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  Chapter 1: A Simple Life


  Lyss sat on the bale of hay in front of her father’s stall and watched the rising sun dispel the morning fog from the valleys of Brookdell.


  The town itself was so small that it ordinarily would not have warranted a name, but this close to the wild lands at the edge of the kingdom it was important. Named lands were owned lands, and the duke wouldn’t want anybody intruding on his claim.


  The most dense part of the town, by far, was the small grouping of wooden structures – houses, stalls, legitimate shops and shacks – that sprung up around the main thoroughfare. Every once in a while one of the local barons would send a man to buy fresh vegetables from their farms or to employ one of the tradesmen. This far out customers were scarce, so the townsfolk were always willing to cut a fair price just to keep them coming back.


  Lyss’ father was a master woodworker. He’d built most of the buildings lining the road, along with carts and carriages the farmers used to transport their wares. His stall was a popular destination for the local barons’ footmen who ordered ornate furniture on their employers’ behalf, replete with intricate carvings and scrollwork. They’d come with their books and talk to him for hours about mythical creatures or patron saints and goddesses and he’d build them a sofa with griffins for arms, or a glassware cabinet that depicted the legendary exploits of the harvest goddess.


  Lyss was never going to take up the family business – that’s just not how things were done in those parts. Her brothers would be old enough to apprentice soon and then “John, Woodcarver” would become “John and Sons, Woodcarvers” and then they’d scrimp and save enough money to venture forth and set up their own shops.


  Although she would never be an apprentice, as eldest child she was required to help out around the stall from time to time and as a result she picked up plenty of techniques and skills. When she was small she’d practice her own carving on off-cuts and trade her rough-hewn statuettes for a fresh piece of fruit at the farmers’ stalls down the lane.


  Now at sixteen she had honed her own skills considerably and her lifelike statuettes had garnered a certain notoriety among the barons’ footmen who could always spare a few coppers for a totem – one of the goddesses to bring them blessings, or perhaps one of the forest animals which they believed would bring them luck on the hunt.


  Of course, the footmen didn’t need to know the statuettes were carved by a young girl. They did their business at the stall, so they were under the impression they were buying from the Master Carver himself. People that close to money always wanted to seem richer than they were and if they could find some way to personally own the valuable thing that their barons had sent them so far afield to obtain then they surely would inherit some of that status as well.


  If they knew the truth they’d be incensed.


  That morning, Lyss was there early because her father had given her another small measure of trust. It was now her responsibility to open the stall for the day. She set to work opening the shutters, cleaning off all the forward surfaces, and hanging out the family shingle. She then swept out the workshop, stacked the wood supply and oiled the various blades in the shop.


  Her father arrived about an hour after sun-up and he was fairly satisfied with the work she’d done. He dismissed her back to the farmhouse so she could help her mother with the homemaking.


  The homemaking was her real apprenticeship as far as her parents were concerned. In Brookdell it was important for girls to learn to become good homemakers so they could attract a well-off betrothal. Lyss recoiled at the idea – this wasn’t the life she saw for herself. She had her own interests and skills. She didn’t want to marry the blacksmith’s son and then have to either spend her life sequestered to their cottage or learn to assist with metalworking.


  Around midday she wiggled her way out from under her mother’s thumb and took a short hike into the woods to visit Old Man Wyster.


  Wyster was an enigma to the townspeople. Nobody seemed to know where he came from or why he took up residence there. He had arrived in a mule-drawn cart down the main road one day and only stopped to speak with the village elder. He showed a roll of parchment and then went on his merry way, off into the deepest part of the dale and built a small thatch-roof cottage hidden in the woods.


  He reappeared a few times in the first year to purchase some livestock and vegetables from the farmers before he was able to cobble together his own pens and garden. After that his visits became more rare, picking up the odd supply here and there.


  He was the first person to offer Lyss a trade for one of her early carvings. He offered her two shiny apples for a small hawk with its wings outstretched. He made quite the show of treating the precocious little girl as though she were the proprietress of her own stall and she took a liking to him immediately.


  Lyss would steal away to the cottage whenever she could. The old man had chosen a beautiful spot to settle, and it made the clearing and the cottage feel as though it were enchanted.


  At first, the old man refused to speak with her at all, pretending not to see her as he went about his chores. He’d set himself apart from the townspeople intentionally and he didn’t want to stir the pot by giving her the time of day. But Lyss made herself useful, assisting him with the chores, wrangling the livestock, changing their bedding, and he frankly appreciated the company.


  On one of her visits the heavens opened up unexpectedly and he allowed her into his cottage to escape the rain. Inside was like no other home she’d ever seen.


  On one end of the large single room there was a bed – a proper bed – with a small table beside holding a candle in a brass holder and a pewter drinking cup. The bed itself was adorned with thick quilts and a feather-stuffed pillow and at the foot of the bed there was a large chest with an iron lock.


  It seemed impossibly opulent compared to her own straw bedding on the floor of her family’s cottage.


  In the middle of the cottage there was a small fire pit with a cauldron suspended over top containing some sort of stew quietly simmering away.


