and a thief and could gut me where I stand without a second thought.
…Gods, what the hells am I doing here?
“I know who you are, though,” Tommy said, taking a few steps my way and waving his blade in my general direction. My boys and I made a hefty sum kickin’ in ribs and playin’ sentry for ye.”
He circled me, looking me up and down in my breeches and tunic. His knife tapped the hilt of the sword at my hip, the presence of which seemed to amuse him.
“Did ye come here lookin’ for a fight? Somehow I doubt ye know how to use that.”
Would you like to find out? snarled the prideful girl inside my head, but I couldn’t afford to give in to his taunts. Too much depended upon the man currently sizing me up like livestock. I focused on relaxing my face and maintaining that mask of carelessness, as sharp a weapon as I dared to wield in this company.
Having completed his loop, he stopped in front of me, squinting and making a face as he examined my bruised nose. Still, I didn’t move, didn’t speak, despite the overwhelming urge to give him one to match. At long last, he relented and leaned back on his heels, looking bored.
“Tell me what ye want.”
“I need a forger.”
He flipped his knife a few times. “That sounds illegal.”
“I imagine those crates don’t repaint themselves.”
Tommy plopped down on one of said crates, slapping it affectionately with his free hand. “These? I bought these fair ‘n square off a wine merchant just last week.” He grinned innocently. “I’ve got the papers to prove it.”
“I’m sure you do. I’m in need of some papers of my own.”
“And why should I help ye?”
“I can pay.”
“I’ve got plenty of work.” Tommy waved his knife at the stacks of illicit merchandise filling the warehouse.
“Not for long.” A flicker of uncertainty flashed across his face. There it is. “The shipments from the Darian fleet have been lagging as of late, have they not?” He didn’t confirm or deny, but I could see the gap in his mental armor. “I would imagine Lord Yuri is usually a much more…reliable business partner.”
His knife had fallen still. “I’m listenin’.”
My heart leapt. “I need papers.”
He scoffed and lolled his head. “Yeah, ye mentioned that. What kind.”
“…The kind with a golden seal.”
I watched his face close like a trap. “No.”
“Just a manifest and an accompanying letter.”
He jabbed a finger at me. “No.”
“If you refuse to aid me, the Van Dryns will lose control of the White Sea. The bulk of your enterprise will vanish overnight.”
“Better than a date with the gallows.” Tommy shook his head. “I’ll not hang for ye, lass.”
He will refuse, my mother had said. As well he should.
“You’d do it for Ana.”
I watched his walls crumble, that honed-steel stare faltering, fading to a hollow mire of grief and old ghosts.
“Where did ye hear that name?” he whispered.
“The debt has been called. You can make me what I need, can you not?”
“…Can be done.”
“Good. Here’s what I need…”
 
Three days later, I returned to Dockside under cover of a cloudy night. Only a few lamps flickered in the dark warehouse, casting the barest hints of light into the cavernous building. A somber lad eyed me tentatively as he took my mount and pointed me toward a small office off to one side.
I dropped the remainder of Tommy’s payment on the table in front of him - half my dowry, a substantial amount of coin. He leaned back in his chair, the documents in his hand, face pale and uneasy.
“Ye haven’t thought this through, lass.” Shadowed eyes met mine, voice quiet and solemn. “Somethin’ this big, ye can’t keep it hidden. It’ll come out eventually, an’ when it does, those ye mean to help’ll take the brunt of it.”
He was right, of course. My gamble, our gamble, was that it wouldn’t come out until the tide had turned. “Steps are being taken to postpone that eventuality.”
The barest hint of a smile curled the corner of his mouth. There was much more awareness behind those eyes than Tommy let on.
“Ye don’t get to steal ten of the King’s ships and just walk away. Someone’s gonna die for it.” He leaned forward over his desk, holding out the papers. “That someone better not be me.”
I took them gingerly from his hand and examined the seal, drawing a scrap of parchment from my pocket – a piece of the formal invitation to the equinox hunt. In the dim light, I held the two seals side by side. It was exquisite work, not that I knew how such documents should look beyond the circle of gold wax I had brought for comparison. For that, I had to rely on Tommy and my mother’s trust in him. I hoped it was not misplaced.
“You’ll see that they’re routed properly?” I asked, returning the documents to him.
He exhaled heavily and nodded. The orders had to be delivered via the correct avenues, to reinforce their validity. We had no access to Royal Couriers. Neither did Tommy, for that matter, as the King had not sent any missives in six months. What Tommy did have was men aplenty, and appearances are easy enough to fake. It unsettled me, how heavily we were relying on one man. I fixed him with a hard stare, wishing for a flicker of a moment that Quintin was there to scowl menacingly over my shoulder.
“I’m sure you recognize that you hold the lives of everyone I love in your hands.” I rested my shield arm on the hilt of my sword. The threat did not need to be voiced.
He sat back in his chair, eyeing me with an amused smirk. “As much as I’d like to see that…”
His drawl trailed off as a young boy slipped into the room. Tommy handed him the packet, which vanished into his satchel before the scrappy lad flashed me a grin and disappeared back out into the night.
“My boys’ll see yer letters delivered. After that, yer on yer own.” He stood, squaring his shoulders. “Tell Ana this makes us even, and don’t come back here again.”
 
The next month was an excruciating test of my nerve. I drilled in the garden for hours every day, exercise the only thing that could keep my mind off our gambit for any length of time. Augustus and Aubrey returned to the city two weeks after Quintin and I had shown up on my parents’ stoop with two nags and a busted nose. The latter, thankfully, was healing, but there was still some residual bruising when I went to the Chamberlain manor to welcome my friend home and resume our lessons.
I told him of our harried journey on horseback, and of the failed audience with the King, but said nothing of our conspiracy with Tommy. Mother’s instructions on that front had been made painfully clear.
“He just left?” Aubrey asked, dumbfounded, when I told him of Quintin’s abrupt departure. We sat in the salon after the day’s lesson, sipping wine in our plush armchairs with the warm spring breeze swirling through the open windows. It felt like it used to, almost.
“Said he was going home to Tuvria.”
My friend scowled into his glass. “What a cock, abandoning his post without a word.”
“I think I pushed him too far,” I speculated quietly, regret creeping in as that awful night in the forest flashed in my memory. “He never wanted to be responsible for me in the first place.”
“And yet he practically begged to go to Agorai with you.” Aubrey watched me with one brow raised.
“That was different. After what happened, he knew I was afraid to go without him.” His face swam in my mind, scowling and shooting me his disapproving glare. I wondered where he was.
Stubborn ass.
“Have you seen Leon since you’ve returned?” I prompted, eager for a change of topic.
Aubrey smiled into his glass. “Tonight.”
I swallowed the last of my wine and stood. “I’d best not keep you, then.”
“I’m sure you have plenty of other important business to attend to. Innocent rabbits to murder, monarchs to insult.”
He stood with a bounce and teasing wink. I embraced him tightly, both of us sobering as the reality of our world settled back around us.
“I’m sorry I missed your birthday,” he murmured into my hair.
In truth, I’d missed it as well. My name day had gone entirely unremarked in light of recent events. Aubrey held me at arm’s length, long fingers gripping my shoulders.
“I know you well enough to know when you’re not telling me something.” He forestalled any protest with a shake of his head. “I’m not asking. Just…whatever you’re about, please be careful. I could not bear to lose you.”
The thought put a lump in my throat. “Nor I, you.”
I clutched him to me once more, burying my face against his neck and breathing deep his scent: fresh ink and cedar. Though the familiarity of him brought me a momentary measure of comfort, that twisting, sickly feeling of worry returned the moment I walked out the door.
 
At the end of the month, news finally came. My mother and I were out in the city with Gabe, visiting Sadie at her shop for some summer garments. When we’d concluded our business and stepped out onto the busy street, a scrappy boy scrambled up to me from an alley and tugged on my dress. I looked down, worried he might make for my coin purse, but stopped short at the somber look in his eyes.
“Ten oaks make for the wolf’s den.” His gaze flicked to my mother. “The debt is paid.”
Without another word, he vanished into the crowd. We waved off Gabe’s inquiries and made sure to take our time getting back to the house, cautious of watchful eyes in the crowded city streets.
When we returned to the manor in the late afternoon, I locked myself in my chambers as my mother went to report the news to my father. Finally alone, the last vestiges of my long-held composure melted away. I collapsed against the door, a crushing wave of fear, desperation, and relief crashing over me as I slid to the floor, hugging my knees and clutching my sapphire ring to my chest.
Adrian.
I prayed to Adulil, to Brizo, to any gods that might be listening, that he was still alive to receive my aid. It had come at a steep cost, and I could only hope we would remain undiscovered long enough for it to make a difference.
It was a lie in plain sight. Every man, woman, and child in Petrion would see the galleons come into port. Word would spread of reinforcements from the King’s Navy, reinforcements he had specifically refused. We were relying heavily on Amenon’s self-imposed isolation, and Adrian’s voracity at sea, to ensure that the news would not reach the King or his white-robed advisor.
All of it – every carefully-weighed risk, every day of pretense, every life that hung in the balance – all had been so carefully tucked away inside that dark place at my core. Every ounce of fear I’d buried surged to the surface at the news that somehow, our impossible gambit had worked; one fragile, precarious step forward. I allowed myself to feel it, just for a moment, to admit that I was utterly terrified by what was at stake, before heaving a few deep breaths and shoving it all right back down again.
When I’d recovered my composure and refreshed my face in the wash basin, I smoothed my skirts and made my way to my parents’ study. Squaring my shoulders, my knuckles rapped the dark wooden door, fingers turning the handle without waiting for a response. The elegant wool carpet muffled my footsteps as I crossed the room toward them, my mother’s slender fingers gripping a letter while they stood talking at the desk. Discussion halted when I neared, two pairs of green eyes turning toward me. One, as deep and dark as an ancient forest. The other gleaming, bright and fierce, like new growth in spring. I knew by the flicker in the latter that she could see the question written on my face.
“Damien,” she murmured.
He breathed deep and excused himself from the room. I held my mother’s gaze, motionless, until the latch clicked behind me. This woman, whose hands had cradled me as a babe, whose voice had soothed many hurts, she was a stranger to me. She had taught me to be a lady, to play music and recite poetry, to dance and curtsy and make polite conversation. But there was also the other woman, the one I barely knew, who taught me how to detect poisons, to manipulate men, to seek out and exploit weakness. I needed them reconciled. Any sliver of doubt that remained had vanished when Tommy’s runner had spoken to her.
“Who is Ana?” My whisper cut the air between us. We both knew the answer.
To her credit, she didn’t flinch or dissemble. Gods know, my mother could fool anyone, even me. Instead, she set down the letter in her hand and straightened across the table from me.
“Aileana is the name my mother gave me,” she began slowly. I didn’t press. She knew what I wanted from her. “She told me it meant ‘green meadow’.” A long, painful pause followed. “I watched her die. Slowly. Piece by piece. Ten years spent trading her dignity for coin at some nameless brothel in east Dockside.”
Despite the harrowing truth of those words, she delivered them with impeccable calm, her sharp eyes watching the understanding dawn across my face.
My mother. A whore’s get. Not the distant daughter of a lesser Lazerin bloodline, as her name might suggest. With her dark hair and green eyes, I’d never doubted the same assumption made by everyone else. The simplest deceptions are some of the easiest to sell, and she’d built her entire life upon one.
“I shortened it to Ana when I started running jobs.”
Jobs? I asked with a quick knit of my brows.
She dropped her gaze at that, hands fidgeting with some papers on the desk. “It was innocent enough at first, deliveries and the like. I was just trying to earn some coin, to hire a physician when she caught the pox. When she died, the madam put me on the street. One of the alley boys I’d been running jobs with brought me to a man named Fenton.” Her eyes flitted back to mine. “Tommy’s father.”
She rounded the desk and I trailed her to the sideboard, where she poured us each a glass of wine from a decanter. After handing me mine, she drained her own, somehow making even that boorish gesture look elegant.
“Fenton was a brute and a bastard,” she continued as she refilled the crystal goblet. “He and his crew ran a variety of schemes on the wharf, mostly smuggling and the like. When I proved I could be useful, he took me in and taught me much of what I know.” She sank down into a chair across from me, eyeing me over the rim of her glass. “Much of which, I have taught you.”
“Why?” I asked quietly, shaking my head. “Why would he take you in?”
She recoiled slightly, offended. “Because I was good at it. Picking pockets was the least of it, though that’s where we all started.” She took a slow sip of wine. “In the early days, Fenton mostly used me as bait, luring merchants into alleyways to hold them up and take their coin. I wanted more, though. I wanted respect.” Satin skirts rasped as she shifted in her seat. “So I started running my own jobs on the side. I discovered the value of information. I built my own crew and we earned a reputation for ourselves. When you wanted to know something, you came to Ana.”
The slight smile that curved her mouth faded, eyes darkening with old shadows. What subtle pride I’d been able to detect in her voice vanished, replaced by something bitter and savage.
“I was fourteen when Fenton found out. He beat me within an inch of my life and tossed me to his men.”
Uncertainty wavered in her eyes for a long moment before she tugged aside the neck of her gown to reveal a crude brand on her shoulder in the shape of the letter ‘F’.
“I was unconscious when he did this.”
Fourteen… I’d been wandering Laezon with Izikiel at fourteen. Riding with James. Playing pranks on Samson. She’d been orphaned and homeless, raped and mutilated. I knew better than most how little she would want my pity, but I couldn’t stop the tear that slipped down my cheek as my mother smoothed the fabric of her dress back into place.
“He wanted me to know he owned me.” She paused, her body stiff with rage as she swallowed the tremor creeping into her voice. “Tommy and a few of the other lads pooled their spare coin for a physician. It took two months for my ribs to heal, another month after that before I was back to running jobs again. I kept my head down and stayed out of the way for a few years, biding my time. Fenton only got worse, bringing on more young girls to work for him. I tried to help them, to keep them from his worst impulses. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes not.”
She took another long, silent sip of her wine. My own still sat untouched in my hand, forgotten as I watched the most formidable woman I’d ever known pour her deepest, darkest truths out onto the floor before me.
“And then there was Brigid,” she continued. “Sweet girl. Far too gentle for that place. Tommy was mad for her from the start. When Fenton took her….”
I felt the shift, felt the room darken a shade around us as the sheer fury of that memory gathered on my mother’s face.
“I found Tommy kneeling on the bed, covered in his father’s blood like some feral beast.” Deep green eyes welled with angry tears. “I hated him for it,” she whispered savagely. “I had spent three years watching, waiting for the right moment. He was mine.”
I swallowed, afraid to make a sound.
Her eyes flicked to me, that ruthlessness all but vanishing in the span of a moment, carefully buried where she’d always kept it, where no one but her could see.
“Tommy took that from me. And I took the blame for him. That is the debt that bought your ships.”
It took me a moment to muster my voice.
“They believed you killed him?”
“It was an easy enough story to swallow. Who among us had more reason to want him dead?”
“But why? Why would you protect him?” I balked incredulously.
She fixed me with her practical stare, the soul beneath bruised and aching. “Because Tommy had sat by my bedside for two months, forcing stew into my mouth when I begged him to let me die. Because I wanted to disappear, to get as far away from Dockside as possible, and it was as good a reason as any to leave.”
Amid the long silence that followed, I finally remembered the glass in my hand and drained half its contents in a single draught.
“I don’t understand,” I forged on, pressing the silence for more, as though knowing would somehow make the whole of it easier to stomach. “How did you ever meet Father?”
The corner of her mouth twitched with the hint of a smile. There lay a memory she enjoyed reliving. “When the War broke out, I was running a crew in Venici.” She considered me. “A few years older than you are now, if I remember correctly. Nothing puts coin on the table like war, and I had plans to capitalize on it. So, when Amenon sent your father to oversee a shipment of armaments in Petrion, I offered my services.”
My mind wandered, wondering what that particular first encounter must have been like.
“The King had his own spies, of course, but when I proved my resources were significantly more extensive, he agreed to pay my price.” A private smile flickered across her lips. “Your father was every inch the loyalist. At first, I found him tiresome and overzealous, but so were many of the young men, every one of them eager to prove their mettle.” Her smile faded, eyelids flickering. “They all are until they see battle. I built my network over the course of the three years that the War raged. My crew provided troop positions, supply lines, battle plans…” She watched my face carefully. “…Assassinations. We were very… effective.”
“And your price?” I asked quietly.
My mother smiled softly at me. “A new life.”
 
It took me several days to process, during which I was quiet and removed, preferring to spend my time drilling in the garden. For a mercy, my parents left me undisturbed. On the fourth day, after I’d washed the sweat and grime from my skin and dressed in clothes more appropriate to my station, I came to them in the study.
They watched me silently, two pairs of eyes waiting with aching hearts. I understood, then, that they were afraid I would hate them for the lie. My mother, especially, very nearly trembled with it. There was steel in her, still, but I was her flesh and blood. Her child. I could wound her deeper than anyone in the world with my rejection.
I was the daughter of a whore’s get. Amenon must have known. I wondered how many others.
In the end, it didn’t matter. You are what you choose to be – what you mold yourself into.
She had chosen. I could, too.
I crossed the room to the desk where they stood. Smoothing my gown, I drew myself up before them, raising my chin a fraction and laying claim to every bit of what I was.
A soldier. A spy. An heir.
A predator.
“I am what you made me, and I am grateful for it.” I met my mother’s eyes. “I am proud to be your daughter.” I held her gaze a long moment, reinforcing the sincerity of my words before turning my attention to the map on the desk. “What’s next?”
 



CHAPTER 32
 
 
“Hydrax?” I asked, my eyes narrowing in confusion. Our western neighbors had been too caught up in their own civil wars for the last two hundred years to be much of a concern for Alesia. Though the current monarchy had re-stabilized the nation over the last few decades, the Hydraxian court was well-known as a nest of vipers far more ruthless than the one in Litheria. Here, a spiteful noble might spread some vicious bit of gossip that ruined your chances at a decent marriage. There, they’d just slit your throat and be done with it.
“Rumors of a secret alliance surfaced over a year ago,” Mother informed me, nodding pointedly at the letter in my hand. “Now, it seems those rumors have been confirmed.”
The report spoke of a wedding, an ornate and private affair, having taken place in the midst of winter.
“Princess Hasha?”
She nodded solemnly. “Queen Hasha, now. Her father was assassinated two months ago.”
“You think she’s in league with Persica?”
“It would explain the Hydraxian delegation last spring. Gauging the landscape.”
“They could have simply been here to congratulate the King.” Though I didn’t really doubt her assessment, the words had arisen out of long-established habit, the doubting voice an essential part of our lessons.
I noticed the corner of her mouth quirk in a nostalgic smile. “No such delegation arrived for Cerya. That, combined with their comments to Augustus, leaves little doubt.”
My mind flicked a spark to the fore. “Adrian mentioned Hasha had a sand lion cub when he was there to court her many years ago.”
My parents exchanged a glance. “Persica sowing the seed long before her father was willing to marry her off.”
“How is she holding power?” I asked, bewildered. “I thought Hydrax was a strictly patriarchal succession.”
My father passed me a second report. “With an iron fist, we are told.” The missive laid out numerous descriptions of brutal public executions of detractors, including the uncle who was slated to inherit the throne. Anyone who had spoken up against her or accused her of her father’s murder was summarily put to death.
“And her alliance with Persica?”
My mother spoke up again. “Queen Hasha is also Empress Hasha.” Her solemn gaze fixed mine. “We now face an enemy on both fronts.”
I considered it a moment. The entire eastern border of Alesia was held by scions of Tuvre. The Persican army would be hard-pressed to force their way through, but in the west, a sporadic collection of garrisons served as the only defense, with the exception of Frii in the north. Alesia had grown complacent in her years of peace. Hydraxian troops could overtake the western regions quickly unless they were warned to mobilize.
“We need to send to the western provinces,” I said. “Tell them war is coming.”
“Your father leaves in two days.”
He nodded. “Under the guise of seeing to our estate in Laezon. You and your mother will remain here.”
“All of Court thinks we are disgraced,” she added. “We must act the whipped dogs and remain behind cowering before the throne.”
I bristled at that. “Lazerins do not cower.”
Though he offered me a small smirk, an edge of warning crept into my father’s tone. “Pride can only get you so far, Elivya,” he cautioned. “You and your mother will probe the Court for potential allies. I will see to rallying the West.”
 