  On the opposite side of the cottage from the bed the old man had a writing desk against the back wall, complete with inkwell, quill, sheaf after sheaf of parchment and her little bird statuette keeping watch. Beside the desk there was a tall bookshelf filled completely with all sorts of ancient-looking tomes, with a few of them spilled out into stacks on the desk. Most of the townspeople had some basic reading and Lyss was even learning her letters and forms, but few of them could write more than a few simple instructions and none could dedicate a space in their home to the act of writing.


  And on the front wall of the cottage, opposite the desk, there were several weapons hanging on the wall. Three swords, five daggers and an assortment of knives. At the foot of the wall there was a crate with assorted leathers and even some mail.


  Obviously Lyss interrogated the old man about it all but he refused to explain who he was or where he came from. She peppered him with questions until he threatened to throw her out into the now-torrential storm. Ultimately her pestering only yielded four pieces of information:


  First, the old man had received a proper education. He wouldn’t say where or how but when he was young he studied at a real college and achieved some degree of learning.


  Second, he had once been a soldier. He wouldn’t say what his rank was or where he served. He wouldn’t even admit which duke he’d served under, though clearly if he settled in these lands it would’ve been the Duke of Southfield.


  Third, he was “retired,” which Lyss couldn’t imagine without any progeny to pass the family business on to who would support you into old age. Even though she thought it sounded odd, she ultimately chalked it up to the difference between a soldier’s life and that of a tradesman.


  Fourth, the old man made a pretty hearty stew.


  Lyss struck a bargain with the old man that day. He would teach her how to read and write properly and she wouldn’t ask him any more questions about his past. They were both good to their word and after a year of study Lyss was making her way through the books in Old Man Wyster’s library.


  She skipped over the ones that didn’t interest her – cookbooks and etiquette? No thanks. Metallurgy and smithing techniques? Boring. Wyster’s personal journals and notes? She was desperately tempted by them, but he’d declared those items off-limits.


  Most afternoons she spent reading stories of adventure and legend – of heroic figures and damsels in distress. Brave knights slaying mystical beasts, receiving divine blessings from the goddesses and trekking deep into the mysterious elfin empire.


  From time to time she even buried her nose into some histories and memoirs. She especially loved one journal from an historian name Greymane who spent more than two years living with the elves and learning about them. The old man usually scoffed when he saw her reading it, muttering something about it being “good to know your enemy,” but she found the culture described within simultaneously alien and intriguing.


  On one of those lazy afternoons as the old man toiled away at his desk, Lyss sat at the edge of his bed not really reading one of his books and she stared longingly at the collection of weapons along the wall. She asked the old man if he could teach her how to fight and he replied that she was not to touch the weapons. The last thing he needed was a child short of a finger and an angry village to contend with. But what she didn’t hear was any explicit refusal to train her.


  A month later Lyss returned to the cottage carrying a large bundle – two hand-carved wooden swords and two wooden daggers, all with blunted tips and blades. He was amused at her dedication and inventiveness so he agreed to teach her some basic skills.


  Perhaps he was trying to scare her off. Maybe he thought this it would be a lot easier if he could deter her enough to change her mind. Whatever his thinking, his “basic skills” translated to the harsh training regimen fit for a professional soldier.


  Each day she was to complete a long distance run laden with a heavy pack, traverse an agility course he constructed in the clearing and complete a series of strength-building exercises. Before he allowed her to train with her wooden weapons, he had her master hand-to-hand combat. From there she mastered the dagger and moved on to the short sword.


  The agility course vexed her the most at first as she frequently tripped over her long skirts. Instead of complaining she kept selling her little statues to the barons’ men, used her coppers to buy canvas and leather and her domestic skills to fashion her very own training gear. With leather boots and breeches and a more closely-fitting canvas shirt she was finally able to focus on the course and become adept at navigating it.


  After about a year of focused study, she became proficient with the use of a one-handed sword, and then spent another four months training in the use of a sword and dagger in concert.


  One day she approached the cottage and was greeted with an unexpected sight. The old man was waiting outside for her, not doing his daily chores, and he had a wide self-satisfied grin across his face.


  “Wyster? Is something amiss?”


  “Quite the opposite my dear!” He patted a bundle leaned up against the pig pen. He waved his arm to gesture at the flowering bushes in the field. “Aren’t the flowers lovely? Today is the first day of spring – and you know what that means.”


  Lyss knitted her eyebrows together in contemplation. “I don’t believe I do.”


  Wyster let out a small sigh. “Spring is the season of Eletannia and Eletannia is … ?”


  “The patroness of new beginnings?”


  “Ah! Now you’re thinking!” He peeled back a layer of canvas from the bundle, revealing two steel short swords and two matching daggers. “Today you’re ready to begin training with a real weapon.”


  He picked up a sword and offered her the handle, which she took. The sword itself was beautiful only in its simplicity. The unadorned blade wasn’t very lustrous and the handle, guard and pommel lacked any sort of decorative flourishes. It was beautifully balanced and felt right in her hand but she couldn’t help but hide a small sense of disappointment.


  “I know they don’t look like much my dear but they’re good, honest steel. Don’t be taken in by the ones on the wall – that’s all a load of ceremonial junk.”


  “Then why keep them if they’re worthless?”


  “They have worth, just not in battle. They’re awards for service. Each one means something to me.” He shook his head vigorously. “But let’s not dwell on the past. This ...” he lifted the other short sword into his own hand. “This is the sword of a professional soldier.”


  They spent about an hour going through basic forms with the steel blades but went back to the wooden ones for practice. They ended early that day so Wyster could teach Lyss how to sharpen and oil the steel blades and how to care for the leather of their matching scabbards which were adorned with slightly more elaborate renditions of the royal crest. Clearly these were meant to identify the soldiers without the need to draw a weapon.


  Wyster wrapped one set back up in the bundle and left Lyss holding the other set.


  “You don’t mean …. ? I can’t!”


  “They’re yours, lass. What did you think you were training for?”


  “It’s not that they’re real swords … these belong with a professional soldier! I’m no soldier! I don’t have the right to own these!”


  He shrugged. “No matter what it was in some previous life, right now it’s just a hunk of sharpened metal. Would you rather they simply rust away from neglect?”


  “But ...”


  “Enough.” The old man was suddenly incensed. “It is my right to parcel out these blades to those who have proven themselves worthy. I will not have that stripped from me as well.”


  The words hung in the air for a moment. Lyss felt mortified. Of course the old man knew what these swords were. Of course he knew what an honor it was even to be allowed to wield them. He chose to bestow that honor on her, and she was rejecting it.


  She dropped to one knee and hung her head. “I promise, I’ll take care of them.”


  He patted her on the shoulder. “Good. Now get up. I can give you the swords but I can’t knight you.”


  I took a little longer for Lyss to get home that night. First she had to sneak into the woodcarver’s stall to steal some canvas and rope then bundle her weapons into a discreet package. Then she had to cross over to the barn. She retrieved her light spring dress from the loft and stowed the bundle of swords and her sparring clothes in a small hidden nook between the eaves and wall.


  By the time she got back home that night dinner was already on the table. She had to endure a short reprimand from her mother but it was a small price to pay for the incredible reward she received earlier.


  Unfortunately the conversation at dinner drifted into familiar unfriendly territory.


  “I had quite the chat with Emma, the miller’s wife.” Lyss’ mother loved her gossip. “It seems young Thomas is growing into quite the fine young man. He’s even gone a-courting.” She shot a not-so-sly glance at her daughter. “Lyss dear have you spoken to young Thomas recently?”


  Lyss fought the urge to respond with mockery. “No mother. Not recently.”


  “I believe we may be running low on flour. Lyss, tomorrow could you make a stop at the mill? And if you see that Thomas be sure give him your kindest regards.”


  Lyss leaned back and pushed her plate away. “Must we do this every night mother?” Ever since her sixteenth birthday her mother brought up the specter of betrothal at least once each evening.


  Her father interjected. “You’ll mind your tone, lass.”


  Lyss put her arms up in surrender. “I’m not trying to fight her but every single night you both ask me about courting and every night I promise to be nice to the boys. Right here, right now, mother,” she held up her right hand and placed her left over her heart in mockery of a true pledge. “I promise that I will treat every boy that comes courting with respect and that I’ll be receptive to their overtures.”


  She folded her arms across her chest, accentuating her robust shoulder and neck muscles. She looked away from her parents and stared daggers into the wall with her jaw clenched. “I’ll do my duty, if and when any of them bother to come courting.”


  She was just as aware of the town’s gossip as her parents and she knew exactly what her fellow villagers thought of her brawny physique. She’d definitely heard the word “manish” tossed around a few times.


  “What about Henry, the Butcher’s boy?” Lyss’ father asked. “He stopped by the stall yesterday to inquire about the new carving table. You spoke to him then.”


  “I tried speaking to him. I talked about the table and I asked him about his business, then the harvest, then the weather. I got nothing but one-word answers.” She sighed. “As far as I can tell he’s got his eyes set on Cynthia.”


  Lyss’ mother let out an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes. “These boys! Someone outta tell ‘em – they can’t all marry Cynthia!”


  Lyss’ father grunted. “They won’t learn until she chooses a suitor. Maybe then they’ll learn to cast a wider net.”


  Lyss glared at him before standing up, arms still crossed, and stalking to the door, where she stepped out into the night. She slammed it shut before shouting “I’m no fish!”


   


  Chapter 2: The Black Butcher


  The next day, Lyss did her best to make amends with her parents. She opened the wood carver’s stall early in the morning, then hurried home to take care of her chores there. She allowed her mother to pick out an outfit – one with sleeves – and to brush out her shoulder-length orange hair before accepting a few coppers and heading off to the miller’s stall to buy a sack of flour.


  Of course, while she was there she tried valiantly to attract some attention from Thomas, the miller’s son. She wasn’t particularly attracted to the boy but she reckoned he was serviceable. Even at sixteen he had a barrel chest and tree-trunk legs and strong, reliable-looking arms. He wasn’t overstuffed like a nobleman, but he was a bit doughy compared to most commoners due to his bread-heavy diet. He had chestnut brown hair that matched his brown eyes, but at the moment it looked more like sand as he was dusted in a fine layer of flour.


  “Wow, you are just covered in it, aren’t you?” She coquettishly jabbed at him.


  “Huh? Oh the flour – yeah it gets everywhere.” He ran his hands back and forth through his hair vigorously creating a small dust storm. He shrugged. “Just part of the job.”