He departed two days later. We made no fanfare, only exchanged hard embraces and sent him on his way. As he and his company of guards and servants disappeared out the gate, I sent a silent prayer to the Mother to keep him safe.
Not a week after he left, Crofter’s Castle finally broke its months-long silence. A royal decree was issued and flyers posted about the city, one delivered solicitously to our house by a hired courier. My mother’s eyes flashed with anger as she read the words. Handing it brusquely to me, she muttered something unintelligible but unmistakably crude.
I scanned the decree. In essence, it informed the public that more priests from Persica were arriving to assist with the spreading illness, and were to be given every assistance by order of the King.
“What does this mean for us?” I asked.
She paced the foyer, arms crossed and fingers drumming. “It means they are going after the people, weakening any chance of rebellion before it can begin.”
“How?”
She glanced at me. “They’ll use their influence to turn public opinion. If they can convert even a portion of the populace to their faith, they’ll sow enough discord to undermine our efforts.”
I was skeptical. “What could they possibly do to convince people to turn against their own country – their own heritage?”
She halted and faced me. “Faith is a beautiful, terrible thing. Religion can twist ignorance and fear into cruelty. This emperor, this divine leader, claims to be the embodiment of their god Al’Rahim. Those he fails to conquer through spectacle, he conquers by force. You’ve seen the reports from Makednos.”
I had. The sultan had soundly disavowed the emperor’s magic as trickery and charlatanism. A month later, he and his entire family were slaughtered.
“What do we do?”
I watched her mind land on a course of action, but it was clearly not one she relished. “I need to talk to Tommy.”
 
It was all I could do not to pace the stone floors of the kitchen as we waited in the near-dark that night. Only a single lantern and the smoldering coals in the hearth offered any light to illuminate my mother’s carefully-composed face. I tapped my thumb on the hilt of my belt knife until a sharp glare from her stilled me.
Patience was never my strong suit.
Finally, when I was on the verge of setting out into the city to hunt the bastard down myself, the back door creaked open and a cloaked figure slipped inside. I’d not seen the contents of the letter she’d sent, but I’d know that short, angular frame anywhere.
“Fuck me, it’s true,” he breathed into the dark. One hand pushed his hood back and dragged through a mop of silver-and-brown hair.
“Hello, Tommy.”
Mother sat upright and rigid in her chair, her voice steady. I leaned back in my seat with one hand still resting on the hilt of my knife.
“Ana.” Sharp hazel eyes flicked to me and he raised his brows at my attire. “In the house, as well? Not very ladylike.” I ignored his taunt. “Why am I here?” he demanded.
“You are here because I need your help,” she replied.
“I don’t owe you anythin’,” he growled, turning on her. He thumped his chest with one fist. “My debt is paid.”
“It is,” she admitted with impeccable calm. It threw him off-balance, since he was looking for a fight. Gods, it was as natural as breathing to her. “I need your help all the same.”
I knew that tone; quiet, slightly vulnerable, a hint of pride and a poorly-couched plea to make a man feel like saving her. She’d taught it to me as well, though I doubt I could ever have employed it so masterfully.
He almost resisted. Almost. I saw in his face that he knew it was a ploy, but he took the bait all the same. Rubbing one hand over his stubble, he sat.
“What do ye want,” he murmured.
“I need your network. Nothing that would take your boys off their usual routes. Just a mockingbird game.”
He nodded, clearly glad it wasn’t anything quite so dangerous as forging royal missives. “And the song?”
“That the Persican priests are spreading the sickness.”
He snorted a laugh at that. “You’re joking.”
“We need to sow seeds of distrust among the people. This is the best way to ensure they remain suspicious of foreign influence.” I felt a pang of regret at the reminder. That same distrust would make the gezgin’s plight even more difficult.
“A war of opinion, then, is it?”
She nodded gravely. “For now, yes.”
He watched her for a long moment, then his eyes flicked to me and he began speaking in a lilting tongue altogether unfamiliar to me. Beneath his piercing gaze, I held my mask of indifference firmly in place, unwilling to let him see my surprise or lack of understanding.
And then my mother replied in the same strange language, the airy, twisted words rolling off her tongue with ease, and I realized why I couldn’t make out a single familiar phrase. I’d studied the tongues of Hydrax and Lettigallina, the harsh, halting dialects of Krajin. I had mastered the Elan language beneath the tutelage of the King’s Poet. But I’d never touched a single syllable of Lloegran, and with Tommy’s lineage, I’d no doubt that it was the waylanders’ tongue they spoke.
They carried on for several minutes, the tone and tenor of their voices all I could use to guess at the content of their conversation. Both maintained as immovable a mask as I kept painted on my own face, despite the apparent gravity of the sentiments they exchanged. Though I didn’t know Tommy, I knew my mother well enough to pick out the emotions weaving through the nonsense of her words.
Sorrow. Regret. Old amity buried beneath old anger. All of it couched in a reluctant plea for aid.
At length, something in Tommy’s eyes softened and I caught a glimpse of the kind boy beneath the sharp-edged man.
“Alright,” he sighed, sparing me one final curious glance.
She pushed a pouch of coin across the table to him. “For your birds.”
At first, I thought he might refuse it, but Tommy was a profiteer at heart. He tucked the pouch into his tunic and stood without another word, disappearing out the door and into the night.
 
Spring turned to summer. We watched and waited. Reports came every few days from various parts of Alesia, always anonymous, usually coded. My mother explained somewhat to me of how her network operated, though in hindsight, she never told me anything of substance. It was too dangerous, she claimed, for everyone involved. Should our intrigues go awry and I be captured, what knowledge I had would be pried from me. I, of course, vehemently protested such a thing, but she just smiled her sad, knowing smile.
There are ways, she said, to break even the hardest stone.
It was a perilous path we were on, and things would surely get worse before they ever improved. I could only imagine the methods to which she referred, but even those were plentiful and terrifying. In the end, I concluded that even I, with my stubbornness and pride, was a risk in the wrong hands. It was better to not know.
Instead of learning the placement of every strand of the web, I learned where to go should I need help, who I could trust to hide me, signs to watch for that marked safe-houses around the major cities. As it turned out, not all of it was her own network. The underworld of illicit actors had its own code, its own backbone. There was a level of camaraderie amongst thieves and spies that blurred the borders from one crew to another. It was slight and fragile, but it was there and could be relied upon in times of great need.
I feared the day I might have to depend on it.
Afternoons were spent with Aubrey and Augustus, largely to maintain appearances, though I never told either of them as much. In light of recent events, we began studying Persica and its strange religion. My mother had called the emperor ‘the divine ruler’. As it turned out, that was no exaggeration. They quite literally believed he was the physical embodiment of their god, Al’Rahim. He housed the god spirit, which passed to his eldest son at the time of his death.
Theirs was a strict and brutal faith, rooted in magic and sacrifice. The more we read about the Divine Origin, named so due to their core belief that their god was the root of all in existence, the more prohibitions we discovered. Among them, a sacred disdain for the act of love, unless performed for the sole purpose of procreation. In particular, they considered the ‘unclean congress’ between two men or two women especially abhorrent. That day’s lesson put Aubrey on edge. To me, all of their myriad rules seemed bizarre and nonsensical, but I let him rail nonetheless, pacing before the fire and very nearly spilling his wine as he gesticulated angrily.
It was the core virtue of sacrifice I found most disturbing. Not only were devotees expected to prostrate themselves daily before their god – or in his absence, a representation of Him – but also to seek out the faithless and bring them forth to be cleansed. This rounding-up of the tainted was considered a sacred charge, something to be celebrated. There were even specific instructions for the redemption of those brought before the priests. Reading them turned my stomach. Those who could not be saved in the flesh were purified by flame, their souls sent to Al’Rahim’s eternal kingdom in the sky.
Above all, it was the emperor’s sacred duty to unite the world under his rule, bringing all the peoples of the earth into the light of Al’Rahim’s holy Truth: that He was the one true god, and all others were false deities.
We spent weeks reading various holy texts, accounts from bystanders in Rume and Makednos, studying drawings of the temples and idols and tools of redemption. By the end of it all, I felt truly ill. My mother was glad for it, though, and pressed me for summaries of what I’d learned each day. You must know your enemy, she said to me. She’d not had the time nor the access to Chamberlain libraries to do such extensive research. For once, I actually felt like I was contributing something to our cause, and it made the lessons with Aubrey more bearable.
As the summer solstice approached, I grew more and more agitated as each day passed and Quintin still did not return. After more than two months without word, I wasn’t too proud to admit that I was beginning to worry. When I broached the topic at dinner, my mother’s face took on the careful veil she wore when she was withholding something from me. I’d grown accustomed and didn’t press. Whatever it was he was doing in Tuvria, I wasn’t meant to know.
Mother and I pored over reports from local noble households, which were much faster and easier to obtain, as her connections in Litheria were far more extensive than elsewhere. From that information, we built our guest list for a solstice feast. It would be a small affair compared to the one usually held at the palace, but Amenon had extended no invitations and all signs pointed to a continued silence.
Notes of acceptance arrived promptly, with the majority of the Court desperate for gossip and public engagement. Our House might be on the fringe of the King’s displeasure, but my mother was well-known as a skilled hostess. In light of Amenon’s continued obscurity, people were willing to take the risk for some much-needed diversion.
The night of the solstice, my mother slipped into my room as Shera pinned the last of my unruly locks into place. She looked radiant in a gown of deep emerald that matched her eyes. For me, she had commissioned a sleek silk dress in a dusky blue, intended to remind our guests of our impending alliance with House Van Dryn. Adrian’s ring glittered boldly on my finger, freshly polished and matched with a pair of sapphire drop earrings.
My mother met my eyes in the mirror. “Ready?”
I took a bracing breath and nodded.
She glanced to Shera, whose face was as solemn as I’d ever seen it.
“Yes, my lady,” she replied unasked. “We are all ready.”
We were as ready as we were ever going to be. The tension in the house was palpable. Here, tonight, we had involved the members of our household in our intrigues. Shera, along with Poppy and Ellen, would act as our invisible eyes and ears, circulating through the crowd with trays of wine and delicacies. In the kitchen, Greta would ensure that our guests’ entourages had their fill of mead. Gabe and Preston, as gregarious fellow armsmen, would drink with them and carefully prod for information. Emmett, for his part, would catch guests’ first impressions as they came through the door. Wearing a mask takes a toll, and the act of donning it is often put off until the last possible moment – usually after cloaks and shawls are relinquished to an inconsequential doorman.
The pieces were in place. Now we just had to make it through the night without giving away the game.
It was a nerve-racking evening. For my part, I wasn’t concerned. I’d had years of training and practice dissembling around my peers. It was the involvement of our wholly untrained staff that put my teeth on edge. One slip, one overstep could alert the guests that there was more to this party than simple diversion.
In the end, I needn’t have worried. Every last one of them performed their parts brilliantly. When the final guests had been escorted to the door, we all breathed a collective sigh of relief and Mother insisted each of them be debriefed before retiring for the night. It had to be done individually, and in private, to prevent any of the information from being tainted by suggestion. To help speed the process along, she sent me to the kitchen with Gabe and Preston to find out what they had learned from the guards.
They had made for a dynamic team, playing counterpoints to draw the men into argument. People had a tendency to reveal more than they ought when engaged in heated discussion. By the end, they’d managed to acquire a few juicy bits of gossip that I doubted we could have obtained from any other source. Armsmen see much and are often disregarded.
It was nearly dawn before my mother’s interrogations concluded. When she emerged from the study with a heavy-lidded Poppy in tow, we all stirred from our sleepy state scattered about the common room. On one couch, Gabe gave a snort as Preston elbowed him out of his brief slumber. Beside me, Shera perked like a hunting dog and spared me an unsettled glance. Without prompting, the lot of us heaved our way silently to our feet.
My mother’s equally tired eyes scanned us. “I know you must have questions, and I regret that I cannot give you answers. You’ve all provided valuable observations from this evening, information we could not have gotten any other way. For that, I am in your debt.” Her voice took on an edge of warning. “Tonight, I trusted each of you with enough knowledge to bring the King’s wrath down upon our heads. I only ask that you trust me in return and speak to no one, not even each other, of what goes on inside this house.”
“My lady,” Emmett spoke up after a short silence. She turned toward him, meeting his gaze. “You know that I am your husband’s man to the grave. Your man,” he said proudly, back straight and sharp chin held high. Greta beside him entwined one arm with his in support. “But I fear what we are about.”
My eyes flicked around the room, reading similar concerns on others’ faces. To her credit, my mother didn’t flinch or fidget.
“The less you know, the safer we all are,” she replied calmly, her confidence a reassuring presence.
Emmett’s gaze never wavered from her, still waiting, still expectant. The others may have been satisfied with that response, but not him. After a long hesitation, she drew a reluctant breath and folded her hands neatly before her.
“We are about the business of preserving the Crown and our nation as we know it. That will have to be sufficient, as it is already much more than I ever intended to tell you.”
I read those faces in a hurry, my eyes flitting around the room once more to soak in every drop of fear, confusion, and worry. Beneath them all, though, I saw resolve steeling the members of our unlikely party. That tiny, perilous piece of truth was enough for them.
With that, she called a respite until midday, dismissing everyone from their morning duties. Murmurs of gratitude and assent rippled through our company as they took their leave, Mother and I lingering in the common room.
“You told them too much,” I warned quietly.
She stared after them. “I told them as much as they needed to hear. I would not have involved them if I didn’t already trust their discretion.” She turned a wry smile on me. “I choose my staff wisely.”
Of course, she would. Half of her informants labored in the service of one noble house or another. She could spot an operative from across the room. Her soft hand touched my arm in parting.
“Get some rest. Goodnight, my dear.”
I watched her go, the layers of her gown rustling on the wood floor. Standing alone, the first lights of day caught my eye, the barest blush of indigo peeking through the windows high above my head. The solstice had come and gone with no word from my scowling guardian.
“Liar,” I whispered to the emptiness.
 
I barely slept, a few restless hours dragging past before the itch of routine forced me from my bed and out into the garden. Drills were a salve, a physical release for the tension of my spinning mind. Thoughts tumbled over one another as I worked through the forms, cataloging and processing the information from the night before.
When I returned to my room, Shera was already bustling about, laying out a day gown on the freshly-made bed.
“I didn’t expect to see you this morning,” I said in greeting.
She just smiled and waved me toward the privy where a steaming bath waited. I peeled my sweat-soaked clothes off and tossed them aside, stepping gratefully into the tub.
“You shouldn’t have troubled yourself,” I called to her. “I have plenty of experience drawing my own bath.”
She closed the door and crossed the tiles toward me. “Then you know what a pain it is to do on your own.” She sat down on her stool and handed me the ball of soap.
I began scrubbing myself clean. “Are you uneasy about last night?”
She stiffened at my shoulder. “We aren’t to speak of it. Lady Nefira was very clear.”
“Good.”
Shera scoffed. “Are you… testing me?” Teasing, more like. When she caught sight of my smile, she splashed me. “Some friend you are!”
I caught her hand. “I am a poor excuse for one, I know. But not you.” I looked over my shoulder at her. I cherish you, I wanted to say, but my lips couldn’t form the words. She just smiled that knowing smile, kissed my cheek, and returned to her task in silence.
 
We broke our fast over lunch, every pair of eyes in the house harboring tired shadows beneath. My mother was preoccupied and said little until we had closeted ourselves in the study.
“You should have slept,” she scolded as she pulled out our guest list from the evening.
“Drills help me think,” I countered.
She glanced up at me. “I need you sharp. Focused.”
“I’m fine. Let’s just get to work.”
We pored over the information gathered at the feast, making notes and removing names from the list one by one. It was tedious, mind-tangling work, but we managed to get through it in the space of a few hours. When she finally called a close to our deliberation, my head ached and afternoon light poured in through the tall windows.
“You should get going,” she said gently.
“They’re going to be furious.” I dreaded my lesson for the day, and for good reason. Augustus and Aubrey had not been invited to our solstice feast.
My mentor greeted me stiffly in the foyer of his opulent manor. He was angry, yes, but hurt as well, which was even harder to face. I curtsied low and proffered the sealed letter my mother had given me. Augustus snatched it from my hand and I waited demurely as he broke the wax. His expression softened as his eyes flitted across the page.
“Well,” he said, folding the letter and tucking it into his breast pocket. “I suppose we should get back to work.”
Aubrey was less angry, but also less willing to forgive. In our post-lesson chat, he prodded me relentlessly. “You know I love you no matter what,” he said, sitting across from me in his plush armchair and pinning me with his solemn amber gaze. “But to push me from your life is a hurt I cannot countenance.” There was a time when he could pry anything from me with that look. Not anymore. The stakes were too high.
I shook my head. “I’m doing no such thing. You are my dearest friend in the world. I’m only trying to keep you safe.”
He threw up his hands in exasperation. “And who will protect you? Your damned Tuvrian is gone, Adrian is off at sea, your father is away in Laezon, and your House is in the King’s disfavor.”
It ate at my nerves to keep him in the dark.
His eyes took on a flicker of hurt. “Do you really find me so untrustworthy?”
“It is your father whose discretion cannot be relied upon.” It slipped from me before I could bite my tongue on the words. Damnit.
Betrayal creased his brow, but he knew he’d managed to get something from me that I’d not intended to share, so he measured his tone.
“And me?”
It was too late. The words could not be unsaid. “You, I would trust with my life,” I reassured gently.
He set his glass aside and slid to one knee before my chair. One soft, warm hand grasped mine. “Then why don’t you?” he pressed.
A rueful smile flitted across my lips, my palm finding his cheek. “Because I don’t trust myself with yours.”
Watching his face fall carved a hole in my chest, but my mother had been very clear. Anyone we involved, we must be willing to kill with our own hands to protect the cause. Aubrey, I knew, I could not. I feared he would push me away in anger, in retribution for my refusal, but that was not his way. He was better than that. Better than me. Instead, he just heaved a resigned sigh.
“Then will you at least tell me what I can do to help?”
I considered it, wondering what Mother would say. I knew I should ask her first, but the look in his eyes broke my heart, so I chose what I thought could put him – and us – at the least risk.
“Your family maintains patrols along the Hydraxian border?” I ventured carefully. His home province lay on the southwestern border, along the coast of the White Sea.
“We do,” he confirmed, those amber eyes brightening and shoulders setting with the same hopeful resolve I’d seen in Agorai.
“Keep me informed of anything you hear from Cambria. Even the least notable gossip might be helpful.”
He flashed me a smile and pressed my hands to his lips, and I felt some of the heaviness lift from my heart.
 
It pacified my friend and infuriated my mother, who railed at me in the study after dinner that night. “We agreed, Elivya! You swore to take no action without first consulting me! You cannot involve people without asking!”
“He’s not involved!” I protested. “He doesn’t know anything!”
She ceased her pacing and ticked off my oversights on the fingers of her left hand. “He knows we’re about something illicit enough to keep carefully hidden. He knows we’re interested in keeping an eye on the border. He knows about your training! That alone is more than enough to put us all at risk!”
“He wouldn’t betray us. I know Aubrey.”
She shook her head, eyes flashing angrily. “That’s not the point! We’ve been over this! If we are discovered, if his involvement is discovered, are you willing to take his life?”
I lolled my head in frustration. “Why does it always come to that, with you?” I protested, exasperation overruling my steady tone.
“Because that is what it takes!”
The air between us fell utterly silent. In nineteen years, I’d never seen her lose her composure so completely. Ghosts swam in those bright green eyes, the telltales of fear writ plainly upon her face. Turning away to collect herself, she ran a hand through her long raven hair.
“You cannot act unilaterally.” Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “Do you understand?”
I swallowed hard. “Yes.”
“Get some sleep,” she commanded, not looking at me. Wounded and angry, I obeyed.
 



CHAPTER 33
 
 
Adrian’s letter arrived a week later. Emmett presented it to me at breakfast as I sat in my sparring gear, my mother fixated on a report in her hand across from me. I practically snatched the paper from him when I saw the dark blue seal. Heart racing in my chest, I tore into it like a starved animal, hands trembling as my eyes devoured the contents.
 
Dearest Elivya,
 
Our time in Petrion was too short. I have so much I wish I’d said to you. The world is not what it was, and I fear there is little room left for tender moments. I am sorry to not have you here at my side, but glad at the same, as this has become a grueling and brutal duty. The tide of refugees has slowed somewhat, though the presence of the marauder fleet has only increased in the last months. Our conscripted privateers have helped a bit, packs of brawlers set loose on the open sea, but they can be difficult to manage at times. They lack the loyalty and discipline of our core fleet.
I have returned to port with a shipload of civilians to find a windfall of good fortune. The King has loaned us ten new galleons fresh from the shipyards in Dax. They are larger and better-equipped than our frigates and will help take the brunt of the rescue efforts, freeing us to focus on driving this pirate king back into whatever festering hole spawned him.
I wish you were here. I’ve only a day to spare as we re-outfit before returning to the fleet, but my heart aches to think of what we might have done with it. Know that I will do everything in my power to come back to you and make you my wife. We will have long winter months to begin working on our horde of sea children.
 