  “Is that why you millers wear such light clothing?” He was dressed from head to toe in undyed home-spun cotton. Light breeches, light shirt, light apron. “Must hide the flour more than indigo would.”


  “Guess so.” Thomas dropped the ball and the conversation stalled.


  “So, uh, lovely spring weather, isn’t it? This is Eletannia’s season – you know what that means right?” If this gambit worked for the old man, surely she could make it work too.


  “Who?”


  “Eletannia? The goddess of spring and new beginnings?”


  “Oh, I don’t really know much about religion.”


  This was getting nowhere so she decided to take the direct route. “My mother heard through the gossip mill that you’ve started courting.”


  Thomas had a small coughing fit but fought to maintain his composure.


  “So, how’s it going so far? Any prospects?” Lyss eyed him with a devious smile on her face. “Should I be expecting a visit any time soon?”


  “I … uh … I should see if your order’s ready.” Thomas disappeared into the back of the stall for a moment then came back carrying a large sack. “Here it is.” He dropped the sack on the counter with a dull thud.


  Lyss waited demurely for him to offer to carry the heavy load for the little lady but he just stood there. When she got tired of waiting, she snatched it up and casually slung it over her shoulder in a show of strength that would surely scare off any potential suitors looking for their very own delicate little flower. At this point, she was fairly certain Thomas was never in that pool anyway. “Thanks for everything Thomas, truly.”


  Lyss only got a few steps when she smelled something acrid in the air. The smell of burning wood was, of course, fairly common but not in the middle of daytime near the stalls. She sniffed at the air, though she couldn’t explain why, she got the impression it wasn’t nearby.


  She scanned the horizon and saw a plume of black smoke rising from the deepest part of the dell. That was no cooking fire.


  She turned and threw the bag of flour back into Thomas’ arms, sending him staggering. Then she took off in a dead run toward the old man’s house in the wood. Even with the long skirts she called upon her agility training to skip over rocks and ruts, fences and pitfalls.


  She considered for a moment running to the barn to retrieve her breeches and swords but wasn’t in the right direction, and running out to the farm and back again would’ve cost her several minutes.


  She came over a rise and got her first look at the little cottage. The cottage itself was unharmed but but there was a large bonfire in the middle of the clearing. Mean looking men with swords were tossing things into it – bedding, clothes and papers as far as she could tell.


  She picked her way down the embankment and managed to sneak up on one of the men who stood dumbly and watched the proceedings. She grabbed him from behind and ran him forward, headlong into a tree. He crumpled from the surprise of the impact and she relieved him of his sword.


  “Where’s the old man?” She shouted at the remaining men, panic edging into her voice.


  One of them smirked and waved the others off, then drew his sword. “Little lass, you’d best be moving along.” He drew his sword and squared up against her and the other men all stepped back to give him a clear path. He swung at her with a wide, telegraphed swipe. She brought up her sword to block and they clanged together – hard.


  He took a few more swings, each one easily readable and blocked, but he put his full force into the swing. He was trying to get her to block – he took her for weak and inexperienced and he aimed to knock the sword out of her presumably feeble hands.


  The next time he swung one of his big, readable swings she dodged entirely and, while he teetered in the follow-through, she slashed at the back of his sword hand, causing him to drop the weapon. Next she gave him a shallow slice on his thigh and when he bent down to clutch at it she clocked him in the side of the head with the pommel.


  He sprawled on the ground flat on his back and she placed the tip of his sword on his throat. She shot a quick glare at the other men warning them not to advance. “Where is the old man? What have you done with him?” This time her voice carried considerably more authority.


  A young man in fine attire casually stepped out of the cabin. “Percy – what’s all this commotion?” He paused when he saw Lyss and her hostage. “Really Percy, you are a professional soldier. How did you end up in this mess?”


  The man on the ground swallowed hard, his adam’s apple scraping against the tip of the blade. “My sincerest apologies, your highness.”


  Your highness – the words slammed into Lyss with force. She struggled to remember what little her mother had taught her about the noble castes. Was he a count? No, counts were referred to as “your lordship,” and she thought she remembered that true royalty would be “your royal highness” but she wasn’t totally sure on that one.


  Lyss stole a glance at the sword in her hand. Engraved in the blade just above the guard was the shield of the Duke of Southfield. These men were the Duke’s soldiers, and this man must be the Duke himself.


  She dropped the sword like a hot iron and staggered back a few steps, then dropped to one knee and hung her head. Her mind swirled and she didn’t know what to say. From the glimpse she caught of the man he seemed too young to be the Duke – only about thirty or so – but dressed more finely than any baron who’d ever come calling at the carver’s stall.


  She was barely aware of the soldier – Percy – regaining his footing and retrieving his sword, or that he was talking to her. She pushed her swimming thoughts aside and tried to focus on his voice. “Are you deaf, girl? Stand up!” He nudged her with his boot for emphasis.


  Lyss rose and found the young Duke standing directly in front of her and staring her in the eye. She couldn’t think of the formal greeting so she just said the first thing that came to mind.


  “Are you really the Duke?”


  The Duke and his men chuckled. “Yes lass, I am.”


  She could only think of one way a man so young could be the ruler of this land. “I’m sorry for your loss.” She touched her fingertips to her forehead and closed her eyes. “May the goddesses guide your father to peace.” Then she dropped her hand back down to her side.