All my love,
Adrian
 
Alive. He was alive. I smiled, tears on my cheeks, and managed to quash the urge to press my lips to the paper. My mother watched me furtively over her own letter. After a moment’s hesitation, I obediently offered her the page, but she waved me off.
“Those words are for you alone, my dear. I only need the summary.” When I’d provided as much, she loosed a relieved sigh. “Finally, some good news.”
“And yours?” I asked, nodding to the paper in her hand.
“Your father is concluding his business and returning to us.”
“How long?”
“A few weeks, perhaps.” Her face was guarded.
“What more?” I pressed.
She fidgeted with the missive and set it aside. “The illness has reached Laezon.”
My floating heart crashed to the floor. “How many?”
“A few of the outer villages so far. Samson is keeping an eye on it.”
It seemed ridiculous to expect a soldier, no matter how seasoned, to be able to do anything against an illness. My mother was confident, though, and I expected she had greater faith in my father’s garrison commander than I did. Perhaps it was just a matter of keeping order. In that case, he was the perfect man for the job.
 
My father and his retinue returned three weeks later. We stood in the courtyard to welcome them, every face haggard and worry-worn, more so than the journey alone would warrant. Among the retainers, James and Seth filed in through the gates, red-brown hair and matching freckles caught in the afternoon sun. James’ eyes met mine, an old thread tugging on my gut. They dodged away again as he swung from his saddle with alacrity, handing Seth his reins and moving to take Midnight from my father. The old black warhorse flicked his ears but allowed himself to be led off to the stable. To my delight, Valor had made the journey as well, plodding along behind Seth on a lead line. He looked irritated and fat, which made me smile.
My father embraced us both, ushering us inside and into the study, where he laid out the state of conditions back home. To our relief, the sickness didn’t seem to be spreading. Two villages had been decimated, but there didn’t seem to be any new reports of infirmity in any others. Samson was maintaining the garrison, working with the summer’s new conscripts and making plans to call back more seasoned soldiers for patrol. The Lazerin cavalry would be at full force before spring.
Briare and Arradon had both been warned, though it took some convincing. My father had to pay a visit to House Ardontus himself, spending several days with Lord Miko and his wife Cheza to convince them of the impending threat. Ero and Ila had been easier to sway and had helped to turn their parents’ minds to our cause, if for nothing more than the excitement of taking part in some grand epic. The garrison at Arradon was small, but their influence was significant and they had sworn to put their resources to good use.
House Briad was easier to bring aboard. With the Royal Physician in disgrace, the Lesser House of Caerus was ready and willing to believe our accounts of the King’s decline. With their skills in engineering, their fort near the western border held a defensive position that rivaled any other. At my father’s request, they agreed to begin construction on a number of defensive engines and build up their own forces.
As for Frii, missives were sent to the commander of the Freyjan forces. Unlike the other Lesser Houses, they had no noble family. The leader of the province was their General, elected by a council of high-ranking captains once every ten years, or when the General died. Generals, once chosen, often served until death. Such had been the way of the Freyjan people since the original outpost had upended Tuvrian tradition, the women taking up arms to defend their homes when the men had been all but decimated by the border wars nearly six hundred years ago.
Several letters went unanswered. Finally, shortly before my father departed Laezon to return to the city, a final courier delivered a response: We stand ready.
It was enough for my parents. The Freyjan forces knew of the threat from Hydrax. It was all we could do, to warn them.
For our part, my mother and I filled him in on all he’d missed during his time away. He, too, was unhappy about my involvement of Aubrey, but there was nothing to be done for it now. He watched my mother with a carefully guarded expression when she told him of our deal with Tommy, but said nothing. I saved my news of Adrian’s reinforcements until the end to bolster our collective morale.
The pieces were in motion. Now we just had to keep the board from tipping over.
I was dismissed for the evening and made my way obediently from the room, my steps echoing down the hall. Once around the corner, I removed my slippers and doubled back barefoot, pressing my ear against the latched door.
“-could you possibly trust him?” my father’s muffled voice seeped through the wood.
“I needed his network.”
“After everything he’s done?” His anger reverberated through the dense panels.
I heard the rustle of my mother’s gown as she paced, a defensive edge to her voice. “The vast majority of my resources went west to help you. I couldn’t wait. We had to get ahead of it. Tommy was my only option.”
A long pause filled the air.
“And Quintin?” Another silence, followed by the sound of my mother sitting abruptly on the couch. “Still?” he pressed.
“Nothing yet.”
“Have you told Elivya?”
“She doesn’t need to know,” she replied with firm resolve.
“She should at least know he didn’t abandon her.”
“I need her focused. She’s too easily distracted.”
“She’s doing her best,” he countered gently.
Her voice fell, and I heard some fabric shift. “…I never wanted anything like this to fall on her.”
A creak followed more rustling, and I guessed my father had settled onto the couch beside her. “We could still send her away. To Syraci, perhaps.”
“The crossing is too dangerous right now. I won’t send her anywhere without Quintin. Besides, I need her here. I can’t do this on my own.”
Her words hit my heart with a pang. She’d never admit as much to me.
“You’re not alone,” he reminded.
“I didn’t mean it like that, Damien.”
“I know.”
Silence followed, permeated by quiet sounds of intimacy. I withdrew, slipping back down the hall.
 



CHAPTER 34
 
 
It was late summer when Selice fell ill. News of it spread quickly, tactfully leaked from the palace in a manner that left little doubt as to its intent. A surge of worry and public prayer seized the city. Priests of Adulil made their way into Litheria, organizing vigils and leading prayers in public squares, pleading with the Mother and our sacred ancestors to save our beloved Princess.
The Book of Days teaches us that all things simply are, no matter how painful. The balance of the world is one far beyond the scope of one person, one family, one village. It is the great breathing being that intertwines every bird, every stone, every blade of grass. Our sacred charge is life itself, in all its joys and miseries.
Still, we are human, and every one of us has been known to entreat our gods in the darkest of times.
All around the city, shrines appeared on street corners and in parks, filled with flowers, candles, incense, sheaves of wheat, and other offerings to Adulil. My parents and I held our collective breath in terror. If she died, all our carefully laid plans would be for naught. It was a miserable ten days.
I decided, amid the uncertainty, to visit James. Despite everything, I missed my friend. I’d not seen him in well over a year, and I held out hope that his resentment may have eased in my absence. After a brief search, I found him in the stable repairing a bridle. He looked up at my entrance and flashed me a friendly grin that made my heart leap. Perhaps he had found it in himself to forgive me, after all.
“James.”
“Hello, horse thief.” He turned back to his work.
I smiled. He’d not called me that in a long time. “I was glad to see you return with my father.”
“I was loath to leave home, but Seth needed me. Not enough experienced hands here. Erik and my father are keeping a handle on the foaling this fall. Lots of mares ready to drop when we left.”
“I hear Samson has his hands full as well,” I continued conversationally, settling onto a hay bale opposite him.
He laughed at that, nodding. “There’s an understatement. More fresh recruits to pummel into shape. The garrison is nearly bursting. Between that and the sickness, he’s not been at the estate much.”
“I don’t suppose you’ve seen any of our old comrades.”
“I did, actually.” He glanced up at me. “I reported for patrol last winter.”
“Truly?” I startled, surprised.
“I needed the coin, and I felt I owed it to them. They gave me hell for not showing up the last three years.”
Gods, had it really been that long?
“They must be thoroughly pissed at me,” I muttered.
“I took your lumps for you.”
“…Sorry.”
A long silence stretched between us as he wrestled a thick needle through the new strap. I searched his face as he worked. He was calm, his old wounds a distant memory; still sore, but replaced with something else. He looked happy for the first time in a long time.
“You seem well,” I observed.
He looked up from his stitching, considering. “I am,” he confirmed, flashing me a reserved grin. For once, I cursed my mother’s training. Part of me didn’t want to know.
“Married?” I asked, forcing a casual lightness to my voice I didn’t entirely feel.
Now it was James who searched my face. “Expecting our first this winter.”
I swallowed hard and nodded, fighting to dredge up a big smile for my oldest friend. “Congratulations,” I breathed with carefully measured excitement. “It’s a shame you’ll miss the birth.”
His eyes told me he knew I was dissembling, but he played along and let me keep my dignity. “I’ve a mind to ask your father for a few weeks’ leave in midwinter. Seth’s already agreed to cover my duties.”
I nodded a bit too animatedly. “I’ll speak with him and make sure of it.”
“Thank you.”
Another awkward silence stretched and I stood. “I should get going, Aubrey will be wondering where I am.”
As I turned to take my leave, he caught my wrist. “Leanne.” I forced myself to meet his gaze, those warm brown eyes staring up at me in earnest. “Her name is Leanne,” he added gently. “I think you’d like her very much.”
I forced a smile and a nod for him before I fled, locking myself in my room to nurse my aching heart in private. It was unfair of me, selfish in the extreme, to feel jealous. I am ashamed to admit to it, but I felt it all the same. James had been my first friend, my first love. It was I, not he, who had walked away. He owed me nothing, and yet it still hurt to know he had moved on so completely.
I should be glad I’d not irreparably damaged him with my reckless disregard; should be glad he’d managed to find happiness, as I had with Adrian. I was glad, or would be, given time and the honest council of a good friend – and perhaps a few glasses of wine. Resolved, I refreshed myself in my washbasin and headed to my afternoon lesson at the Chamberlain manor.
 
Days later, it was there that I learned of the rumor of Selice’s miraculous recovery, quickly followed by the King’s summons. A public audience would be held in the throne room for every noble and influential family in the city. When I returned home that evening, my parents and I speculated over dinner and discussed contingencies as best we could, but none of us were truly certain what this sudden public audience would betoken.
The morning of, as we made ready to leave for the palace, the household was tense. We spoke little, each of us lost in our own thoughts and fears of what was to come. The carriage ride, we made in silence.
We took our position near the front of the hall as one of the few Great Houses in attendance. Only Chamberlain and Oristei Houses were present from Adulil’s Six, along with a smattering of Lesser Houses. The rest of the throne room was packed with guild leaders, priests, and well-connected merchants. The Hydraxian delegation lingered discreetly to one side of the hall, their garish attire ruining their attempts to go unnoticed.
After a short wait, King Amenon emerged and took to the dais, followed closely by the Persican priest in his flowing white robes. The cleric carried a staff, this time, the silver censer swinging from a chain on its head. Smoke seeped from it as he took his place behind the King’s left shoulder.
A murmur washed through the crowd when Selice trailed in after and posted up at her father’s right. Her beautiful face was drained, magnificent eyes dull and exhausted. Despite her obvious frailty, she held her back straight and her chin high. It must have taken every ounce of her strength.
The King looked even worse than the last time I’d seen him, his eyes clouded with a complete lack of interest, dark circles ringing them. His clothes, though crisply pressed, hung from his emaciated frame. A golden circlet weighed heavily upon his brow, shoulders tense with the effort of supporting it. He raised one pale hand and the room fell deathly silent.
“I have called you all here today,” he began, “to bear witness to a great miracle. As you all know, my dear daughter, the Princess Selice, was recently stricken with the great gezgin sickness.” One hand gestured sloppily in her direction and his tone took on a blatant edge of bitterness.
“In the depths of her infirmity, I beseeched our Sacred Mother and Her blessed son Adulil to come to my aid, to save my firstborn from the illness that ravaged her.” His face twisted, voice cracking with grief and anger. “My prayers went unanswered, just as they did when Rishel lay dying, and Cerya before her. As my daughter approached death, the High Priest Solomon came to me at her bedside. He begged me to pray with him, to call to his god Al’Rahim in earnest to spare her life.”
An old echo of foreboding resurfaced in the pit of my stomach.
“It was He, the Divine One, who answered.” Amenon raised his voice. “When Adulil abandoned me to watch my child die in silence, it was Al’Rahim who took pity on a grieving father.” He turned to the priest at his side. “It is for this great service that I appoint High Priest Solomon my Royal Advisor before all here assembled.”
The priest stepped forward, layered robes swishing against the marble floor, barely audible over the flood of shocked murmurs sweeping the audience. Such an appointment vaulted the priest far above the rest of the nobility in terms of Court hierarchy. Apart from nearly unrestricted access to the King, the position also brought with it the stewardship of the throne in the regent’s absence. As such, the title of Royal Advisor was often given to the next of kin in line, so as to minimize the potential for contention, should the monarch fall while a steward tended the throne. But as Amenon had no siblings living, he’d never appointed anyone to the post.
Ignoring the blatant discontent among the nobility at such news, Solomon bowed low before the King, tall staff dipping humbly. Amenon nodded and waved him away, the stench of jadeweed wafting through the air. The priest straightened, resuming his post as my throat tightened with fear. Who now could gainsay the Persican snake? To the King – to any father – there was no greater boon than the life of his child. I couldn’t help but glance at Selice. Despite her exhausted state, her eyes glinted with anger, clearly aware that she had been made a pawn in the cleric’s schemes.
She was not the only one present who seethed. The King’s fury was palpable.
“For this betrayal,” he continued, “I will no longer tolerate the worship of Adulil or his treasonous Mother in my city.”
After a brief, shocked silence, a surge of dissenting murmurs swept the assembled crowd. I glanced Aubrey’s way, fear and disbelief cutting my breath short. My friend’s amber eyes met mine from afar, mirroring my own distress.
“I’ll not have it in my city!” Amenon bellowed, and the noise quickly dwindled to a blatantly discontented silence. The King’s lip curled, madness and fury warring within those brass eyes. “Any who defy this decree will be subject to the Crown’s justice.”
Augustus stepped forward boldly from the crowd, his voice carefully measured. “My lord, if I may-”
“You may not.”
“Life and death are the purview of the Mother,” a gentle voice wove over the gradual resurgence of murmurs.
Bodies parted to reveal a slight, unassuming woman in mist-green robes, hazel eyes gleaming. Somewhere between my own age and my mother’s, the vines in her long brown curls looked as though they’d simply grown there. The very air around her seemed more still, more settled, more alive in the most ancient sense of the word. High Priestess Valia looked wholly out of place in the stark marble hall.
“It is not for us to gainsay Her choices, Your Majesty,” she added.
Amenon’s face darkened, his voice low and terrible. “You dare to tell me my daughter should have died?”
She took a few steps forward, every movement reminiscent of a willow swaying in the breeze. “Adulil taught us of the great balance, and that witnessing it is the burden of man. Not to interfere with it, but to suffer and celebrate in equal turns as the cycle threads through our lives.”
“I have read the damned Book of Days, Valia.”
“Then you know that we all must suffer loss in this life.”
“Do not speak to me of loss!” he cried, his pale hands gripping the arms of his throne, nails chewed to the quick. “I have lost enough. More than enough. Too much.”
“Perhaps you fail to consider that there is another path.”
It was the first time I’d heard the priest speak, his lightly accented voice ringing out through the cavernous marble chamber, clear and conversational. A frozen stream in winter held more warmth than that voice. Solomon fixed High Priestess Valia with his dark gaze.
“Al’Rahim, too, demands suffering and sacrifice. In that, we are brethren in faith.”
“I fear that is where our similarities end,” she replied flatly, eyes blazing.
He smiled, a predatory thing filled with carefully-concealed malice. “Indeed, where your goddess demands you helplessly suffer as she chooses, Al’Rahim asks that you decide the manner of your own sacrifice.”
“And who is it that decides one of your captives should be burned alive?”
He spread his hands innocently before him. “We are not barbarians. No one goes to the pyre who does not choose to be purified thus. It is the greatest and most noble of sacrifices, the most direct path to His Kingdom.”
She tilted her head slightly. “I wonder, then, why you do not dedicate yourself so.”
“One day,” he assured with a placid smile. “My work here is not yet finished.”
“Silence, the both of you,” Amenon barked. “I’ve not called this audience to listen to you bicker.” He straightened in his seat, the crown having fallen a bit crooked on his brow. “My decision is final. Valia, go back to your forests. You and yours are no longer welcome here.”
“But sire,” Augustus spluttered, immediately falling silent beneath the King’s withering glare.
“Take your barbarian faith back to the hinterlands,” he hissed. “My city is for more civilized folk.”
 
My parents dismissed me and closeted themselves in the study for long hours upon our return. Instead of pacing the halls or attempting to eavesdrop, I walked laps around the exterior of the estate, anxious strides tracing the high stone walls that encircled our city manor. When I passed the stables, I spotted James in the paddock, hard at work cleaning out a trough. The kind smile he offered in greeting faded at the look on my face.
“You alright?” he asked, setting the scrub brush aside.
“I need…” I fidgeted, feeling foolish. “Would you go for a ride with me?” I forced out.
Though my request clearly caught him off-guard, he agreed readily enough. We took the shortest route to the city’s eastern gates, the clatter of hooves on the cobbles the only sounds between us. Once we passed beneath that massive stone archway into the open fields beyond, I gave Valor his head.
He burst from beneath me like a loosed arrow, every stride, every heaving breath unwinding a tiny bit of the tension in my chest. I ran him ragged, fleeing the feeling of helplessness that had dogged me for months and now threatened to overwhelm what fragile composure remained to me. No matter how far or fast we went, I knew I could not escape the mess of secrets that had woven itself into the heart of my homeland, the fetid nest of lies and manipulation into which I’d willingly climbed. It would be there waiting when I returned, demanding our next move. But to feel the wind whipping my face, stinging my eyes as Valor’s hooves hammered the ground beneath me… it helped.
When he finally burned through the bulk of his energy, we slowed and circled back for James and his stout painted gelding.
“Better?” he mused with a raise of his brows.
We fell in side-by-side, Valor heaving noisily as he matched pace with the paint. The grateful smile I flashed James proved to be answer enough. My friend nodded sagely, scanning the horizon before eyeing me askance.
“How long have you been holding that in?”
“Few months,” I admitted. “Since we returned from Elas, I suppose.”
“I noticed that surly Tuvrian didn’t come back with you. Left him in Agorai?”
My smile faded. “He came back.”
“I’ve not seen him.”
“…He left.”
“Good riddance. Bet that was a relief.”
I didn’t reply.
“Unless I’m missing something,” he revised, and I could tell by the sound of his voice that he was staring at me, doing his damnedest to puzzle me out.
“He’s not so bad,” I confessed a bit reluctantly. “I mean, he is. He’s a stubborn ass on the best of days. But he’s Tuvrian, and I’m…well, me. That he never used that damned rope on me is a wonder.”
“Rope?”
The memory of his indignant threats brought a heavier version of that smile back to my lips. “Nothing. Never mind.”
James narrowed his eyes at me in suspicion. “I thought you hated him. He gave you more bruises than all the stable boys combined, by your own accounting.”
“And I’m far better with a blade for it. Pain is progress.” How many times had he hurled that stupid phrase at me? Now it was coming out of my own mouth? I shook my head, annoyed that I had to chase Quintin’s voice from my thoughts. “Things were just…easier, with him around.”
Something in the distance caught my eye, a small figure making its solitary way toward the Kingswood. Glad for a distraction, I spurred Valor across the field toward it, James trailing close behind. As we drew near, I made out the mist green robes and brown curls of the High Priestess.
She blinked up at me as we shuffled to a stop beside her. “I recognize you,” she commented curiously.
I bowed from my saddle. “Elivya fen Lazerin, my lady. I saw you at the palace this morning. You were incredibly brave.”
The priestess offered me a wry smile. “That is not the word I would choose, but thank you all the same.”
“Where are you going?”
“Back to my forest, as commanded by the heir of Adulil.”
I glanced at the Kingswood. “You live there?”
Technically, Priests of Adulil don’t live anywhere. They maintain a nomadic life, traveling around Alesia to offer aid and counsel to all the Mother’s people. Still, many often choose a wild place in which to build a more permanent dwelling, usually in extreme isolation and never revealed to anyone except their aspirants, should they take any. I knew Izikiel had such a place somewhere in the Laezon forest, but I’d never seen it and he rarely spoke of it.
“I spend much time there, yes,” Valia replied graciously.
“Have you seen a great stag?” There was an unintended edge of earnestness in my voice. I wasn’t sure why I’d asked; the question had just surfaced unwitting on my lips.
“There are many great stags in the King’s forest.”
“Not like this.”
She nodded slowly, brows knitting. “You’ve seen one of the Old Ones?”
Impossible golden eyes and a deep feeling of unease echoed in my memory. “I have.”
“You are most fortunate, then.”
“What does it mean?”
She ignored my query and lifted one hand to Valor’s muzzle. He snuffled her and pressed his nose into her palm.
“You’ve seen him too, haven’t you?” Valia murmured to him with a smile.
“Please, my lady. Tell me how to help.”
Her gaze returned to me, sorrow in her eyes. “It is not my place to gainsay the Heir of Adulil. If he bids me to go, I will go.”
“We can’t just stand by and do nothing,” I protested.
The corner of her mouth twitched. “I expect you won’t.”
With that, she left us and continued along the path toward the Kingswood. I made to follow her and press my case, but James stopped me with a quiet reproach. Relenting, I turned and kneed Valor back toward the city. My friend wheeled his mount around alongside, our horses plodding slowly down the road.
I could feel him watching me. When you spend half your life with someone, the feel of their presence becomes a subconscious thread, winding through your bones and whispering their thoughts into yours. Despite the scars we had left on one another, that cord still remained, tethering his soul to mine. One glance his way, and he quirked that brow at me in silent query.
“I thought she might have some guidance for me,” I replied, not bothering to hide my discouragement. “Some advice. Something.”
He adjusted the reins in his hands, a pensive, fidgeting gesture as familiar to me as his freckles. “When did you see a Fey Beast?”
“Just before I left for Elas. The King and Queen held a hunt and a feast for the spring equinox. We stumbled across it when chasing down a buck.”
“You and Adrian?” There was a hint of old hurt in his voice, but not so much as I had expected.
I turned to meet his brown eyes openly. “Yes.”
It took him a moment to decide whether or not to ask. “Is he good to you? Do you love him?” There they were, the questions that had hung between us, unspoken, for nearly two years.
“Yes.”
James nodded, looking away. “Good.”
“And your Leanne?”
His face softened at her name, and I didn’t need to hear his response to know. “Yes.”
Something in me settled, deep and final. “Good.”
Peace between us was a balm on my troubled heart. The rest of my world may be spiraling out of control, but this, I could fix. We chatted amicably the rest of the ride home, a nostalgic echo of long summer days in the fields and hills of Laezon. He told me about his new wife, who was pretty and kind, with wheat hair and hazel eyes. Apparently, in her pregnancy, she had a keen appetite for apples. He described her swelling belly with pride and I marveled at the entire situation. It seemed only yesterday that we were children scrambling around in haystacks and scrapping in the mud.
For my part, I told him of Adrian and the Van Dryns. He laughed at my recounting of our drunken nights at the Greyshor and my many adventures with Aubrey in Agorai. I didn’t tell him of the attack in Dockside, or that I’d killed one man and helped bait two others to their deaths. I kept the whole of our intrigues to myself, saying nothing of Tommy or the ships. In truth, there was a lot I didn’t tell him. Maybe I just wanted to pretend for a while, to preserve that one happy moment in the midst of so much darkness and uncertainty.
“Thank you,” I said when we dismounted outside the stable, fully aware of my mother’s displeased presence hovering on the front steps. James smiled and nodded her direction, taking Valor’s reins from me.
“I’ll see to him. Go.”
She scolded me briefly for my absence and ushered me into the study, where Father waited at the desk with a missive in hand.
“Tommy’s birds are reporting a mixed reception of your rumors,” he informed me. “It seems there are too many conflicting opinions on who exactly is spreading the sickness.”
My mother sank into a chair nearby. “Now that the King himself has openly declared the gezgin to be the cause, that particular play will no longer be effective.”
He gestured to a separate report. “There is news from Montar, as well. The Persicans are buying up every crop they can, offering exorbitant prices for grain and foodstuffs.”
“Can we waylay the shipments somehow?” I asked.
My mother’s voice sounded far away. “I’ll talk to Tommy. I have informants, but he has muscle.”
I paled. “You’d raid the caravans on the road?” House Montre was a Lesser House of Lazerin, our own distant kin.
She glanced my way. “It’s a dangerous time to travel.”
“People could die!” I protested in disbelief. “Innocent people! Our people!”
That cold, pragmatic stare fixed on me. “They will die nonetheless, and in much greater numbers, if those supplies reach the Persican army.”
I bit my tongue, knowing the bitter truth in it.
“I will write to Montar and Korent, and see if I can convince them to hold the shipments of their own volition.” My father watched me, sympathy plain on his face despite his flat, reserved tone. I could tell the idea sat as ill with him as it did with me. “You must understand, Elivya. No matter what we do, people are going to die.”
“But our own people? By our hand?” I shook my head.
“I know,” he commiserated softly. “But sometimes terrible things must be done for the greater good. If you cannot make your peace with that, your mother and I will continue without you.”
Both pairs of eyes watched me and waited as I stood abruptly, shaken from my seat by the violence of my revulsion. Hugging my arms about myself, I paced the room and wrestled with the stark reality of our situation.
I thought of the nameless man whose face I carried. Was his death necessary? Perhaps not. I might have tried to run. Instead, I chose to kill him. He was an unsavory type, to be sure. I’d not forgotten the abhorrent violation he had inflicted upon me. The world was better off without him. But innocent blood? I wasn’t sure I could carry those faces.
I looked to my parents. Both had sacrificed much to help Amenon retain his throne so many years ago. My father carried scars for our king. The War had planted ghosts in his eyes. I could see them even now. And my mother, she had taken more shadows upon her soul than anyone for their cause. How many innocent faces did she carry? Still, she pressed on, willing to sacrifice everything she had fought for in the service of our nation.
Am I such a coward that I would shrink from the same?
The thought hung in my mind, a silk thread from which everything I held precious dangled.
No.
The choice settled deep within me, a resolve as certain as any I’d ever known.
Whatever is necessary, whatever it takes, I will see it done.
 



CHAPTER 35
 
 
My father’s letters were sent to the Lords Montre and Kortra. Tommy agreed to tip off a few unsavory groups of highwaymen he knew that there were some well-laden shipments moving east out of Montar – for a fee, of course.
It turned my stomach.
The day after the King’s audience, another round of royal decrees circulated about the city, announcing the High Priest’s appointment and crediting the Princess’s recovery to the One God Al’Rahim. It laid clear, in no uncertain terms, that Litheria would become a center of progressive faith, and the Old Ways were no longer permitted within the city walls. All throughout the streets, the shrines erected to Selice’s health were torn down by the city guard and burned on the cobblestones.
A deep uneasiness simmered among the people of the White City at such a massive shift in their way of life. Litheria had stood as the city of Adulil, the heart of our nation and our faith, for nearly a thousand years.
More priests arrived from Persica, wandering the streets and spreading their gospel. The Temple of Adulil was emptied, its single open-air chamber stripped bare, the carved depictions of His travels chiseled from the white marble walls. The beautiful statue that had stood behind the altar for centuries was removed, destroyed in the streets in full view of the public. The riots that ensued lasted for two days, faithful Alesians clashing violently with the city guard and the Origin priests’ own soldiers. After countless arrests and several deaths, the protests were finally quelled. The blood-spattered remains of the statue were left in the square for all to see, a brazen reminder of who now held the true power in Litheria. In its place, a great white stone was said to have been placed above the temple’s altar.
When we heard, I left my lesson with Aubrey and took Valor to the temple square to see it for myself. The piles of rubble still crowded the street, bits and pieces of my people’s heritage scattered on the cobblestones. Here and there, I could make out a face, a hand, part of a sun. Priests lined the steps of the pillaged temple, braying bits of scripture and promises of redemption at passersby. A dozen city guards hovered, keeping the peace. From the eaves, they’d hung massive white banners marked starkly with a black hand, the palm dotted with a single drop of blood.
An acolyte murmured a prayer at me when I tied Valor to a hitching post outside. Ignoring both the invocation and the hand outstretched for coin, I pushed past the boy and made my way to the temple’s well-guarded entrance.
Gritty residue ground beneath my boots as I climbed those sacred steps. The chill that fell over me in the midst of that hot summer day owed nothing to the shade cast by the high roof overhead. Ice trickled down my spine when I passed through those hallowed columns and beyond the immense banners fluttering lazily in the breeze, the ones obscuring the view of the utter destruction within.
As if they could hide such a thing.
The white marble walls had been abraded clean, dust still piled on the floor below where masterfully-carved friezes once sat. The rows of sacred wheat that had been lovingly maintained for generations had been removed, the dirt troughs filled in with rubble. They would have been golden, ready for harvest, right about now. I very nearly trembled with anger.
Common folk and priests milled about inside the vast space, their hushed tones echoing off the scarred walls. Some clustered in conversation, others spoke eagerly with the Persicans. A few shook their heads and wept openly at the desecration of our temple. Far above, sunlight beamed through the oculus in feeble reassurance.
At least that, they cannot take from us.
There, at the back of the temple, a massive white stone sat where Adulil’s face had once gazed down on his people. Strange symbols wrapped the towering monolith, covering its entire surface. I had studied many languages, but these markings were foreign to me – sharp and twisted and hateful. A faint sound caught my ear, a hissing whisper emanating from…somewhere. The runes on the surface flickered, an unknown dread lurching in my gut. Savage and seductive, they called to me. Promising. Threatening.
“The Lodestone is a sacred gift, upon which Al’Rahim’s word is written.” The priest’s soft voice drew my gaze as he approached me from the left.
I fought to keep my tone civil as I gestured at the symbols. “You can read these?”
He smiled. “Only the Divine Ruler can read them. The language is that of Heaven, and is beyond mortal ken.”
“If it’s so precious, why is it here?”
“The Emperor has sent it to your king as a reward for his devotion. He believes Litheria is destined to become a great center of knowledge and faith.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “Remarkable, how it arrived so soon after the King’s decree, given that Persica is two months’ hard ride from here.”
He was unbothered by the bitter sarcasm in my voice. “Al’Rahim’s Chosen sees all. Time is irrelevant to Him. Surely, He has seen even this conversation many years in advance.”
I laughed. “You can’t possibly believe that.”
His dark eyes told me that he could and did. I wasn’t sure what to say to such willful lack of reason.
“Have you suffered in this life, young miss?” he asked, tilting his head at me.
“It’s life,” I replied curtly. “Everyone suffers.”
That blithe smile remained unshaken. “True, but if you’d had the chance, would you have changed the manner of that suffering? For yourself or for another?”
I thought of Amenon and his incalculable grief; of my fourteen-year-old mother beaten and raped. A grimy hand and a cruel sneer hovered in my memory, my stomach churning.
“What’s your point, priest?”
“That you have a choice, child. Al’Rahim gives his people the power to choose their own sacrifice. Save the life of your child in exchange for a scourge of your flesh. Lift your family out of poverty in exchange for guiding your fellow man to His Truth.” He spread his hands magnanimously. “All he asks in return is devotion.”
“Blind submission,” I corrected pointedly.
His smile broadened. “What is faith, if not blind?”
“I’d call that ignorance. A powerful tool for the manipulation of the people.”
“Its name is irrelevant,” he dismissed. “What matters is that you accept Him into your heart and forsake all false gods. Only then will you feel His grace lift you from your darkness, from your life of ignorance and sin.”
That condescending tone, that placid grin, the way the hem of his pristine robes dragged through the dusty remnants of my people’s heritage; the sheer arrogance of it ate at me, crumbling my last fragile bastion of restraint.
“These false gods you speak of…” My voice slipped from my lips with brutal conviction. “They do not ask blind obedience or the scourge of the flesh in exchange for mercy.” I took a step toward him. “They taught us that life is. That is all. We take the bad with the good and know that in that balance lies the divine gift of our being.”
I took another step. “They are here, now, in the sacred wheat you ripped from this temple.” I pointed at the oculus. “They are in the sun that beats down on this city. They are the grass and trees and rivers of this land. You cannot chisel them from the walls. They are this land, and we follow them because we can see them.”
He retreated, offended by my closeness. I continued to advance until his back bumped against the wall. The approaching rattle of armor announced that my aggression had drawn the attention of a few of the city guard outside.
“Every breath of wind, every newborn foal, every drop of blood in every Alesian holds a piece of our gods.”
Firm hands grabbed my arms and pulled me back from the priest.
“You can raze Litheria to the ground, Persican,” I snarled as they dragged me away, “but you will never take them from us.”
Needless to say, I was escorted ungently from the premises. Foolishly, I struggled, but I was unarmed and two grown men easily overpowered me. On the steps, one of them grew tired of my thrashing and backhanded me across the face with a mailed fist, sending me sprawling to the cobblestones below, my head spinning. Furious, I scrambled to my feet just in time to watch them disappear back into the temple, my very existence already forgotten.
“Traitors!” I shouted after them.
I stalked back to the hitching post where Valor waited, eyeing me curiously. The acolyte muttered another prayer, once again holding out his hand for coin.
“You’ll not get a single copper from me,” I snapped, shoving past him and climbing into my saddle. Guards, priests, and commoners alike stared as I spurred my mount and disappeared down the street.
 
My mother examined my split lip with disapproval written on her face.
“They destroyed everything,” I lamented through clenched teeth. “The statue, the wheat, it’s all gone.”
Anger still burned in my chest, made all the more potent by my public humiliation. Granted, it was unlikely anyone actually knew who I was – else the guard would never have dared to strike me – but anonymity offered little consolation to my bruised ego.
“You shouldn’t have made such a scene,” she scolded gently. We’d agreed not to draw attention to ourselves, for the sake of our many moving pieces.
“I couldn’t help it. He was just so damned…self-righteous! And for the city guard to betray their own people like that?” I couldn’t find a word crude enough.
“They are doing what they have sworn to do: enforce the law. The King decreed this shift.”
I hated that she was right. It ate at my already festering heart. There was so much anger pent up inside me, writhing and seeking an outlet. I excused myself and spent the rest of the evening in the garden, drilling furiously. I channeled my rage into every swing of my sword, every sweep of my dagger, every pivot and lunge. It took hours to burn all the hate from my veins, but I refused to stop until it was done. By the end, my hands trembled. Soaked in sweat, I heaved the cool night air and let my sword hang at my side, eyes fixed on the moon glowing overhead.
Tell me how to fix this, I pleaded to the Mother. Tell me how to stop them.
Once again, my gods were silent.
 



CHAPTER 36
 
 
Fall marched onward, and the bastardization of the White City only worsened. At first, there were reports of new converts scourging themselves before the Lodestone, and I couldn’t help but linger over the memory of that hissing, whispering thing that had seethed at my nearness. The runes glowed, the rumors said, when a supplicant’s blood splashed on its white face. Men and women prostrated themselves before it, and before the golden idol of Al’Rahim that had been hung above the stone. Great fortune was said to befall those who did so, though none of our sources could find any direct beneficiary of said windfalls. It didn’t matter. The people believed. The crowds at the rededicated temple grew, and the religious fever spread.
Our faith is something quiet, something understood in the soul. It is the foundation of our way of life in that we don’t even consider it something apart from ourselves. It just is. The lessons Adulil brought us are ingrained so deeply, they are taken as common understanding rather than any type of faith. The land provides for us, so we must tend the land and preserve it. Animals bear our burdens, aid us in our daily lives, and so we must care for them with kindness. We are no more important to this world than the oldest tree or newest blade of grass. It is ours to share, to experience, to appreciate, and then to leave, as all things must.
This Al’Rahim, this Divine Origin, was altogether different. It told people that if they dedicated themselves earnestly enough, if they helped cleanse the world of false idols, they could transcend this mortal plane and touch the face of God. It gave them a feeling of power, of control over their lives. As much as I detested it, I understood why they were drawn to it. Life could be desperately cruel.
So could men.
A contingent of Persican soldiers arrived to take over the protection of the temple and its priests during the period of transition. Shortly after their installation as a dominating force on the streets of Litheria, rumors of cleansings began. I never saw them with my own eyes, but I do not doubt the reports that filtered in from my mother’s informants.
It only took one person, one quiet conversation with an Origin priest, to set things in motion. Neighbors informed on each other, eager to ingratiate themselves with their new god. The Persican soldiers would appear and drag the accused party to the temple, where they were given a choice: repent for their many sins and prostrate themselves before Al’Rahim, or be cleansed in the myriad ways laid out in their holy texts.
To my people’s credit, at first, they resisted. Some, to their deaths. In the beginning, we didn’t believe that the priests would do it. We thought Amenon would speak up, put an end to the madness, but Crofter’s Castle remained silent. Public floggings became the norm, men and women tied to posts and beaten with whips and canes. Many relented and bowed down before the Lodestone with bloody backs.
Some dedicated souls held out, after which the manner of their cleansing became a private affair, conducted by the priests in secret. I’d seen the serigraphs. I’d read the texts. Even the most steadfast Alesians broke, then.
A few, though, a few were accused of sins beyond redemption. Those were cleansed until they begged, publicly in the square before the temple, for an end to their suffering.
The priests humbly obliged.
The first to burn was a woman named Theresa. She worked in the brothels in Dockside, same as hundreds of others. Why her, with so many others just the same? She had refused to service one of the Persican soldiers. This, of course, was not common knowledge. Instead, they circulated rumors of her licentiousness, her lack of morality. It was widely claimed she had murdered her own bastard babes the moment they slipped from her womb, only to lay with more men the same night; a ridiculous accusation, of course, since a silphium merchant knows no better market than the stews of Litheria.
Our reports told us she was barely conscious when they put the torch to her pyre.
The second and third burned together, a pair of elderly men who had been lovers for many long years. I held Aubrey as he wept in fear at the news.
After that, most didn’t try to resist. I couldn’t blame them. Many had families, people who relied on them to stay alive. The Mother would forgive. Adulil would forgive. They were only words, or so we told ourselves.
In light of the King’s conversion, several of the lesser noble houses and wealthy families followed suit, desperate to stay in the Crown’s good graces. To their credit, the Great Houses held firm. Ours was the blood of the Seven, as pure as any on the earth. We could not betray the lineage that granted us the right to rule.
As Samhain approached, we planned. Montar and Korent had postponed their shipments, begging a variety of excuses for the delay in delivery. A few, though, had already been sent and intercepted. I couldn’t bring myself to ask how many lives it had cost.
Aubrey proved himself valuable. His resolve doubled after the burning of the elderly couple, and he provided almost daily reports out of Cambria. Usually, it was nothing of note, but one day he fidgeted horrendously through our entire lesson. Despite my pointed looks of warning, he was all but crawling out of his own skin by the time his father left us to our after-session wine.
“Hydrax is mobilizing.” The words practically leapt from his mouth the moment the study door clicked shut, Augustus’ lumbering steps retreating down the hall. “One of our scout patrols along the border reported six hundred horses and nearly four thousand men.”
I stiffened in my chair. “Where?”
“Just beyond our lands, in the southern mountains. Hydrax is rallying its strength.”
“How long ago was this?”
“A few weeks past, by now.”
I stood quickly, setting aside my untouched wine, my mind spinning. “I need to go.”
He grabbed my arm as I turned to leave. “Elivya, what is happening?”
I was eager to race home but forced myself to pause, grasping his shoulders in as reassuring a gesture as I could manage. “Soon, Aubrey. I promise.”
My parents exchanged a wordless glance when I shared the news. For once, my own paltry resources had outpaced my mother’s network. She stood, walking a slow lap around the study. I couldn’t bear the silence.
“What are we going to do?” I pressed impatiently. “If Solomon convinces the King to order the western provinces to stand down, the entire Hydraxian army could be here before winter.”
She stopped and considered me, then my father. “Elivya, leave us.”
“But-”
“Now.”
I stood, exasperated, and stalked from the room. I considered retracing my steps silently to listen at the door, but I couldn’t know how quickly they would call me back and I didn’t want to be caught spying. Instead, I paced in the main hall for the better part of an hour. By the time my parents emerged from their confidences, I was strung tighter than a new bow.
I jumped to attention at the sound of their approaching steps, forcing myself to stillness with feet planted and skin prickling. When they appeared in the doorway, side by side, the look on their faces did nothing to put me at ease. Mother folded her hands carefully before her.
“If we do this, if we continue on this path, our House may be forfeit to lesser hands.” Her voice echoed slightly in the vast room, solemn and firm. “Your future, everything we have, it will all be at risk.”
Fear. Grief. Resolve. Ghosts of battles long past. They swam in the shadows of my parents’ eyes, the weight of their unspoken decision all but smothering them both.
“What path?” I asked, my voice hoarse from disuse.
“We cannot afford to wait. Hydrax has forced our hand. We must rally our resources and make a play.” She paused, battling to utter the words. “Amenon must be removed.”
My jaw dropped, my ears not quite believing. I remember thinking there must be some other way, some other option to move forward, anything else but that. The grim resolve on her face told me otherwise. I turned my incredulity on my father.
“And you?” I pressed. Amenon was his friend, a brother in arms. He had bled for our king. Ridden into the very mouth of Brandon’s Black Company for him. Clearly the same thoughts were swimming through his mind, those dark forest eyes hardened to shield him from the grief.
“…The man I knew is gone.”
Treason.
We were talking about treason.
The enormity of it settled like a stone in my chest. That horribly familiar paralysis gripped me, fear like ice locking my spine. Beneath the terror and the disbelief, though, lay the same brutal lesson they had taught me so many winters ago.
To lead is to make choices. To weigh lives and risks and consequences for more than just yourself. To sacrifice your easy conscience for the sake of those who depend on you.
No room for uncertainty. No space for meekness. I am one of the Seven and I had sworn to see it through, no matter the cost. To turn back now would be cowardice and that was the one thing I could not abide in myself, so I buried my fear and met my mother’s haunted gaze.
“…How?”
 