  The Duke echoed the gesture with his fingertips, with practiced and elegant precision. “Thank you. Now lass, why are you here attacking my men?”


  She blushed and looked at the ground. “If I had known they were your men I never would have ...”


  “Not what I asked, girl. Why are you here, and why are you attacking my men?”


  “I … I was … I was in town and I saw smoke rising from the dell. I thought maybe the old man’s cottage was on fire but when I got here there I saw raiders with swords burning his clothes. I thought they were raiders ...”


  “And what would raiders want with, as you say, an old man?”


  Lyss continued staring at the ground “He has a collection of ceremonial swords – lots of gold and silver and jewels. And he buys goods in town but never sells – so he must have a stash of coin somewhere. And … uh … Well there’s the books. They might be worth something?”


  “Are they or aren’t they?”


  “I wouldn’t know, your highness.” Lyss’ cheeks flushed red. “Never had a bookseller through these parts – I don’t really know how much coin they’re worth.”


  The comment drew sniggers from the soldiers, but the Duke maintained his composure.


  “Bring him out!” the Duke shouted over his shoulder. Two soldiers dragged the old man out of the cottage by his arms and held him in a kneeling position by the fence surrounding the pigpen. His face was bloodied but he was awake and alert.


  “Oh goddesses!” Tears welled up in Lyss’ eyes.


  “Now girl, tell me – what else do you know about this man?”


  She nearly choked when she opened her mouth again but the Duke just waited patiently for her to answer. “We… uh … we all call him Old Man Wyster. He arrived in town five or six years ago with a mule-drawn carriage and showed a letter to the elder. He settled here and he comes into town to do business at the stalls sometimes. He’s the first man who ever bought one of my carvings.”


  “Your carvings?”


  “Yes. The hawk on the desk. He gave me two apples for it when I was eleven.” The tears flowed freely down her cheeks now.


  One of the soldiers rushed into the cottage and came out promptly with the hawk, which the Duke inspected. “Ah yes. Fine work for a child. What else?”


  “He tutored me in reading and writing. He lets me read the myths and legends from his library but I don’t care for the books on etiquette and protocol.” She didn’t know what the duke was fishing for, and she was rambling in the vain hope that she’d eventually stumble upon something worthwhile. “Never seemed important. Figured I’d likely never meet a noble anyway.”


  The duke considered her for a bit and concluded that she was being truthful. He stepped back and stood beside the old man, who was forced to kneel between two soldiers. “Allow me to fill in the missing details. Twenty years ago, you may or may not know, there was a large uprising in the king’s seat. A band of traitors decided they would kill the king and usurp the throne but they were intercepted in time and the coup was defeated.


  “However, part of the traitors’ plan involved a factory workers’ revolt in the north western quarter of the capitol. The rioters threw rocks, bottles and bricks at the royal guardsmen then fled into the crowd or the surrounding buildings. Fighting them would be futile and would draw soldiers away from defending the palace. Any responsible general would have withdrawn.


  “General Anton Wyster Bruchard would not suffer the indignity of withdrawal, though. He separated his forces into two columns and surrounded a neighborhood where he suspected the rioters to be hiding – one column to the west of the neighborhood, the other column to the east.”


  “No. It can’t be ...” She had heard this tale in the sort of bed-time story that came with a horrible monster meant to terrify children into behaving.


  “Oh so you have heard this one! But let’s finish it anyway.” He seemed to revel in her obvious distress. “General Bruchard marched his men toward each other, but instead of rooting out and arresting the rioters they murdered every living man, woman and child they encountered until the neighborhood was scrubbed of all human life.”


  “It’s impossible.” Lyss looked past the duke and directed her focus on the old man. “You can’t be the Black Butcher. You can’t! It’s not right!”


  The old man looked at Lyss with sorrow in his eyes and nodded in confirmation.


  The version of the story Lyss had heard all her life was far darker than the picture being painted for her now. The workers’ revolt was only a pretense, a flimsy one at that. The Black Butcher was well known for hating people from foreign lands, using his soldiers to harass and assault the the immigrants who came to the king’s seat looking to build a new life – as well as their children or just anybody who beared a strong enough resemblance. The factory quarter was a haven to those people – offering steady work with good pay and little need for language skills – and all sorts of little communities sprang up there based on the residents’ shared cultures. Its existence was antithetical to the Black Butcher, and the truth of the encounter spread through the poorer quarters and out into the countryside soon after.


  The Duke continued. “Like a phantom, the Black Butcher disappeared that night – adding fuel to the fire of this tall tale. But as it turns out General Bruchard was fiercely loyal to my father, and had given him decades of service before being recruited into the royal guard. My father rewarded that loyalty. Instead of turning Bruchard over to the king so he could face justice, he allowed the General to live in anonymous exile far away from the crown.”


  The duke kicked the old man in the ribs. “Imagine my surprise while reading through my dearly departed father’s diaries to find this little gem waiting.” He unsheathed a particularly nasty dagger. “General Bruchard, you have been tried in absentia and been found guilty of mass murder. Your sentence is death. Do you have any last words?”


  The old man remained on his knees but tried to straighten out his back and puff out his chest with pride. “Look well, Lyss. This is what true loyalty to your kingdom looks like! You must use what I’ve taught you to defend our home from those who would defile it.” He stared straight ahead and waited for the execution, unrepentant.


  The duke stared into the old man’s eyes. “Your loyalty and your pride mean nothing. My father letting you live is a complication – a complication I don’t need.” He plunged the dagger deep into the old man’s chest.


  Time slowed and Lyss dropped to her knees as the duke withdrew his blade and casually wiped the excess blood on the old man’s tunic before sheathing it. The soldiers released the Wyster’s arms and he crumpled to the ground.


  The clearing was silent for moment, save for the crackling bonfire. Lyss just knelt there and stared into the old man’s unseeing eyes until the duke squatted in front of her, breaking her line of sight. He stroked her cheek with a gloved hand. “Hear me child, this was an act of justice, not vengeance.”


  She stared into the duke’s eyes, unable to form words. The old man was her friend and her tutor. He saw potential in her where everybody else saw a dowry – and a pitiful one at that. Lyss loved the old man like he was a part of her own family. And now he was gone.


  But at the same time she understood. A whole district of the king’s seat slaughtered. Untold misery visited upon hundreds of families. The men’s dead bodies were dragged out into the street and strung up as a warning to anybody who might take up arms in rebellion – and a not-so-subtle message to those who came from overseas that they should pack up and go home or else face the same. It took King Roland years to regain the peoples’ trust, but only after completely disbanding the royal guard and re-forming them with new orders and new restrictions.


  She touched her fingertips to her forehead and said a silent prayer, then turned her attention to the duke. She wiped the wetness from her eyes and said “I understand.”


  “Excellent. You must understand as well that news of this man’s survival would only serve to desecrate my father’s memory. You will tell nobody his true identity.”


  Lyss nodded. “Yes, Highness.”


  “My men and I will ride into town and inquire about the smoke. You will then run out of the wood and tell them what happened. You came when you saw the smoke. You hid on the ridge, yonder. You spied five brigands set upon the old man and kill him. You ran for help.”


  “Yes, Highness.”


  “My men and I will ride out to investigate. We will return at nightfall and report that the brigands have been dispatched. The matter will be closed and none of us will speak of this to another living soul. You understand?”


  “I … I understand.” The necessity was obvious, but while she would remain silent, she wouldn’t be able to forget her friend so easily.


  “You run along now. We’ll ride out on horseback and converge on the town from the north.”


  Lyss didn’t know how she was supposed to excuse herself, so she curtsied and scrambled up the embankment and into the woods.


  She quickly tore through the underbrush and out into the open fields stepping delicately over the divots and ruts. As she came up the hill she spotted the entourage conversing with the locals and gesturing toward the smoke.


  The duke’s plan came off without a hitch. They easily explained the old man’s death and the destruction of his home, and by “dispatching” the vandals the duke was able to reassure the townspeople that they were safe. For good measure (and likely as punishment) he stationed the two guards she’d incapacitated to watch over the town for a month.


  Nothing was quite the same afterward. Lyss continued to disappear in the afternoons – keeping her exercise and sword-fighting regimen out of sheer force of habit.


  Most days after her run she would return to the cottage, sit on the edge of the bed and just stare at the empty room. It was ridiculous but a part of her kept waiting for him to come back.


  She straightened the place out after the duke’s ransacking but it never looked right. The beautiful decorative swords that once dominated the wall were gone and the writing desk had been destroyed in some sort of struggle.


  She salvaged whatever she could, starting with a pack filled with essential camping gear so she could continue with her running and hiking drills.


  The duke had taken the majority of the books, focusing on the most serious and important-sounding – books on history and military tactics. She was able to recover three tomes of mythology and legend and Greymane’s memoir of his time among the elves. She also took the cookbook and the book on etiquette, just in case.


  Cynthia was betrothed to a boy named George and immediately after that both Henry and Thomas paid her a visit. Neither one had much to talk with her about and they spent most of their time trying to impress her mother and father. Lyss’ parents were over the moon but she was quite frankly insulted at the boys’ transparent machinations, and the fact that they’d already visited nearly every other teenage girl in town in rapid succession. She didn’t want to live her life with a man who thought of her as his safety net.


  When the duke’s guards left town, there was nobody left in the village who knew her secret. Everywhere she turned she found happy memories tainted with blood and she couldn’t even discuss it with her own parents. She withdrew into herself and they made themselves sick with worry.


  One stormy night when she was sure nobody would be out and about, she sneaked out of the small family house and across to the barn. Her pack was ready to go, filled with clothing, the old man’s books and her swords.


  She marched along the town’s main thoroughfare, pausing to rest her hand on the wood carver’s stall one last time and slide a note to her parents under the closed shutters before slipping away into the night.


   


  Chapter 3: A Den of Thieves


  Col had been in tight situations before, so he felt entirely at home in a cage in the basement of the Grey Goose Inn somewhere in the county of Placis with his hands bound tightly behind his back.


  The thieves had even bound his ankles for good measure. Col had to give them some credit – they were smarter than the average bandit.


  The Gray Goose Inn was a popular resting stop in the town of Placis proper, where the Count himself resided. This close to the southern frontier that’s mostly how things were. People gravitated toward the Count’s power and money and even though he nominally controlled a lot of territory it was mostly a lot of empty grassland and untamed forest.