Our carefully-vetted list was finally put to use and a new guest list was drawn up. Five days hence, we would throw a private Samhain masquerade. Those who came would be in open defiance of the King’s decree just by attending. At dinner, we would lay our plans – and ourselves – bare before them. Much would depend on our previous observations. If we had misjudged any of them, it only took one to betray us.
Aubrey and his father were among the names on the list. When I told them of the invitation at our next lesson, they looked slightly discomfited but accepted nonetheless.
I distracted my whirlwind thoughts with the details of the masquerade. Samhain is a celebration of the harvest and of endings. Just as the wheat ages and is threshed in the field, so are all things brought to an end. Every life ceases to be. At the autumn equinox, we celebrate life’s bounty and revere the spirits of our ancestors.
The dress I’d commissioned from Sadie was delivered the night before the gala. I summoned Shera to my chambers and waited until she arrived, closing the door quietly behind her.
“I’ve a gift for you,” I said with a smile, gesturing to the box on my bed. Her eyes widened and she approached me slowly. “Open it,” I urged.
Timid hands hesitated a moment before pulling at the ribbon and lifting off the lid. She gasped as she withdrew the gown from its wrappings, deep emerald satin with black brocade on the bodice, two rearing horses embroidered back to back. With it, black satin ribbons for her hair and a black lace domino.
She shook her head in disbelief. “It’s much too fine for me, miss. Where could I ever wear such a thing?”
“With me, tomorrow night.”
Brown eyes snapped to me, all propriety evaporating. “You can’t be serious.”
“Afraid I am. We’ll have to dye your hair as well, though I’ve been told it’s easily done with a bit of ink.”
She continued to gape, holding the gown at arm’s length as though it might bite her.
“I’m in need of a twin for my costume to make sense,” I added with a shrug. “If you wish, that is. It’s entirely-”
“Yes!” she exclaimed, throwing her arms about me and pinning the dress between us.
I hugged her tightly, my heart swelling. I’ve never known the blood-bond of a sibling. Aubrey was like a brother, but no other girl had been to me what Shera had: my confidant, my co-conspirator, the only one who truly understood both sides of me. For one night, at least, I could make her my sister in all but name.
We dyed her hair that night in a small basin in the privy. With Ellen and Poppy to assist, we did a decent job of it and made only a bit of a mess. I was glad we’d done it a day ahead, as the ink stained some of the skin around her scalp. Poppy assured us that with some lavender oil and a good scrubbing, it would be barely visible in time for the masquerade.
The day of, we went about our routine as usual to maintain appearances. I woke at dawn to run drills in the garden, after which my parents and I closeted ourselves in the study to review our plans one final time. I rode with Gabe to Aubrey’s for my afternoon lesson, returning home before sunset.
Shera waited in my chambers, chatting animatedly as Ellen twisted the satin ribbons into her hair. From behind, I imagined she looked the spitting image of me. Her brown hair shimmered a deep sable, pinned into an elaborate coif that concealed the fact that her locks were much shorter than my own.
They helped me into my own matching gown, teaming up to work my hair into a similar style. When we donned our masks, it was like facing a mirror. The only giveaway lay in our eyes, but we’d both darkened our lids with kohl to deepen the dominos’ mystery. I was a bit taller, but not by much. Shera was a bit more feminine in figure, but not by much. To a casual observer, we were identical.
“Who exactly are we meant to be, miss?” she asked as we admired our handiwork.
“My great-great-grandmothers Eleanor and Dianna.” Technically, only Eleanor was my great-great-grandmother, but her twin sister was known to have been fully involved in the rearing of my great grandfather.
“Which one am I?”
I smiled. “Which one would you like to be?”
She considered. “Eleanor, I think.”
“Then I shall be Dianna.”
Her face fell a bit, and she dropped her eyes. “I cannot thank you enough, miss. This is a greater gift than any I could imagine.”
I took her hands in mine. “First, for the love of Adulil, you must stop calling me ‘miss’.” Both she and Ellen laughed softly. “And second, you are a better friend to me than I deserve.” She met my eyes when I gave her fingers an affectionate squeeze. “Thank me by enjoying this night as best you can, and keeping your eyes and ears open.”
Sobered, she nodded and we made our way downstairs to await our guests.
The evening held an undercurrent of tension, despite the lively music and dancing. Shera seemed to greatly enjoy the latter, proving herself a capable partner with several attentive courtiers. I abstained for the most part, though Aubrey and I made a good show of it for the sake of appearances. Everyone we invited had come, which was a good start. I noted small clusters talking quietly, among them the Oristei family, whose cautious disposition made me uneasy.
Finally, dinner was called, and our small flock of masked companions filed into the dining hall. Greta and her kitchen boys had laid a fabulous feast for us, and everyone dug in heartily. As the time dragged by, I itched in my satin gown. Shera sat to my right, chatting happily with Ulrich ben Oristei. Across from me, a silent Aubrey picked at his food. I watched the rest of the guests as discreetly as I might beneath my domino and fretted. The meal seemed to last for an eternity.
I was reciting Elan poetry in my mind in an attempt to calm my nerves when my father stood. The last of the dishes had been cleared and the guests fell silent over their after-dinner wine, the air thick with anticipation. Everyone assembled knew they were about to discover the true purpose of the evening.
“Tonight, we give thanks,” Father intoned solemnly, raising his glass. “To the Mother and her son Adulil, who bless the harvest and guide our people through even the darkest of times.” A murmur of assent rippled around the table.
“Dark times, indeed,” Augustus huffed from his chair.
“You are here because you value the soul of our nation over obedience to one man,” he forged on. Another murmur, this one less acquiescent. “Amenon has long ruled Alesia with a steady, fair hand, but loss and grief may break even the best of men.” His eyes scanned the faces around the table, an edge of remorse creeping into his voice. “I would not be standing here among you, were it not for our king. I rode at his side into battle, slept in the mud with him on the fields of Istra, guarded his life as my own. He was my brother,” his voice faltered. “My friend.”
A great silence filled the room as he collected himself, that gravelly tenor of grief still remaining when he managed to continue.
“So when I tell you that man is all but gone, you will know I do not say so lightly.”
My own gaze flicked over the room in an attempt to read the faces of those around me, but it was damnably difficult with the masks.
Father’s chin raised a fraction as he rallied his resolve. “I fear our king is no longer ours, poisoned in his own body by a foreigner who seeks to make Alesia yet another puppet nation for his god-king in Persica.” The table groaned as he slowly braced his palms atop it and leaned forward, fixing his stern gaze on our company. “We are the scions of Adulil and His Six,” he pressed on quietly. “What do we intend to do about it?”
It was a long time before anyone dared to speak.
“You would have us defy the King?” Leon’s father Ian ben Therus broke the silence, his timid voice edged with disbelief.
“You saw him at the audience,” Malcolm ben Fumandrel countered softly. “He has gone mad with grief.”
“He is still the King,” one lord of Guillar pointed out firmly.
“What kind of king lets the enemy burn his people in the streets?” It was one of our kin, an elder lord of House Estentis, who grumbled. On and on it went for several minutes, the tenor of the discussion growing progressively more brash and heated until my mother rose to her feet at the head of the table.
“Amenon has forsaken his bloodline,” she called out over the disharmony, and the assembled lords fell abruptly quiet, turning their attention to her with only a few lingering grumblings. “He has renounced Adulil and all but handed this nation over to a foreign power. Alesia is more than just a throne. Alesia is her people, and her people are suffering. If Amenon refuses to protect them, then that duty falls to us.”
“What is it you are proposing?” Augustus asked gently.
She spared him a glance. “If things continue to escalate, we will have a second war in our lifetime. Thousands more will die. Many of you fought in the War of Crowns, and remember well the brutality and the horror of it.” I noted several jaws tense. “I would prevent that at all costs.”
“Your ask, Nefira.” It was Reyus ben Oristei who spoke up, impatience in his voice.
She fixed him with her unflinching gaze. “I would ask you all, as representatives of the six companion bloodlines, to stand with us in forcing the removal of the King.”
Two dozen pairs of eyes stared at her, but she never wavered. I was trembling in my seat.
“And the priest?” Lord Therus pressed the silence.
“That would be for the steward queen to decide,” she replied carefully.
“Selice?” Aubrey finally spoke up. He looked to me, then back at my mother. “That’s your play?”
“In less than three weeks, she will gain her majority. At that time, the King will hold a public audience to present her to the people. That is when we move, with all of Litheria to bear witness.”
It was a brilliant plan. Terrifying and dangerous, but brilliant. At a public audience, we could each bring our household guards, fully armed, without issue. Alone, that might be only six or eight soldiers, but together it constituted a sizable force. With enough support from the nobility, even the Divine Origin’s guards couldn’t overpower us.
Should we fail, the King would be quietly assassinated shortly thereafter, spurring one last hope for Selice’s succession. That much, we kept to ourselves.
My father looked around at the masked faces in attendance. “Many of you served alongside me with our king. We fought not only for Amenon, whom we all loved, but also for his people. Our people. We did what was necessary to ensure their survival and the survival of our nation.” His gaze settled on Reyus at the far end of the table. “I would ask you to make that same sacrifice again.”
There are no words to describe the terrible silence that followed. The collective fates of two dozen nobles teetered on the edge of a knife. Every one of them knew full well the consequences of what we were asking. If we failed, if we were discovered, every person at that table would go to the gallows a traitor to the Crown.
“I, for one, am tired of hiding in my own city,” Augustus grumbled into his wine glass. He stood, his mind made up. “House Chamberlain is with you.” Aubrey stood as well, glass in hand, and I joined them with my own.
“I’ll not live the rest of my life in fear,” my friend added.
“House Therus stands with you.” Ian and Leon rose, glasses in hand.
“House Estentis as well.” Our Lazerin brethren.
One by one the other Houses stood until only House Oristei remained seated. Ulrich and Feran, once my suitors, watched their parents closely for their cue.
“Reyus?” my father’s voice cut through the air.
For a long moment, I thought he meant to refuse. Lord Oristei was an intimidating man, made more so by the bitter death of his beloved sister. His eyes were hard, unblinking as they maintained their long fixation from behind his violet domino. Finally, he dropped his gaze to his wine glass, fidgeting with it on the table.
“Damn it, Damien,” he muttered. He grasped it and stood, a sad, bitter grin crossing his lips as he raised his glass. “Mad Cavalry to the end, eh?” It was some private memory. I didn’t understand or need to. My parents did. He was with us.
I wished Adrian were there to steady me.
My mother’s eyes swept our company and she raised her glass. “For Adulil. For our heritage. For Alesia.”
“For Alesia,” two dozen voices intoned in unison. We drank.
The remainder of the evening passed quickly. After an hour in the salon discussing how many men each House could contribute to the effort, most took their leave. It was enough. It would have to be.
I felt wholly exposed, my throat laid bare. It was so damned dangerous and so easy for it all to go horribly awry. Shera lingered behind at the end of the evening as the rest of our small staff milled about, helping to tidy from the evening’s entertainment.
The shimmer of satin caught my attention as she approached my parents with hesitant steps. Skirts swished against the polished wood floor, drawing every eye, the hushed murmur falling to a striking silence. The deep and graceful curtsy she swept before them would have made any noble lady flush with envy. As she straightened, I saw the flash of certainty in her eyes, a fierceness I’d not seen since she’d shoved my sword belt against my chest and convinced me I was unbreakable.
“For what it’s worth, my lord and lady, we are with you as well.” All around the room, hands had fallen still.
“To the end,” Emmett added firmly, a stack of dishes in his hands. Beside him, Greta held her chin high, Poppy and Ellen frozen in place where they’d been straightening the last of the chairs. When Gabe and Preston pressed their fists to their chests in solemn salute, the sight of it tugged on a distant, lonely thread deep in my chest. One I’d long since locked away.
“Thank you.” My father’s gentle gaze swept over each of them, Mother’s fingers weaving with his. “Thank you all for your loyalty.”
With the last of the details seen to, our staff faded from the room, Shera disappearing up the stairs toward my bedchamber. As my parents bid me goodnight and started toward their quarters, I couldn’t help but give voice to the doubt that surfaced, shaken loose by the sudden quiet and the passage of time laid so glaringly before me.
“He’s not coming back, is he….”
They slowed to a halt, glancing at each other before turning to face me. The regret in my father’s eyes told me more than my mother’s careful regard.
Neither spoke a word.
I bit the inside of my cheek as my head bobbed in a leaden, bitter nod, the sharp sting of that abandonment cutting me to my core. In silence, I turned from them and headed for the stairs.
 



CHAPTER 37
 
 
I was halfway through my daily drills the next morning when my mother appeared in the garden. Turning to greet her, I stopped short at the expression on her face. She held a letter in her hand, the golden wax of the royal seal stamped plainly upon it.
“A summons,” she informed me stiffly.
My blood ran cold.
“We knew this might happen,” she reassured, though she didn’t seem terribly convinced, herself.
“…Do we run?”
“No.” In this, she was resolved. “It may be that he merely knows about the Samhain feast. If there is any chance our plans remain secret, we must do everything in our power to preserve the others.”
I sheathed my sword with a grim nod. “I’ll get dressed.”
My bath and breakfast were foregone in the face of the waiting summons. After refreshing myself as best I could in the washbasin, I dressed quickly and rushed to meet my parents for the carriage. As we rattled along the streets of Litheria, my mother reached one hand across to grasp mine, the other settling on my father’s beside her. She smiled at us both and gave us a bracing squeeze.
“Courage,” she murmured. My father lifted her hand to his lips.
The sapphire ring dug into my finger. Adrian. Fall was all but gone, and he still hadn’t returned to the city. With everything happening around us, I’d pushed my worry for him to the back of my mind in order to stay focused on the task at hand. My fretting could not help him. It could only hinder me. But now, as we jostled along toward our almost-certain deaths, I couldn’t help but wish I’d been able to see him one last time.
My mother reached into her handbag, drawing forth three tiny vials on loops of string. “Take these.” She handed one to each of us, securing the third around her neck and tucking it under her gown.
I held mine up to the limited light and shook it. A thin, pale amber liquid sloshed beneath the tiny cork. I knew what it was. She had taught me as much. Widow’s Tears.
Her gaze caught mine, steady and unwavering. “If things start to go badly, take it before the guards reach you.” My father tucked his under his doublet as my own hands fumbled to tie the cord behind my neck. My fear must have been written on my face because she took my hand once more. “It is a better way to die than they would grant you.”
We were met at the palace entrance by a small escort of King’s Guard, which did nothing to allay my fears. They led us briskly through the hallways and into the throne room, where we were herded down the long golden carpet with alacrity. A makeshift audience filled the hall, minor nobles, merchants, and wealthy lay people clamoring for royal favor.
“Disturbing rumors have reached my ears,” Amenon’s voice rolled over us as we made our obeisance. The King slouched in his chair with an expression of marked displeasure, the censer smoking at his feet. “My decree was perfectly clear, was it not?”
Solomon hovered behind the throne, black eyes watching. Selice was nowhere to be seen. Soldiers in white uniform surrounded us, their armor rattling quietly as they shifted. I gauged their distance from where we stood: three good paces, maybe four. It would be nearly impossible to consume our vials before they reached us.
“It was, Your Majesty,” Father responded on behalf of our House. His voice rang out strong and fearless in the massive marble chamber.
Amenon scowled at him. “And am I, or am I not, King?”
He knows. Terror gripped me, but my father didn’t even blink.
“Of course.”
Eyelids fluttered over pools of deep brass. “Yet you blatantly disobey my laws?”
“I think we both know they are not your laws.”
Solomon stepped forward from the shadows. “It was from His Majesty’s own lips, before this very Court, that he declared this city for Al’Rahim.”
My father’s angry glare settled on the white-robed priest. “I will be judged by my king, not you, Persican.”
“Solomon is my Royal Advisor, Damien. You will show him the same respect you would me.” Amenon paused, considering. “Though lately, that seems to be very little.”
I saw his fortitude falter. So did my mother, who stepped forward to take the lead. “House Lazerin has always been loyal to the blood of Adulil.”
Amenon tilted his head at her, his voice taking on a dangerous edge. “You have a strange way of showing it.”
She spread her hands in a harmless gesture. “We are people of the Old Ways, sire. We cannot be other.”
“Then you will be as much elsewhere,” he snapped.
Hope and panic commingled in my breast. Perhaps we would not die here, but to be exiled from the city made our next move significantly more difficult.
“My lord,” my father spoke up, having recovered his resolve.
“Enough, Damien,” Amenon cut him off sharply. “The only reason you are not in irons is because of the history between us.” His dull eyes, ringed with dark circles and madness, scanned the three of us. Anger and betrayal creased his brow, curling his lip. “If you cannot abide by my laws, get out of my city. You are exiled to Laezon until further notice. Be gone from Litheria before sundown tomorrow, or be imprisoned for disloyalty.”
 
The carriage ride home was rife with relief and tension both. We were alive, but our precarious gambit was in dire jeopardy. I watched my father barely containing his grief at the bitter encounter with his friend. My mother’s eyes drifted somewhere far away, mind churning through the possibilities of our next move. Mine was frozen, numb in the face of catastrophe so narrowly avoided.
It was midday by the time we returned. After a quick meal, we shut ourselves into the study and debated. We could sneak back into the city, yes, in time to make our appearance at the King’s public audience. Our allies had to be warned, lest they believe we had returned to Laezon and abandoned our cause. Letters needed to be sent to every House, but which ones? Someone among our company had betrayed us to the King. We could find out, but it would take time, and time was not something we had in great supply.
In the end, we resolved to limit our missives to a vague reassurance of our continued dedication to the cause, despite our exile. In the weeks before Selice’s natality, we would find the traitor and deal with them. The final debate was over how to get those risky letters to our allies. They had to be delivered that night, before the spectacle of our banishment drew every pair of eyes in the city to us.
“I’ll take them.” My voice sounded surer than I felt. “I’m going to Aubrey’s anyway. He could help.”
“No,” Mother refused firmly. “Amenon knows Augustus is loyal to us. They’ll be watching them both.”
“Then I’ll take them all myself,” I pressed. “These letters are the most dangerous we’d ever sent.”
“Which is why we’re sending a courier. Maintaining anonymity is the safest option in this instance.”
“A courier might leave the letter with any indiscreet servant, or be stopped by the city guard,” I protested impatiently. “I can tell if I’m being watched. Followed.”
“So do Tommy’s boys.”
“I know how to slip a tail.”
“In theory.”
“I can be invisible,” I insisted. “That is what we need.”
“No. I’ll not risk you. You’ll take the Chamberlains’ message and no other. Be home before nightfall.”
In the end, she sent Gabe to ride hell-for-leather to Dockside with a letter for Tommy. I left for the Chamberlain manor alone.
Augustus’ face fell when I told him of our morning audience. Aubrey listened carefully to my parents’ instructions, soaking up every word. When his father finally took his leave, my friend sank into his chair and dropped his face into his hands.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, kneeling at his feet. “I shouldn’t have involved you.”
“No,” came his muffled protest. He lifted his gaze to me, a soft smile on his face. “I only wish I could’ve done more.”
“You warned us of Hydrax. That is more than enough.” I settled a hand on his knee in a feeble attempt at reassurance, but he barely seemed to notice.
“How do you do it?” he asked, shaking his head. “I’ve only known for a day, and I feel like my chest is about to burst.” One hand clutched at his tunic. “The uncertainty, the terror of it all, it’s suffocating.”
A soft laugh escaped my lips. “Treason isn’t for everyone, Aubrey. You’re too honest a man for this sort of thing.”
“And where is your honest man?” he toyed with the sapphire ring on my finger. “The one who should be helping you shoulder all of this.”
I wish I knew.
“When he comes,” I said instead, “if I’m gone, tell him…” His face flashed in my memory, tempest eyes stricken with grief at seeing his people struggle. “Tell him family and duty first. He will understand.”
Aubrey considered me a moment, then nodded in agreement. We talked quietly for a while longer, revisiting old memories to lighten our spirits, a brief respite from the burden of knowledge. When the sun sank low in the sky, I bid my dearest friend farewell and made my way home.
Mother stood in the foyer, confronting a breathless Gabe with a letter in her hand. She looked to me, the panic clear in her eyes. I snatched the missive from her grasp.
 
I’ve already lost three of my boys to your schemes. No more. You’re on your own.
 