  The inn was also the law-abiding front for the local thieves guild. Col successfully infiltrated the decrepit old building. He created a small nest in the attic and knocked an imperceptable hole in the ceiling so he could spy on the occupants. He had a plan all worked out – he would start in the northwest corner of the building and work his way through as they slept, incapacitating and binding each thief he encountered along the way.


  Col daydreamed about hauling in the biggest bounty of his life, how it would set him up for years to come, and then the rotted out wood of the ceiling gave way and he came crashing down to the floor.


  He’d been in the cage for five days now. They were probably deciding where and when – not if – they would kill him. It would of course be the most surefire way to ensure his silence, but disposing of a body inside a city was a daunting task and leaving one to rot in your cellar would be particularly revolting. So he sat in a cage in their loot room like some sort of trophy while they figured out the logistics.


  Tonight, though, there was something new: a fair-skinned young girl with orange hair. She was dressed like a traveler, with a long and durable, but unflattering dress and woolen cloak. The description “filthy commoner” flashed across his mind but he quickly shouted it down.


  The bandits tied her up just the same as him and put her in an identical cage across the room. They also brought down a large pack, presumably hers, and dumped it in the pile of ill-gotten-gains. They paused to spit on him before leaving. They always did that when they needed to come into this room.


  In a few hours the girl started to come to and when she struggled against her bonds he knew it was time to make an introduction.


  “Hey! Hey girl! Over here!”


  The girl squirmed her way around so she could scan the room and find him. She muttered curses the entire way until she spotted him.


  Col did his best to flash a smile. He had a slim face and a wide nose and the sort of eyebrows that seemed to arch all on their own. His skin was darkly hued and his black, curled hair very closely cropped.


  “Where are we? Last thing I remember I was eating supper in the Inn. Some creep was trying his best to get me to come up to his bedroom and then … then I was here.”


  “We’re in a tunnel below the Inn which is really a front for the local thieves guild. Though with your story, I think that confirms my suspicions that they’re also slavers.”


  “Ugghhhh … just great.”


  “Yeah. When did you stop for supper?”


  “A little after sundown, I think?”


  “You’ve been sleeping for a few hours so it’s probably the middle of the night by now. That’s probably our best chance at escape. So, when I undo your bonds we’ll sneak out into the hallway and check the situation. Hopefully there won’t be too many guards. Two or three I could take but any more – well if there are more you just run and try to get some help.”


  “If there’s more just get out of my way and I’ll take care of it.” She said it with determination through gritted teeth while she writhed and strained. “But this is all just a lot of talk. How are you gonna untie me when you’re just as trapped?”


  Col pulled his hands out from behind his back and tossed the rope aside. He made a big showy stretch before reaching down to untie his ankles. “Boy but it feels good to move again. Oh, you can call me Col, by the way.”


  “I’m Lyss.” She struggled against her own bonds but whatever he did to free himself she couldn’t seem to replicate.


  “Oh don’t bother, I’ll have you out in a moment.” He tossed the ropes from his ankles aside and reached into his black, tightly-curled hair, then pulled out a set of small metal pins. “A tip, in case you’re ever kidnapped again – hide a lockpick in your hair. They never check the hair.”


  He made quick work of his own lock and then gathered the ropes from his cell before heading over to free Lyss. He quickly dispatched that lock and entered her cell. “I’m truly sorry about this miss,” he knelt behind her and worked the knots around her wrists, “your plan for tonight probably didn’t involve being tied up with a strange man.” He moved on to free her ankles. “Then again, maybe it did.” He shrugged as he added the rope to his collection. “Who’m I to judge?”


  Lyss got to her feet and rubbed her wrists. She went straight for her pack and started rifling through it. “Turn your back.”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Turn your back. If I’m gonna take care of these guards for you I need to change into something a little less … clumsy.”


  “I thought we were just joking around but sure, okay.” He turned his back and busied himself finding his own belongings – a money pouch and two small knives. He heard the expected ruffling of cloth as she changed and then a surprising amount of clinking metal.


  “Okay, stay close behind me when we enter the hall.” Lyss stood before Col in her training attire – leather boots and breeches with a canvas tunic, all close-fitting to avoid any snags. Her short sword hung from her left hip in its scabbard, her dagger on the right. “If we’re ambushed, retreat to the hallway – if they’re dumb enough to pursue us into a narrow space we can take them one at a time.”


  Lyss inched out into the hall with Col a few steps behind. He’d been right in judging the time of day and the building was eerily quiet. The one guard charged with watching them sprang into action and rushed to raise the alarm. Lyss was on him in a moment and bashed him in the temple with the blunt side of her dagger. They stole his keys, marched him back down the hall, bound his hands and tossed him in one of the cells.


  They explored the branching hallways of the underground complex. As far as they could tell it stretched out under several buildings. Col figured one of the tunnels must lead to an exit outside the city so they could move merchandise and people without being detected. He chuckled to himself slightly as two years ago he would’ve been moving all sorts of contraband through tunnels just like these.


  Lyss and Col found three more guards roaming the halls so they bound them and left them in the cell with the first guard. They would have to come up with some real plan now as they were all out of ropes.