Tommy’s handwriting.
No couriers were coming.
Cursing under my breath, I handed her the letter and rushed for the stairs.
“Where are you going?”
“To change.”
Shera was busy packing my trunk when I burst through the door. Once she realized what I was about, she helped locate my breeches and tunic, along with my armaments. Her nimble fingers buckled my sword belt onto my hips as I fastened the Freyjan shield onto my left arm and pulled my sleeve down over it.
My parents were waiting in the main hall when I made my way back down the steps. There was no point in arguing. It needed to be done. Mother handed me the pouch of eight letters, each one identical.
“Be careful,” she murmured, eyes meeting mine.
After helping me into my dark wool cloak, my father gripped my shoulder in reassurance, and I left. James was tending to the horses when I hurried purposefully into the stable, Valor stirring in his stall as I approached.
“What are you doing out this late?” my friend asked.
I saddled my dappled stallion as quickly as I could manage. “I have to run a few errands.”
He set down his bucket, brows knitting. “It’s dark. You shouldn’t go alone. Let me come with you.”
“No.” I kept my voice steady and forced myself to flash him an easy smile. “I’ll be fine. I’m staying within the noble quarter.”
He eyed me doubtfully but knew me well enough to leave it alone. When I’d finished with Valor’s tack, I tucked the pouch of letters into a saddlebag and led him out into the moonlit courtyard. James followed, watching silently as I climbed into the saddle and refused the lantern he offered to fetch. Despite the uncertainty painted on his face, my friend held the gate for me and I raced out into the night.
I didn’t feel the sharp bite of early winter in the air, only the driving terror that drummed in my chest as my mount’s hooves clattered on the cobblestones.
House Therus was the first I visited, wanting to test my courier’s hand on an already amenable recipient. The gate guard admitted me readily and Leon met me in the foyer, his beautiful face marred with worry at my unexpected arrival.
“Elivya, my gods, are you alright?”
I held out the letter. “You and your father must read this in private. Burn it afterward.”
He eyed it cautiously for a moment before taking it, giving me a curious once-over in the process. I doubt my rushed countenance did much to put him at ease, but I still had a long night ahead of me. I dared not linger. Leon was cracking the seal when I slipped back out the door.
Not every visit was so easy. As the evening grew late, gate guards began to refuse me entry. It was only after much insistence that I eventually managed to convince them to check with their lords. Once admitted, my delivery was quickly done, but I wasted precious time arguing with servants and soldiers who asserted repeatedly that they would deliver my missive themselves. Others demanded I return at a more appropriate hour.
I saved House Oristei for last. I’d an inkling that Reyus kept late hours, a suspicion that was soundly confirmed when his chamberlain ushered me into his study well past midnight. Pale green eyes looked up at me from his desk. He set his quill aside as he evaluated my attire, my disheveled appearance, the final letter in my hand.
“What’s happened?” he demanded.
“The tide has shifted. We’ve been exiled from Litheria.” I crossed the small room to set the final letter on the desk before him. “Be sure to burn it when you’re finished.”
“This is not my first rebellion, young Lazerin,” he replied dryly as he cracked the seal and scanned its contents. “Wait,” he called as I turned to leave, raising one hand in a matching, if absentminded, gesture.
“I really must go, my lord.”
He finished reading and turned his intimidating gaze on me. “Tell me this, and tell me honestly: are we betrayed?”
I considered him. There was a hint of great loss behind his sharp stares and edged tone. He had loved his sister Rishel deeply, and her death haunted him as much as it did Amenon. He was afraid for what remained of his family. I knew I should offer confident reassurances that if we stood together, our plan would doubtlessly succeed, that there was no need to fear. It would have been a lie. This man, who bore as many scars as my own father from some of the same battles, deserved truth.
“High stakes require high risk, my lord. We will root out the informant. Stay the course.”
I could feel those pale eyes on my back as I turned from him and made my exit. Valor waited in the courtyard, minded by an annoyed house guard who practically tossed the reins at me. With a murmured apology, I swung up into the saddle.
Relief flooded me in the wake of that panicked frenzy, the whole of my crucial mission completed without incident. We plodded toward home in no great hurry, Valor shuffling along as I sucked in the cool night air. The whole of the city felt still and sleepy, a half-moon peeking out now and again from behind sweeping patches of blue-black clouds. Small sounds pierced the night, distant and easily dismissed.
Until they weren’t.
As I drew closer to home, the clamor grew noticeably louder, dousing my calm with ice water. Straining my ears, I caught bits of shouting and the clatter of metal cutting through the dark from a few streets away.
Swords.
I dug my heels into Valor’s flanks and we tore through the last few blocks, a storm of hooves and leather barreling down the shadowed streets. We reeled around the final corner and my heart turned to stone in my chest.
Fire.
I could feel the heat of it from the end of the street, our gatehouse already engulfed in flames. Women’s screams and the shouts of men echoed into the night beyond. A dozen soldiers in plate armor swarmed in the courtyard of my family’s home, their white uniforms cast yellow in the light of the flames. Two silhouettes made a stand at the doorway, steel flashing to hold the threshold without boots or armor; Gabe and Seth, woken in the night. I watched from a distance, frozen in terror, as they were cut down on the steps.
Several of the men rushed into the house, ignoring the growing inferno. Those who remained began to circle the perimeter, disappearing along the sides of the house. One lingered at the front, heading for the barn with a torch in hand. A brave stable boy rushed him with a shoe hammer and was quickly dispatched, a spray of blood painting the night. I watched his small body crumple to the ground, the hammer clattering on the stones, and learned in an instant that which would see me through all the hell to come:
Nothing thaws the icy paralytic of fear quite like rage.
I spurred Valor with a sharp dig of my heels, my brave stallion diving through the open gates and past the roaring blaze of the gatehouse without hesitation. My fury focused to a pinpoint on the murdering torchbearer as we raced up the drive and into the courtyard proper. Drawing my sword, I rode him down, pouring my rage into one arcing swing that caught the soldier in the face as he turned toward me. The impact of steel on bone jarred my arm, nearly ripping the blade from my hand. Valor’s hooves skidded on the stones as I drew sharp rein, leaping from the saddle to finish the job. I scrambled over to the fallen suit of armor, only to find an empty shell staring up at me, face cleaved in two. Training alone spurred me to glance over his uniform, white like the King’s Guard, but not. Overtop the golden sunburst of Adulil, a black hand had been painted on his breastplate, a sloppy smear of red in the middle of the palm.
I swore, panic and anger feeding fire into my veins. The stable still stood untouched by flame, so I hid Valor without tying him and slipped through the darkness toward the house. Stealing around the side toward the kitchen, I hid in the bushes along the stone wall as I drew near three of the soldiers, the torches in their hands blinding them to anything outside their ring of light. I slid past unnoticed and in through the servants’ entrance.
My foot slipped in something the moment I stepped through the door. Blood, I realized in horror as my eyes flicked downward. There was blood everywhere. Greta and her two kitchen boys lay dead on the floor, eyes open wide. Grief surged, tears threatening, but I shoved it down as deep as it could go. Not now. Keep moving. I stepped carefully over their bodies to make my way into the main house.
Screams sounded from somewhere deep within and I ducked into the long shadows of a doorway as two more soldiers rattled by, torches glowing. The better part of the upstairs was already engulfed in flames. The heat of it scorched my face and made my eyes water. Just beyond the dining room, I spotted Preston’s body lying face down on the rug, two Origin soldiers slumped motionless on the floor nearby. He’d managed to don his armor, for all the good it had done him.
I had to find my parents. When the soldiers passed, I gathered my courage to press further inward, but a hand grabbed my shoulder from behind. I whirled, reaching for my dagger, only to find James, his face strained and sweaty, hovered behind me. He threw up one hand, stumbling backward away from the threat of my blade, his other hand clutching his stomach.
“James,” I breathed, taking in the sight of him. Blood seeped between his fingers, his tunic drenched with it. His scabbard was empty.
“We must go!” he whispered earnestly.
“My parents…” I shook my head and turned back toward the main hall. He snatched my arm hard enough to hurt and held on with an iron grip.
“There are too many. They’ll catch you. We have to go now!”
I tried and failed to pull away, panic raising my voice unwittingly. “I can’t just leave them!”
A pair of male voices sounded nearby, and the rattle of armor drew closer. James’ eyes begged silently, the rest of him pale and weak as he wavered on his feet. One soldier, I might be able to catch off-guard and kill, but there were at least two heading our way and my friend was all but useless in his state. More likely than not, I would be captured and the details of our plans would be drawn from me. All that we had worked toward would be lost, if it wasn’t already. Who knew how many fires were burning across Litheria that night?
Later, my mother’s voice snapped inside my head. You are here. Now. Focus! I pushed those fears from my mind and pulled James’ arm over my shoulders.
We slipped back through the servants’ entrance and toward the front of the house. The courtyard was being watched, but the side gate stood unguarded, so I left him in the bushes near it and slunk through the shadows back to the stable. My first kill had been spotted and the soldiers were searching for the culprit. I couldn’t risk taking the time to saddle another horse. I grabbed Valor’s reins and led him out a back entrance in the unwatched paddock. The wooden gate creaked as it swung open, the sound as loud as thunder to my ears. I was sure I’d be discovered, but no one came.
It took every ounce of my strength to get James into the saddle, but we managed it and slipped out the side gate onto the street. Behind us, flames licked the sky as the stable was set afire, the screaming of the horses wrenching at my heart. Too late. There was nothing left to do but run. Once we’d rounded a corner out of sight of the manor, I climbed carefully up behind James. Valor sidled unhappily but obeyed when I put my heels to him.
I don’t remember much of the flight to the Greyshor. I was numb with terror, drowning myself in narrow focus to keep the paralyzing fear at bay. Left turn here. Three streets down. Now right. Don’t stop. Keep going.
When we reached the hidden livery stable, the boy looked us over nervously as I slid down off Valor’s rump and approached him.
“Let us in,” I demanded.
His eyes took in my haggard appearance and James’ desperate state, voice timid and unsure. “I can’t, if you bring trouble. I’m not supposed to, if there’s trouble.”
I snatched a fistful of his filthy tunic and shook him. “You open this door and go fetch Tommy before I throttle you, boy!”
Wide-eyed, he scrambled to obey. James ducked over Valor’s neck as I led him into the dark warehouse. A lad came to take him from me and stopped short upon closer look, the young boy I’d threatened racing past him toward the small office. No one bothered to help me ease my bloodied friend down from the saddle. Pulling one limp arm over my shoulders, I endeavored to take some of James’ weight as his breathing grew more labored.
“The fuck is going on?” Tommy’s harsh voice snarled as his quick steps approached, halting abruptly when he drew near. Hard eyes appraised our grim state, that sharp-featured face paling as he took in our blood-smeared clothes. He gestured to the young man who was meant to accept my mount and instead stood gaping at us.
“Help her,” he barked irritably. A shout into the darkness brought a few more young men of varying ages to our aid. Two of them took James from me. One led Valor off to the pens. Tommy conversed with the other two quietly. Whatever he said to them, they touched their knuckles to their brows and raced off into the night. Then he turned his attention to me – or rather, to what was left of me, now that the surging drive for survival had vanished.
I couldn’t move. My feet were filled with iron, anchoring me where I stood, my mind faint and buzzing.
“I have to go back.” My voice cracked, reality rushing in like an unstoppable wave. Fear, grief, despair, uncertainty, anger, all crashed down on me at once. “I have to go back,” I repeated hollowly. My voice sounded far away.
Tommy grabbed my arm. “Ye need to lay low, lass. Ain’t nothin’ ye can do for ‘em now, anyway.”
“I have to go back.” Tears burned my eyes.
He shook me, genuine concern flickering across his face. “They all knew to meet here, should things go bad, yeah?” he pressed reasonably. I nodded, barely. “So we stay put, lay low, an’ wait.” When I didn’t respond, he pulled on my arm. “Come on.” I went.
I’d never noticed the back entrance to the Greyshor, a staircase off the alley that led up to the row of rooms that were regularly let out. Tommy and his boys dragged us both up the steps and deposited us in one such room. James, they lowered carefully onto the bed, and I heard Tommy tell one of the young men to fetch a surgeon. The other stayed to stand guard in the hall. I sat on the bed beside my wounded friend, trembling.
“Elivya,” James murmured through gritted teeth. I turned toward the sound of his voice, a ghost in my own skin, and saw the fear in his eyes. He needed me. I swallowed my despair, forcing it down deep, and tried to focus on him.
One of the lads fetched me a basin of water and a clean cloth from downstairs. I peeled the bloody tunic back and caught my breath at the sight of his ravaged abdomen. Faking a reassuring smile for him, I went to work cleaning his wound.
To his credit, Tommy stayed with us for the better part of an hour until his runner reappeared with a tired-looking medic in tow. James hissed through his teeth when we lifted his arms to remove his tunic. The wound still seeped blood, surrounded by sticky clots. The surgeon’s solemn face only darkened as he examined the damage, fingers prodding around the perimeter, pressing on the unmarred parts of the belly and causing his patient to unleash a stream of curses. From his bag, he drew a bottle of dark liquid and administered a careful dose before cleaning and bandaging the wound.
The physician stood, retreating to the doorway with us. “The blade has pierced the bowels,” he told us quietly. “There is nothing I can do for him.”
My heart sank, the last flickers of my desperate hope extinguished by his solemn diagnosis. “There must be a way,” I whispered, my voice shaking.
His wizened face regarded me with compassion. “I am sorry, my dear. I’ll leave you something to make him comfortable. We must all return to the Mother one day. His time is near.”
Tommy pressed a coin into the man’s hand and sent him away. I looked over at James, his eyes closed in his exhaustion.
My friend… my friend was going to die. He was going to die, and there was nothing I could do about it. He would die, and it was my fault. All of it, my fault. Greta. Seth. Gabe. Preston. How many others? All because of me. A gruff voice cut through the torrent of misery coalescing in my mind.
“A word, lass.” Tommy pulled me out into the hall and closed the door quietly behind us, fixing me with a stoic gaze. “Ye don’t live as long as I have in Dockside without watchin’ a few people die.” He tilted his head at the closed door. “The way he’s goin’ is not quick or easy, and that valerian concoction will only help for so long. If ye care for him at all, you’ll end it for him.”
His words turned my stomach, driving home the bitter realization that if I’d just let him come with me like he’d asked, he wouldn’t have gotten hurt. My mind could hear the truth in Tommy’s voice, but my heart refused outright.
“Lass...” he pressed gently.
I dashed tears from my cheeks and nodded vigorously, avoiding his eyes. Gathering myself, I took a breath and slipped back into the room alone. I stared at James across the dark space. He slept in the wake of the physician’s careful dose, his copper hair plastered to his sweaty brow. Crossing the floor quietly, I sank down onto the mattress beside him, a low murmur escaping his lips as I took his hand into my lap. With no one to witness, I wept.
 
The first lights of dawn began to peek over the rooftops outside the dingy window. No one had come. I stood stiffly, careful not to disturb him, and pressed my lips to his damp forehead.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I promise, I’ll be back.”
One of the lads lingered outside the door and made to stop me as I slipped from the room.
“Tommy said you shouldn’t leave, miss.”
I pressed one finger to my lips and his protests fell silent.
“Just keep an eye on him,” I murmured. “I’ll be back soon.”
Valor stirred in the paddock. A few of the boys glanced my way but made no move to stop me as I saddled him, trying my best to ignore the dried blood still caking the leather. We slipped from the warehouse without issue and I dug in my heels, tearing through the cobblestone streets, a streak of gray in the early morning light.
The silence of it struck me first, flames and chaos replaced by piercing quiet. I could taste the awful stillness in the air, feel the sheer nothingness of it reverberating deep within me, an echo of the crushing emptiness that filled my chest. I stood in the courtyard, my mount forgotten, and gazed upon the ruins of my life.
The stone husk smoldered and smoked, charred walls all that remained standing. The stable was an ashen heap, the horses still screaming in my memory. My feet carried me, one lurching step at a time, toward the wreckage. Just beyond the threshold, the bodies of Seth and Gabe lay charred and unrecognizable. The soldiers must have dragged them back into the house before they left.
As I picked my way slowly through the shell of my home, I spotted a few recognizable remnants among the ashes. Here, a piece of an armoire from my room. There, a shard of a teapot from the salon. The upper level had collapsed upon the lower, leaving a mountain of debris around the perimeter walls. All around me, heat radiated from the cinders, overpowering the biting chill of early winter to draw sweat from my brow. I strained my ears, listening for any signs of life. I dared not call out, but even if I’d tried, I don’t know that my mouth could have formed the words.
In what was once the common room, a handful of soldiers sprawled in the ruins, soot obscuring the crude sigil painted on their plate armor. Staked in the ribs of one, a blackened blade jutted skyward like a battle standard.
A sword. My father’s sword.
Something pulled at me, a dark and mournful whisper, a siren song hissing through my bones. My boots followed, stumbling over the wreckage toward the garden. Only the columns of the arcade remained to mark its perimeter, a ribcage of stone and cinders flanking me as I staggered past them.
The scorched grass cushioned my knees when I fell, the air snatched from my lungs. Around me, plants smoldered. The marble fountain lay still and silent.
Before me, in the place where I’d found peace and redemption and self-worth, they had driven a post into the ground. There, in the heart of my family’s home, they had set a pyre. Upon it, three figures remained, bound together and slumped among the embers, the last pieces of my shattered heart.
 



CHAPTER 38
 
 
I was lying curled up amid the ashes at their blackened feet when Tommy found me. I barely noticed his presence. He knelt down beside my empty shell, placing one hand on my shoulder.
“Come on, lass,” he murmured gently.
I didn’t respond, didn’t move. I wasn’t there. None of it was real.
He whistled softly and a few pairs of rough hands lifted me to my feet. I don’t remember if they carried me or if I walked out of that smoldering graveyard. I do remember Tommy’s arms holding me in the saddle as his brown mare ambled along the cobblestones. I remember the creak of the hinges as the door swung open to admit us. I remember the empty room, the cot rushing up to accept the husk of what was once me, Tommy’s shadow settling into a chair nearby, head in his hands.
To say I wept… I would laugh if the bitterness of it wouldn’t consume me.
I surrendered, body and soul, to complete and utter despair. There is no better way to explain such a chasm of unfathomable loss. I threw myself willingly into the jaws of madness and hoped never to reemerge. Anything to make the pain stop.
To my dismay, Tommy refused to leave me there. Oh, he left me alone, to be sure. Men are rarely comfortable with emotion. Better to bottle it up and tuck it away, but my bottle was full, overflowing, and the grief was drowning me.
He returned to my room as the sun was setting, the rickety chair behind me creaking when he sank into it.
“I know ye are grievin’,” he began carefully, his voice hoarse. “But the valerian isn’t helpin’ much anymore.”
Somewhere deep within that hollow shell, I stirred.
James.
“If ye stay here, lost inside yer head, and he dies alone, in pain…” A faint rasping filled the silence as he rubbed his stubbled face. “You’ll never forgive yourself, lass.”
He waited as his words pierced the fog of misery that filled my mind.
They’re all dead. Everyone I love is gone.
Not everyone, a small voice countered in my head. He needs you.
My hand was numb from clutching the vial strung around my neck. I’d spent the day searching for a reason not to open it and down the contents.
Courage, my mother’s voice whispered in my head.
James lay awake when we entered, his face twisted in pain, skin pallid and soaked with sweat. Tommy hovered by the door as I crossed the small room and sat beside him on the bed. He squeezed my hand when I took it, forcing a smile for me that didn’t quite reach his mahogany eyes.
“I know you enjoy a good prank, but maybe sending a dead hare to the King of Alesia wasn’t such a great idea, all things considered.”
The involuntary gasp of a laugh that slipped from my lips was quickly checked by tears, and a hopeless shake of my head was all I could manage in response.
“Still,” he added. “I would have paid a few silver to see the look on his face.”
“How did you even hear about that?”
He quirked one brow at me. “Everyone heard about that.”
Ah, gods. I’ll never know how he managed to make me laugh in the midst of that crushing darkness, but he did, brief and hollow though it was. It shone a light into the endless abyss inside me, one that lingered long after the weight of our circumstances settled back over us.
“Those weren’t King’s Guard,” he murmured, all levity gone from his voice.
“Divine Origin,” I muttered back. “The High Priest’s men. Persicans in King’s Guard plate.”
“Why would they come for us?”
“…Because of me.”
“I was joking about the hare.”
I bit the inside of my cheek. “I’m not.”
His brows flicked together in confusion. After a decade of friendship, he didn’t need to voice the question aloud. I couldn’t bear to face him, my eyes darting away as I forced out a brief summary of the last six months. He deserved that much, at least, given that he was going to die for it.
He should have shouted at me. He should have raged and seethed and called me all manner of foul things. I would have deserved every bit of it and more. Instead, he gave my hand another squeeze and flashed that all-forgiving smile. No words, just a look – the same look he’d given me a thousand times before. I felt the tiny pieces of my heart cracking inside my chest.
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered.
He shook his head at me, slow and deliberate, before a wave of pain cascaded through him. Wincing, he doubled over and hissed through gritted teeth for several long minutes. I could only watch in utter helplessness as it gradually faded and his vice-like grip eased on my hand. At length, he relaxed back against the pillows once more, his eyes drifting down to the bandage around his torso. The outermost layers had begun to discolor, splotches of red seeping through.
“Hell of a way to go, huh?” he remarked, frighteningly pale with a fresh sheen of sweat on his brow.
I nodded, my shattered heart aching. “I could make it easier.” One unsteady hand drew the vial from beneath my tunic.
I didn’t need to tell him what it was. His face immediately fell, brows knitting in violent rebuke.
“No.”
“Let me help you,” I pressed, my voice cracking.
Even in his agony, James only ever thought of others. “If they catch you-”
“They won’t. Besides, I can always make another vial.”
He laughed humorlessly, wincing. “All that training and you’re still a terrible liar.”
“Please,” I begged. “Just take it.”
His eyes met mine. “I won’t let you suffer because of me.”
“Please.”
“No.”
I stood angrily and turned away from him with a colorful string of curses. Tommy caught my eye and fingered his dagger. I tried not to let my revulsion show as I gave him a subtle shake of my head. If James was going to die, it wouldn’t be the hard edge of a blade that stole his last breath from him. Grasping the last frayed threads of my calm, I returned to my seat on the edge of the bed and took his hand in mine once more, staring down at the contrast of tan and olive skin. How many times had he comforted me with those hands? How many tears had those fingers wiped from my cheeks? Too many, and not nearly enough.
It should be me who lay dying.
“What will you do now?” he asked quietly after a long moment, drawing my gaze back to his.
“There’s nothing left to do,” I gasped, my fragile composure faltering. Hot tears dropped onto my lap. “We failed. Everyone is gone.”
“Not everyone.” He gave my hand a feeble squeeze. “You are still alive.”
For what? I thought bitterly.
To suffer, the cruel voices hissed inside my head.
To survive, my mother’s voice countered.
I shoved them all down deep, wiping my cheeks determinedly on the filthy sleeves of my tunic.
“Do you have a message for Leanne? And your parents?”
His face fell as he considered the fact that he’d never meet his child. “That I love them very much,” he finally said quietly. “And that I’ll be waiting for them on the far shore.”
“I’ll tell them,” I promised.
The words were barely out of my mouth when his face twisted, another wave of spasms gripping him. I stood while he grunted in pain and clutched at his stomach, moving to the small table near the door. The bottle of valerian was all but gone, the stopper creaking as I worked it free.
“Might as well finish it off while it still helps.”
I brought him the bottle and tipped it to his lips, his throat working to swallow the last of it with an eagerness that revealed just how much pain he was in.
We sat and talked of old times, then, until he drifted back into a valerian sleep. I held his hand, watching his chest rise and fall. My James. The freckle-faced boy who taught me to charm horses. My first love. I wept in silence when his breath stilled and his hand fell slack in mine. Tommy never made a sound as he watched from the doorway, his presence the only comfort he dared to offer. It was a long time before I stood, settling James’ cold hand on his stomach in peaceful repose.
Goodbye.
I shuffled toward the door, grasping the tiny vial in one hand. A sharp tug snapped the cord at my neck and I tossed the empty glass container onto the table beside Tommy, who just stared at me with those guarded hazel eyes.
“Will you help me bury him?”
I couldn’t bring myself to look into his scarred face, couldn’t bear to see the judgement or the pity or whatever else I might have found there.
“Aye, lass…I’ll help ye.”
 
We slipped from the city under cover of night, Valor bearing his solemn burden. Tommy and two of his boys led the way to a hidden passage, a smuggler’s channel along the riverside, barely tall enough to permit a horse to pass. Once outside the walls, the stifling air opened up around me, moonlight scattering across the dry grass, painting the vast plain silver.
I chose a tree well away from the walls and the roads. There, we dug, navigating around roots until we managed a hole large enough to accept him. The lads helped me haul the canvas bundle that contained him into the grave, all three of us grunting and filthy. It was graceless and bitter and I hated every second of it, but it was the best I could do for him.
You deserved better.
Once the dirt had been replaced, Tommy and his boys retreated to wait at a discreet distance, Valor hanging his head at the lead. I could feel every one of their eyes on my back as I crouched over the lackluster resting place, loose dirt grating beneath my boots.
No words, no bits of poetry or earnest farewells offered themselves to me in that moment. I was utterly hollow, nothing but self-loathing whispering within as I thought of all the ways he should have been honored – remembered. His mother should be here, to lay him in the earth. His father and brothers should have dug this grave, broad and deep and filled with wildflowers. Instead it was me, coated in soot and blood when he deserved attendants in silk and satin to send him on his way. I had nothing to offer, for all he had done, all he had been to me.
His face swam in my memory; his patient voice, his quick smile, his lips and his earnest eyes. Straw and steel and laughter. Countless scraps and pranks. Whether it was real or some figment of my exhausted mind, I smelled the lilies one last time, tears streaming down my cheeks, streaking through the grit and dust on my skin.
A flash of gold caught my eye when I stood to take my leave, a cluster of wild wheat growing nearby. The tiniest hint of light peeked through the dark abyss within. Cutting a handful of it with my knife, I used a strand of grass to bind it into a tiny sheaf and laid it upon the dirt mound at the foot of the tree. Above my head, moonlight shimmered on the few leaves that still clung to the branches on the cusp of winter.
“Take care of him,” I whispered, pressing one hand to her trunk.
I marked well the location of the tree, standing proud and solitary in the midst of the open field. There were many like it, and I feared I’d not be able to find it again, so I tore a strip from the hem of my tunic and knotted it tightly around a low-hanging branch. If I was ever able to return, it would serve as confirmation that I’d found him again. There was nothing more I could do.
We made our silent way back to the hidden passage and down the darkened streets to the Greyshor. Once I’d seen Valor secured in the warehouse, I dragged myself up the stairs and locked my hollow shell in the dim room where I’d spent most of the day. I’d no more strength to grieve, so I curled up on the cot and threw myself into the unfeeling abyss of sleep.
 
Tommy checked on me in the morning but eventually left when I didn’t respond. Around mid-afternoon, he took the time to fling some curses at me from the other side of the door before stomping back down the hall. I closed my eyes and willed myself back to sleep. At least there, in the darkness, I didn’t have to feel it all.
The world outside my window was dark again the next time he returned. I woke to the creak of the door hinges, the lock having been quietly picked before I ever stirred. The lumpy mattress sagged as he sank heavily onto it behind me, followed by the familiar scratch of him rubbing the stubble on his chin.
“Ye need to eat, lass,” he scolded softly.
I stared at the dingy streaks on the windowpane and said nothing.
“Ye can’t stay in here forever.”
I could. If I just waited long enough, I could die too. “Go away, Tommy.” My whispered words were dry leaves on stone.
A sigh hissed through his nostrils. “Did your mother ever tell ye why I owed her such a debt?”
My cracked lips answered of their own accord. “Brigid.”
“…What?”
I swallowed, forcing my raspy voice to a more discernible volume. “Brigid. Your girl. Your father took her, so you killed him for it, and my mother took the blame.”
I’m proud to be your daughter.
He looked over his shoulder at me. “Wasn’t no girl. It was Ana.”
A long silence stretched before I rolled slowly onto my back to see his face. If he was lying, I couldn’t tell, even with all my hard-won skill. Tommy’s hazel eyes darted away.
“I’d always loved her, from the moment she showed up at our miserable hole by the docks.” He pulled the short-brimmed hat from his head and squeezed it between his hands. “When my father found out about her side jobs….” He trailed off a moment, running one hand through his hair. “I killed every man who touched her. It wasn’t enough.”
I propped my arms under me with effort, pulling myself to sit upright behind him. He glanced over his shoulder at me again.
“She wanted to die, ye know. She begged me to end it.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t.” The hat in his hand twisted and he stood, turning to me, his eyes filled with immense sorrow and unbending resolve. “I couldn’t watch her die, and I’ll be damned if I let you.”
I’d nothing to say, even if I’d wanted to. Tommy took that as acquiescence and hauled me by the arm downstairs and into a chair at a table tucked into the alcove under the stairs, shadowed and discreet. He deposited a steaming bowl of stew before me, along with a mug. I hadn’t eaten in more than two days. My stomach churned uncomfortably at the smell, but when Tommy sank into the seat opposite me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to refuse.
“Take it slow,” he warned as I found my appetite.
I made a point to measure each spoonful, washing it down with what I regretted to discover was just water.
“She was glad, ye know, in the end.” He eyed me. “Glad I didn’t let her die.”
“I’m not sure you’ll get the same gratitude from me,” I grumbled into my bowl.
“You’ve got things to live for, like that pretty lad you’re always out an’ about with.” Tommy paused. “He wasn’t in the house….”
“He’s not here,” I snapped. Madness nipped at the fringes of my mind, anger creeping in to offer a respite from my endless sorrow.
“Then ye should send for him,” he said steadily. “I’ll bring some paper to your room. One of my boys can run it.”
I didn’t reply, scraping at the remnants with my spoon. When I finished, I nudged my mug. “Anything stronger?”
He hesitated, but went to the bar and fetched two mugs of mead. I took mine before it touched the table and emptied it. After pausing a moment to make sure my stew wouldn’t be making a reappearance, I reached across the table for his tankard. He placed one hand firmly atop it, frowning at me.
“That won’t solve anythin’, lass.”
I sneered at him. “No, but it’ll make me feel better.”
He refused to budge. It didn’t matter. After that night, I spent the next two weeks drowning myself at the bottom of a barrel. Eleanor recognized me and took little convincing to let me run up a tab at Adrian’s eventual expense. Tommy kept an eye on me but thankfully didn’t interfere as long as I stayed in my hidden corner under the stairs. I didn’t write to Adrian, despite finding paper and ink delivered to my room. He was already on his way, most likely, and if he wasn’t, it was for a good reason.
The mead didn’t make me feel any better, but it did help me feel less. I drank until I slept, and when I woke, I drank some more. In between, I obsessed over every loss, every face, every shard of my shattered heart. I tormented myself with all the things I might have done, the ways I might have saved them. My parents’ faces, skin charred and split, haunted my dreams, and Shera beside them, taking my place on the pyre. I wondered if they genuinely thought she was me. With her hair dyed, to an unfamiliar eye, we looked similar enough. James’ face, too, followed me. His, I buried deep, unable to confront the truth that I had killed him with my own hands.
Tommy joined me at the table once in a while, attempting to draw me from my torrent of self-destruction. My response to him was always the same: Go away, Tommy.
Days and nights blurred together, the passage of time measured by intermittent stretches of unconsciousness. One not particularly remarkable afternoon, he slumped down once again into the chair opposite me. I had my knife out, balancing it on its tip on the table and spinning it. The point carved a slow divot in the wood.
“Go away, Tommy,” I murmured automatically, not bothering to look at him.
He leaned forward, arms resting crossed on the tabletop. “No.”
“Please go away?”
“No.”
I did look at him, then. His hard gaze dug into me.
“Ye can’t spend the rest of your life like this, lass.”
Why couldn’t he just leave me alone? I gripped the handle and stabbed the dagger into the wood, the tankard and candle rattling at the impact.
“My father gave me this knife. Did you know that?
Anger burned in my chest, my ever-present companion to ward me against the grief. He didn’t respond, just stared at me, unimpressed. I leaned forward and pointed my free hand at him, my lip curling with disdain.
“And you are not him,” I snarled, “so don’t tell me what I can and can’t do with my life.”
“I didn’t know yer father,” he admitted calmly. “But I’m bettin’ he didn’t give ye that knife for bein’ good at embroidery.”
That shut me up fast. I leaned back in my chair, crossing my arms over my chest.
Tommy tilted his head at me. “I spent the better part of my youth trying to save your mother, and when I finally managed to, she hated me for it. I couldn’t fix what broke Aileana, but she found a man who could.”
I swallowed the lump in my throat. It hurt to talk about them. Tommy didn’t care.
“I knew her better than most,” he pressed on. “She lived n’ breathed her web. It was more than just survival to her, it was in her blood. Ana never left a job unfinished.”
“And that’s what I’m doing, is it?” I bit back.
“Whatever you lot were about, she died for it. So did a lot of others.”
“I am not my mother.”
He shook his head slowly. “No, lass, ye certainly aren’t.”
Cold hazel eyes watched me and waited for the shame of that barb to sink in. I chewed the inside of my cheek, willing my hate to stay with me. It shielded me from the rest of my misery, numbing it as effectively as the mead did. Despite my best efforts, it bled from me, a wave of guilt taking its place. I dropped my eyes to my dagger, grasping the hilt and wresting it from the wood. His point made, Tommy stood.
“Whatever this is, your parents saw to it that ye had the tools to see it through. Ye can’t bring back the dead, lass, but ye can make sure they didn’t die for nothin’.”
With that, he left me to the silent misery of my thoughts. I stared at the blade in my hand for a long time, remembering that day in the garden, my father pressing it against my palm.
Return with honor, he’d said to me.
Where was the honor in my pit of despair and self-loathing? There was none, there, in the abyss where I lay. I wondered if I could ever find my way out. A glint of silver caught my eye and I fidgeted with my sapphire ring.
Adrian.
He was somewhere, trying to get back to me. I pictured our reunion, him finding me in the alcove under the stairs, wallowing in my grief. Was I waiting to be rescued? That wasn’t the woman he wanted to marry, nor was it the woman I wanted to be. The thought alone made me furious, all my years playing at bravery, only to be proven a farce when the true test came.
It hurts too much.
My mother had suffered worse, far worse, and come out the other side.
I can’t do it alone.
She had been, nearly from the start of her brutal life.
I am not her.
No, but I was her flesh and blood, and she had taught me everything she could; years spent learning at her knee. I might not have her network, but that didn’t matter. I knew the plan. I could see it through if I could find the fortitude to do so.
You are what you choose to be – what you mold yourself into.
I stood from the table, leaving my half-full mug behind, and shut myself in my dingy room.
 



CHAPTER 39
 
 
Tommy found me the next morning, slowly spooning porridge into my mouth in the alcove under the stairs. After two weeks subsisting on mead alone, my stomach somersaulted angrily at the threat of real food. My head pounded and I would have happily given my left leg for one of Greta’s disgusting concoctions.
The grizzled brigand slumped into the seat across from me, snatching my mug and giving it a sniff. Water. Mollified, he leaned back in his chair and waited, his unreadable face staring me down across the table.
“What day is it?” I mumbled.
“The King’s public announcement is tomorrow,” he said, louder than I think was necessary. “If that’s what yer gettin’ at.” His curt tone told me more than his face would, though his mouth did quirk at the sight of my pained grimace.
“At the temple?”
“Where else.”
I finished my gruel in silence, vaguely aware of him struggling to maintain his dour demeanor in the face of my pitiable state. Eventually, my reticence got to him and he volunteered what news he had from the last two weeks.
Amenon had declared three days of mourning for my family, myself included. The tragic fire, it was said, was the result of common arson. Two dock workers had been arrested, interrogated, confessed, and hung for it. For his part, the King seemed genuinely grieved at the loss, despite having exiled us rather publicly the day before. Our House was to be turned over to the next closest kin in our bloodline, my father’s cousin Elliot.
House Briad had fled the city, along with two others from our fragile coalition. With the extermination of my House, that left only six in Litheria to stand against the High Priest. I considered reaching out to them but didn’t dare. One of them had betrayed us to the King, and I still had no clue which one. In the end, a few extra soldiers wouldn’t make any difference and it was too late to call in reinforcements from outside the city, so I left it and focused on what I might accomplish on my own. Tommy didn’t ask what I intended to do. Instead, he simply asked me what I needed.
I wrote letters for Adrian, Aubrey, and Quintin, should he ever return to the city. I told Tommy what little I knew of my mother’s connections, and gave him the names of the few people I knew he could trust. I left a letter for Lord Reyus, to be delivered if things went badly. In it, I told him what had happened and begged him to take my parents’ place leading the effort to secure Selice on the throne. Our assassin was already in place and could not be recalled, especially since I hadn’t the slightest clue as to who or where they were. That piece, we had set in motion long ago. If I failed, there would be one last chance to move against the High Priest. A vague warning was all I could give him. I couldn’t risk putting the assassin’s existence into writing.
Hardest of all was the letter for Leanne, and I battled over every word. She deserved to know how much James loved her, and that he thought of her at the end. I wanted her to know he died bravely, doing his duty, but the words felt hollow. Dead was dead. Her child would never know his father. Duty be damned.
I was loath to ask for anything more, but I did entreat Tommy to place a discreet man in the crowd to see Valor safely away. I needed my proud stallion for this, but I wouldn’t risk him falling into the hands of some Persican brute for the rest of his life.
“Anythin’ else?” Tommy asked me when I handed him the letters that evening.
“A bath wouldn’t go amiss.” I reeked of two weeks’ stale mead and misery.
The Greyshor’s matron Eleanor saw to it, sending a few of the lads to haul hot water to the small shared privy. The wooden tub was barely large enough to sit in, but I made the most of it. A shabby lump of lye-soap served well enough to scrub myself clean. There was no oil for my hair, but I had time and a comb. I was working through a particularly stubborn mat when a discreet knock sounded at the door.
“I’m sending one of the lasses in,” came Tommy’s muffled voice from the other side. One of the barmaids slipped through and set a neatly folded pile of clean clothes on the small table before darting back out.
“Thank you,” I called to him, and heard him shuffle away down the hall.
Winter’s chill seeped into the damp room, and I was grateful for the scratchy towel to scrub myself dry. Donning the borrowed breeches and tunic, I made my way back up to my room to finish untangling my long locks. It took the better part of an hour and a few bits had to be cut out with my knife, but eventually I managed to get it into reasonable order. After that, there was nothing left to do but sleep, but my mind was whirring and I knew it would be a futile endeavor. I considered heading downstairs to pass what was likely to be my last night on this earth in company, but the thought of mead turned my stomach.
Instead, I sat on the lumpy cot and stared out the window at the night sky. The moon hung at half her glory, stars keeping their quiet vigil. Many, I imagine, would pass the eve of their death in prayer, but that was not my way. To be sure, I spent a bit of time entreating my gods, but mostly I talked to the dead. Whispering into the darkness, I chatted with my parents, with Shera, with James, as if they stood before me in that dim room. I thanked Gabe for his patient company, Seth for his bravery, Emmett and Preston for their unwavering loyalty. I told Ellen and Poppy I was sorry they’d not had the chance to become wives and mothers. I fingered the scar on my ribcage and apologized to Greta for causing her so much consternation.
I imagined their ghosts there with me in the darkness, and felt a little less alone.
 
In the morning, I rose with the dawn and wrapped my sword belt and arms into a careful bundle, my Freyjan shield binding it together. My hair, I combed and plaited tightly. Pulling on my boots, I made my way downstairs. Tommy was already seated in the alcove, digging into one of two bowls of porridge before him on the table. He glanced up at me when I sank into the chair opposite him.
“When?” I asked quietly, picking up my spoon.
He swallowed, focusing on his breakfast. “Midday.”
I nodded and we ate in silence.
Our quiet accord was abruptly interrupted by the thudding of boots racing across the wooden floor toward us.
“Tommy!” A young man scrambled to a halt beside our table, hands on his knees as he gasped for air.
“What is it?”
My stomach dropped at the sight of his obvious fear, at the tight, desperate edge to his tone. What more could possibly go wrong?
“Spit it out, boy,” Tommy growled as the lad struggled to catch his breath.
“The priests,” he blurted. “They’re spreading the sickness!”
We both sagged in our seats and Tommy turned back to his breakfast with an irritated scowl. “That’s our song, lad, and long since abandoned.”
The boy shook his head vigorously, grasping his boss’s arm in earnest. “No, you don’t understand. It’s Kerrick. Gary’s brother. Does some of the routes in and out of Savern. He saw ‘em, boss.”
“Saw what.”
“The priests. Ker was layin’ low in a village near the Darian border. Origin came, offerin’ to cleanse the town and accept new supplicants for Al’Rahim, but the Elder refused. Sent ‘em away.”
The boy gulped a few breaths of air, both our attention now fixed on him.
“He was makin’ his exit that night, pickin’ up a few supplies in town, ye know, like the boys sometimes do when coin runs short. He saw the priests in the square, pourin’ a bottle of somethin’ right into the well.”
My heart sank in my chest.
“They’re poisoning the people, Tommy!” he pressed, his lean face twisted in dismay.
Hard hazel eyes met mine. “And then they return once people start gettin’ sick,” Tommy muttered, not needing to hear the rest. “If the people submit, the priests slip in the antidote and call it a divine reward for their devotion to the one true god.”
That’s why the Caelin physicians couldn’t identify the source. Why no Therian apothecary could find a remedy. Why the children and the elderly died first.
I burned with hate, hands clenched into fists atop the table. My fragile calm cracked under the weight of this new revelation. I wondered if my parents had known. If they did, they hadn’t told me. I wondered, too, about Selice’s illness and the Queen’s untimely labor. There are countless poisons in the world, with nearly as many varied applications. Persica clearly had no qualms about using them.
I stood abruptly, every muscle in my body stiff with fury.
“Where ye goin’, lass?” Tommy asked, his tone a caution.
“I need to think. Come get me when it’s time.”
 
Every piece of leather I owned got a thorough polishing that morning. Seated on a crate in a quiet corner of the warehouse, I replayed the runner’s news over and over again, forcing myself to see it as just another piece on the board, to imagine all the possibilities and find the best way to use it to my advantage.
Just another weapon. Just another tool.
Despite my initial flush of fury, that detached calm gradually settled back over me as I rubbed oil into the straps of Valor’s tack, my mind working through the knots of my anger, dismantling it and filing it away.
In its place, I sought out the words to destroy a king.
I was sharpening my blades when Tommy finally appeared, his lean frame silhouetted against the light of the distant doorway. Standing, I sheathed my standard-issue sword and wrapped my arms into their bundle once more. My sapphire ring, I buckled onto one of the narrow straps of my Freyjan shield. A pang of regret hit me when I handed them to him.
“Keep these safe, will you?” They would be useless where I was headed. If my words couldn’t save me, no blade would. “And start spreading the word. Tell anyone who will listen about the poison.”
He accepted the bundle and nodded. “I’ll ride with you.”
“No. You’ve done enough.” I met his guarded gaze, seeing an unexpected shadow of my mother’s unflinching resolve in them. “This is mine.”
I tacked Valor with numb fingers, the task seeming to take only an instant. Before I could blink, I was swinging into the saddle, Tommy stepping up beside me.
“You’ll see him safe?” I pressed, patting my mount’s neck.
“I will.” He handed me the emerald banner, my last request of him. I forced myself to meet his gaze, battling to keep my voice strong and even.
“And my letters?”
The look in his eyes nearly broke me. “I’ll see it done, lass.”
Too many words crowded my tongue, all of them insufficient in the face of all he had done for me. I swallowed all but two and pulled my cloak tight against the winter chill.
“Thank you.”
Not enough. Not nearly enough, but I was out of time and far too short on courage to risk lingering any longer. I spurred Valor past him and we disappeared into the crowded streets of Dockside.
It took a long time to reach the temple. The common people were out in force, choking the streets and alleyways as we drew closer to the audience. Valor pressed his way carefully through the crush of bodies. People parted, not eager to be stepped on, a few throwing curses my way. I seemed to be the only one astride.
When we were finally within sight of the spectacle, I hesitated. There, in the sprawling square before the temple steps, a grand dais had been constructed. Upon it, Amenon sat in a gleaming golden throne. At his side, Selice’s radiant beauty shone, cheeks flushed with pink in the cold. The High Priest lingered at the King’s left. The crowd pressed forward, kept at bay by an intimidating line of King’s Guard in white uniform, plate armor glinting in the midday sun. The Origin’s Persican soldiers lined the steps of the temple opposite them across the square.
I scanned the crowd for familiar faces, but most had their backs to me, facing the dais as Amenon raised his voice over the crowd. There was nothing for it. If my allies were here, they might act. If not, what did it matter? There was no turning back. I would see it through.
“Courage,” I murmured to my brave stallion, though it was more for me than him. I shifted my seat and Valor pressed forward into the throng. Pulling back my cowl, I sat straight and proud in the saddle, hefting the standard in my left hand. A few eyes turned, taking in my appearance, my mount, and the hastily-stitched banner. On an emerald field, the Lazerin horse reared, painted in pale yellow by one of Tommy’s more artistically-inclined lads. It fluttered and snapped in the cold breeze, murmurs of recognition rolling through the crowd.
Selice saw me first and her brilliant golden eyes lit with hope. Her father’s words faltered when he caught sight of me, and any eyes that hadn’t already found me quickly did. High Priest Solomon seethed beside the throne, his dark gaze boring into me. He summoned a nearby guard, sending the man rushing off down the street with a few discreet words.
I drew rein when we reached the row of King’s Guard before the dais, their shields and spears turning on me. Slowly, the King stood from his throne, his wan features painted with disbelief. Drawing strength from my fearless stallion, I raised my voice above the din.
“Do you know me, Your Majesty?”
Amenon stared at me with his sunken eyes a long moment before waving at his guards to let me through. I dismounted and gave Valor one last affectionate pat before leaving him to make my way through the small gap, a mass of glinting plate pressing in on either side. Eyes followed my every move from behind the slits of their helmets, some wary, others wide with wonder. I couldn’t help but picture myself spitted upon those razor-sharp spears as I made my obeisance and stood alone before the dais.
“We buried you,” Amenon whispered.
I nearly faltered. Images of my family swam in my memory, joyful voices jarringly overlaid with flashes of blackened skin and smoking cinders.
“…Where?”
A flicker of the kind man I once knew surfaced on his face. “In the palace gardens.”
There was something like closure in knowing where they lay. It bolstered me, reinforcing my wavering resolve.
“You buried my friend, sire.” I tossed the emerald banner at his feet, the pole clattering on the wooden planks. “And my mother. And my father. Loyal subjects of the blood of Adulil. Your friends, once.”
“Take heart, child,” Solomon interjected, projecting his voice over the crowd. “The men responsible have been brought to justice.”
I didn’t bother to hide my loathing when I turned on the priest. “More innocent lives cast onto the pyre of your spiteful god.”
My blasphemy didn’t even ruffle him. “Your parents’ deaths, while tragic, were Al’Rahim’s divine justice for their blatant disloyalty to the Crown.” A few murmurs of agreement rose from the masses at my back.
“They were loyal to Alesia.”
“They sought to undermine your king and his rule.”
“Says the snake who sent his jackals to our door.”
His mouth closed with a satisfying click. Amenon perked in his seat.
“What is she talking about?” he muttered to his glowering advisor. Hope stirred in my chest, fleeting and desperate. He wasn’t privy to the attack. If that was Solomon’s move alone, maybe I could break through to the King instead of tearing him down.
“Soldiers, my lord,” I said before the priest could reply. “In King’s Guard armor painted over with the black hand of Al’Rahim. A dozen of them attacked our home and murdered my family before setting it alight to cover their tracks.”
“Is this true?” Amenon’s rheumy gaze settled on Solomon in full, exuding a shade of his former command.
“Of course not, my king,” the cleric dismissed, his wheedling voice carefully controlled. “The girl is obviously mad with grief and is struggling to make sense of her loss.”
My palm suddenly itched for my knife. One good throw and that lying snake would be dead.
No. It has to be this way. I grasped for calm.
“They say the same of you, sire.” I raised my chin obstinately at him. “Only instead of surrendering my nation to a foreign power, I am standing here.”
Amenon’s eyes narrowed, gaunt face flushing with anger. “You dare-”
“No one will deny that you have suffered great loss,” I pressed on through his rage, jabbing a finger at the priest. “But this man would have you crawling on your knees before his god-king like a dog.”
“…Careful, girl.”
The King’s warning sent a shiver down my spine, but there was no more room for caution. I had to make a scene, to rouse the crowd to our cause and turn the tone of public opinion firmly against the cleric, even if that meant damning Amenon as well. I raised my voice for all to hear, gesturing to the desecrated temple across the square behind me.
“You are the one blinded by grief, sire. The Divine Origin destroys our sacred places, erases our heritage from the very earth on which it was founded, and yet you do nothing. You hide in your castle while these bastards burn our people in the streets. Your people!”
More murmurs swept the assembled masses, a stirring of memory and pride. The sound sparked a fresh flicker of hope in my chest. Litheria may have been cowed to silence by fear, but her citizens had not forgotten who and what they were. My voice trembled and I swept one hand over the crowd behind me.
“You are the heir of Adulil,” I pressed. “Sworn to guide them. To guard them against all evils. They are waiting for you to stand and fight for them, my lord, the way you once did.”
Amenon’s brass eyes remained fixed on mine, a shadow of the man that once was flickering in their amber depths. I dared not look away as I pointed at the priest beside him.
“So fight. Send this creature and all his ilk back to the desert that spawned them.”
Please, I begged in silence. Remember who you are.
“You dare to command your king?” Solomon snarled at me, his back stiffening in feigned indignance as he leapt at the opening. I turned on him, hackles up.
“Better to command than enslave,” I spat.
“Your king,” the priest countered grandly, “does as he pleases, as is his God-given right. It is his will that Litheria be lifted out of the darkness. Your heathen barbarism brings nothing but suffering to these people.”
I bristled. “You and your devils invade our lands, poison our people, and call it your god’s divine mercy.” Before he could retort, I turned back to Amenon, measuring my tone carefully. “You are lost in your grief, my lord, and he is using it to control you.” The censer seeped bluish smoke at the foot of the throne. I jabbed one finger at it, frustration creeping into my voice. “He’s using that to control you! Why can’t you see?”
“Your king has seen, little traitor.” The High Priest’s voice dwarfed mine, loud and magnanimous. He raised his chin proudly, pontificating over the masses. “He has seen the face of Al’Rahim and been blessed with Divine Sight. The Lodestone has spoken His will. The One True God has chosen Alesia, but her people must first purify themselves to receive His blessing. To cleanse a nation is harrowing work, but Al’Rahim believes you can be redeemed.” He turned that imperious sneer on me. “As do I.”
“Redeemed?” I barked a hollow laugh and advanced on him. The last fragments of my calm evaporated, hate pouring through my veins like molten metal. “We don’t want your redemption!”
Guards stepped forward in warning and I halted, turning instead to the crowd behind me, waving one hand over them.
“There is nothing wrong with any of these people!” I whirled on Amenon, unable to contain my anger. “Except that their king has betrayed them into the hands of the enemy.”
He closed the distance between us with startling speed and backhanded me across the face. My head snapped to the side as Selice cried out in protest. My cheek stung, but it was a strike to silence, without much force behind it. Whether that was due to some lingering affection for me or his feeble state, I’ll never know. Fury and madness commingled in his brass eyes, but he was still in there somewhere. I had seen it. I could still reach him. I had to believe as much.
Like a bucket of cold water, his strike doused the bonfire of my anger and honed my focus back to a razor’s edge. I fought the urge to touch my reddening cheek as I turned back to face my king with purposeful calm.
“There is no gezgin sickness,” I said, low and steady. “These priests are poisoning your people, sire, one village at a time. Will you do nothing?”
“Have you any proof of this?” he demanded.
“Ana’s word was once good enough for you.”
He hesitated, brows darting together at the sound of a name long buried, a name I was never supposed to know.
“You are not her,” he said at length.
“No,” I agreed, “but she would be standing here beside me telling you the same if it weren’t for this snake.”
Amenon considered me silently, sweat glistening on his pale brow, uncertainty flickering across his face. There it is.
My opening. I steeled myself for the ask.
“Your faith is your own, sire. No one here will demand you renounce it.” I gestured again to the masses behind me. “But we are the Mother’s people. Adulil’s people. If you cannot stand for us, we ask that you abdicate and appoint Princess Selice as steward queen until your son – Rishel’s son – comes of age.”
A murmur flooded only the nearest members of the crowd. Too quiet. My voice hadn’t carried. I told myself that it didn’t matter. Amenon had heard me. Somewhere behind his grief, his pride, and the grip of the jadeweed, he stirred. The sad eyes of a man I’d once admired looked out at me from inside his wasting prison, and I thought, for a glimmer of a moment, that I’d reached him. That all of this could end without any more blood being shed.
Stupid girl.
“Enough of your vicious lies,” the High Priest hissed. “This is nothing more than an attempt to usurp your throne, Your Majesty.”
Armor rattled as a soldier heaved a young boy up onto the dais. He’d been treated harshly, no doubt subjected to the priests’ cleansing process. He limped and trembled, his face a swollen patchwork of bruises, burn marks on one hand. I recognized him from somewhere, but couldn’t quite place him. Solomon grabbed the boy’s shirt and dragged him to the fore, presenting him to the assembled eyes.
Stalling, I realized too late. This whole time.
“Unlike you, I have proof to support my claims,” he snarled at me. “You and your parents are traitors to the Crown.” Those beady eyes flicked to Amenon. “I wished to spare you any additional grief, Majesty, but this two-faced harlot has left me no choice.” He shook the boy harshly. “Do you know this woman?”
The child’s terrified eyes met mine, and it hit me.
Oh, gods.
The pit opened in my gut as I realized where I’d seen him before.
“Confess!” Solomon cuffed the boy on the ear.
“Y-yes,” he stammered, trembling.
“Louder.”
“Yes!”
“Tell your king how you know her.”
Wide blue eyes remained locked with mine. “She came to the warehouse once.”
“Why?”
“I-I heard her say she needed a forger.” He hesitated until the priest shook him again. “A f-few days later, Tommy had me run a packet of letters with the King’s Seal.” Tears streamed down his bruised cheeks.
Amenon’s face twisted in anger. “What did these letters contain?” he demanded.
“I don’t know, sire, please, I swear!”
Solomon shoved the boy back toward the soldier who had delivered him. “Read the missive yourself, my lord.” He reached into his robes and procured a worn letter with a golden seal.
The King snatched it from his hand and began to read, but the priest couldn’t stand to wait, those hateful eyes surveying me in smug triumph.
“She and her traitorous parents forged your seal and stole ten of your galleons from the shipyards in Dax.”
Amenon left off the letter and fixed his furious gaze on me. “Is this true?” he demanded.
I held my chin high, clinging tightly to my purpose as the ground began to crumble beneath my feet.
“I came to you, once. In the spring. Do you remember?”
Memory flickered across his face. “The hare.”
“You refused to defend the White Sea. I had to do something.”
“You and your House were mustering a rebel force to overthrow the Crown,” Solomon spat. A few shouts of ‘traitor!’ rang out from the crowd. It quickly spread through the masses.
“That’s a lie!” I snapped at him, clenching my fists.
“Our reports from the outer provinces say that your father rode in secret to rally his bannermen. Your family was amassing an army.”
“To defend our borders!” I protested. The crowd grew louder, a cacophony of angry voices.
“To march on this city!” Solomon countered, jabbing one finger at the ground.
I turned my desperate gaze on Amenon as my dignified fury gave way to panic. “Please, sire, you must believe me.”
He backed away, shaking his head, brow knitted in anger. It was a final betrayal, and he could not see past it. What little hope had remained quickly vanished. My allies would not rally behind a proclaimed traitor to the Crown. The priest’s magnanimous voice rang out, summoning guards.
I turned toward the crowd as they rattled toward me, frantically scanning faces. Here and there, I spotted small clusters of our dutiful allies surrounded by their armsmen. Each watched in horror, unmoving, unwilling to risk their Houses or their families for the sake of a condemned traitor. My heart sank when I caught Aubrey’s eye in the crowd, his face twisted in helpless desperation as his father’s men held him in place. He struggled against their mailed grips, angry shouts swallowed by the roar of the furious crowd. Reyus’ pale gaze watched me nearby, carefully masked. He understood far better than my brave, foolish friend. Nothing could save me, now.
Valor shuffled amid the swarm of bodies and a young man climbed into the saddle, his wide eyes catching mine.
“Run!” I shouted over the deafening chaos. “Tell Tommy to get out!”
I don’t know if he heard me, but he dug his heels into my brave stallion’s flanks and raced off down the street. People dove out of his path as soldiers made to chase after him.
Then they were upon me, strong hands seizing my upper arms and checking me for hidden weapons – weapons I’d not dared to bring, fearing their presence might make the King see me as a threat. I wished, now, that I’d at least secreted a boot knife to hurl into the priest’s neck before the King’s Guard cut me down.
Too late.
I twisted in their grip to face Amenon, the crowd growing more chaotic by the second.
“Please,”
I begged over the roar of the mob. “You must listen!”
His sunken brass eyes regarded me with a mix of hurt and anger before he turned away. I shouted after him, but my desperate pleas were drowned by the rising clamor as his armed guards surrounded him and Selice. They melted from view in the blink of an eye, retreating to their carriage amid a fortress of spears and shields. The icy grip of irons closed around my wrists and I knew myself truly lost.
They paraded me through the streets on foot toward the city guard garrison, beneath which lay Litheria’s prison. A sizeable crowd followed, the fever of excitement feeding their frenzy. Shouts of ‘traitor’ and ‘hang her’ echoed through the throng. My captors raised their shields against a hail of rocks, though it was to protect themselves, certainly not me. People spat at me and flung curses as I stumbled along the cobblestone streets, jostled by my heavily-armored escort. Spears kept them at arm’s length, but it was a long and miserable walk through the people I had tried – and failed – to protect.
The common folk will rally at any diversion, and I was no exception. I tried not to let it get to me, tried to keep my back straight and my face schooled to that mask of unwavering resolve, but it was difficult. As they hurled crude insults and the occasional rotten vegetable, I couldn’t help but wonder if it had all been in vain. What if these people didn’t want our help?
Then I remembered the whips and the pyres and the ruins of our temple. I remembered that hateful, whispering stone and the smug look on Solomon’s face. I remembered the stable boy brandishing a shoe hammer, charging a grown man in full plate armor. His blood painting the night.
“For Alesia!” a voice shouted, nearly lost in the uproar. My head snapped up, eyes searching. Not a battle cry, not a call to arms, but something far more valuable to me in that moment: solidarity. Again, the voice cried out, and I caught sight of him between the hulking soldiers surrounding me. He could have been anyone, with those brown eyes and that nondescript face. A dock worker, maybe, or a tailor. A baker. It didn’t matter. He was Alesian.
His face bobbed in and out of view as he shoved his way along with the crowd, that expectant gaze relentlessly seeking mine. A few others took up his call as he repeated it several more times, though the shouts of accusation far outweighed them. Still, he persisted until we reached the gates of the garrison and the crowd was forced to a halt. My nameless compatriot hauled himself atop a barricade, head jutting above the crowd, earnest eyes locked on mine.
Waiting.
Waiting for the one person who dared to stand up for them, when even their king would not.
Waiting to see if I’d been beaten. Broken. If I’d given up.
Make your choice, Quintin’s voice demanded inside my head. Is that what you are?
The bitter winds of early winter whipped between the buildings to pull at me with their icy fingers. I cast my gaze to the sky, a clear, pale blue that reminded me of his eyes.
No, I replied, willing that stubborn Tuvrian to hear me, wherever he was.
I am the heir of Lazerin.
I will not be gentle. I will not be quiet.
And I sure as hell will not be broken.
I dug in my heels and shoved hard against the soldier behind me, shackles clanging as I bashed my doubled fists into the exposed face of the guard on my left. Another soldier’s fingers closed on my right shoulder and I spun, breaking his grip and slamming my elbow into his nose. He stumbled back into his comrade with a curse, blood streaming down his face. Two more guards quickly seized me by the upper arms, lifting me clear off the ground as I kicked wildly and snarled like some feral beast. Another struck me hard across the mouth, but the taste of blood on my tongue only spurred me to fight all the harder. I spat red and swore like a sailor and thrashed against their iron grips until the butt of a spear slammed into my stomach, doubling me over.
The crowd had pressed closer around us, the clamor rising to a deafening roar. When I managed to straighten, I caught a glimpse of my nondescript ally, his face split into a defiant grin. I managed to flash him a bloody grimace of my own before those merciless hands gave a savage shove, sending me staggering toward the gaping maw of the stone fortress ahead.
Within the cold dark of those walls, what hope that call had kindled quickly vanished and I was left with nothing but a throbbing stomach and a mouthful of blood to show for my efforts. The oppressive weight of that place pressed down around me as we descended deeper and deeper into its depths. What torches there were guttered at sparing intervals along the walls. Most of our escort remained behind while three of their number dragged me down yet another flight of narrow steps. When they finally shoved me into my cell, I was almost glad for it.
I stood straight and unflinching at its center while they threw uninspired taunts at me, slamming the iron bars into place and turning the lock with deliberate fervor. When I didn’t deign to respond, they spat through those same bars at me and retreated down the hall.
I waited until the scrape of their boots vanished into silence before sinking down against one damp stone wall and wrapping my cloak around me. Faces swam in my mind, of all the people I had failed. My parents, Shera, our household, James, all dead for nothing. All because I tried to help Adrian. If it hadn’t been for the ships, I would have gotten through to Amenon. I had been so close.
So close.
Courage. My mother’s voice.
I forced that crush of despair down deep, clinging to the memory of the brown-eyed man’s defiant call.
It’s not over yet, I reassured myself. Don’t give up.
We had one last gambit still in play: the assassin. Solomon would see me tortured for information before I was put to death, an attempt to root out whatever lingering threads of opposition may remain. I’d seen the serigraphs. I’d read the Origin’s purging manuals. I knew full well what those interrogations entailed, but I had to hold my tongue.
There are ways to break even the hardest stone.
But I was not made of stone.
I was made of steel.
For Aubrey’s sake. For Selice’s. For everyone we had trusted to see our plans through. For every Alesian who would rather burn than bow before a foreign god, I would hold my tongue.
I could.
I must.
In that hopeless dark, I eventually slept, shivering on the cold dirt, wrapped in my cloak.
When I dreamed, I dreamed of home.
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