  They went back to exploring, trying to find some way out of the maze, when they came across a room with five men sat around a large table swigging ale while poring over ledgers. The men were dressed slightly finer than the guards, but they were no noblemen. On the other side of the room they could see stairs leading up and into the Inn, or perhaps some other adjoining building.


  The men were discussing their newest acquisition, Lyss, and a certain lascivious baron who’d be willing to pay a fair sum for a pretty young thing like her and who would handle her transport beyond the tunnels.


  She charged into the room screaming her anger and planted her foot in the middle of one of the men’s chests, sending him tumbling backwards against the stone floor. She stared down the remaining men with her short sword and dagger drawn in front of them.


  They were all armed, of course, with assorted knives and daggers. They all drew and advanced on Lyss. She spun, swinging out at their hands. They may have been ruthless and cunning, but they weren’t trained fighters. She quickly managed to disarm two with quick swipes across the knuckles.


  Col stepped into the room, picked up a heavy chair and bashed one of the men over the back with it while his attention was focused on Lyss. He then wrestled the man to the ground and pummeled him with punches.


  The three remaining men, only one of which was still armed, circled Lyss now much more wary of her swords. The man with the knife charged straight at her, which she easily sidestepped as she bashed him in the face with the pommel of her dagger.


  Col marveled at her skill. He’d seen a lot of people fight, including some of the best-trained sword fighters in the duchy and even though he recognized a lot of the maneuvers her style was wildly different. She was much more fluid and graceful than any master he’d seen. She worked her two opponents off each other, every parry flowing smoothly into either a counterattack or a dodge and every sidestep was actually a subtle feint that allowed her to set up the other opponent.


  The remaining two men struggled to get close enough to do any sort of damage. With the short sword she was easily able to keep them at bay, striking at them over and over again until they were riddled with shallow cuts and punctures. Eventually they simply surrendered.


  Cole ran up the steps to have a quick peek through the door while Lyss ordered the men to sit in a line at the base of the wall so she could keep an eye on them. He came back down a few seconds later. “Okay, we can get out this way. Let’s go!”


  “No way! I’m not leaving without my pack.”


  “I’ll buy you a new bag! Come on!”


  “It’s not some bag! It’s everything I own. Everything.”


  Col let out a deep sigh. He’d been there before, back before he’d started this latest venture as a bounty hunter – after his last stint in prison – and he knew he wouldn’t be able to talk her down. As fast as he could Col ran back to the room with the cells and retrieved the heavy bag, then lugged it back to where Lyss was holding the bosses at sword point. He ran through the room and up the stairs. “Got it! Let’s go!”


  She stabbed one of the men in the shoulder with the short sword while keeping her dagger trained on the rest. “None of you follows – or else I won’t be quite so merciful. You understand?”


  Four of the men nodded while the fifth writhed in pain, impaled against the wall. She withdrew her weapon and darted up the stairs, which led to a back room in the inn. It was filled with all sorts of foodstuffs and barrels of ale. There was a window along the wall but it was bolted shut with an iron grate across it. As soon as she entered the room Col slammed the door shut and dropped her pack in front of it. “That thing weighs a ton.”


  Lyss sheathed her weapons and shouldered the pack, then threw down a few large sacks of grain to help barricade the door. Clearly she was strong enough to carry the thing, but Col doubted she would be able to fight with it strapped to her back.


  Lyss cracked the door and had a peek. “I can see eight men from here. We could barge through this door. If we catch them by surprise we might be able to slip out the front before they can grab us. What do you think?”


  “I think I’d rather not. Just watch the steps, okay?” Col had found some tools somewhere in the room and was busy dismantling the grate. Luckily it was designed to keep people out of the storeroom, not in, and within a minute he had enough of it taken apart that he could slip through the window. Lyss fed him the pack, and then slipped through herself, out into the cool night air.


  The pair of them darted across the street and into a darkened alley just in case anybody thought to follow. Lyss stopped to check for pursuers but Col dragged her forward. “Where are we going?”


  “To the count. Well, to the count’s men. We’re going to tell them everything we know about that place and we’re going to collect the bounty.”


  “Bounty?!”


  “Yes, bounty.” He flashed her a winning smile. “Why do you think I was down there in the first place? The count’s been trying to break up that gang for months but he didn’t know where to find them. Now he knows. Or rather he will know and we’ll be rewarded handsomely for telling him.”


  The pair stepped out into the street in front of the city guard’s barracks where they were ordered to halt. Col did all the talking and the guards were willing to listen as long as neither of them approached the gate. When they were satisfied that they had enough information to act, they dispatched a messenger to the count himself and then a patrol of guardsmen rushed down to the Inn to seize it.


  Col and Lyss were escorted back to the Inn by a guardsman where they met with the Count of Placis who peppered them with questions. He kept eyeing Lyss with suspicion, unaccustomed to seeing a girl brandishing swords so similar to his guardsmen.


  “And you fought five of them yourself?”


  Lyss nodded in Col’s direction. “He knocked one out for me, but I took care of the other four.”


  “And who taught you to fight like that?”


  She shrugged. “An old man back in my village. It’s not important.” The count waited expectantly for a more complete explanation that wasn’t forthcoming.


  “Your lordship,” Col interjected, “if I may be so crass, perhaps we should discuss the rather substantial bounty you offered for the dissolution of the Grey Goose Inn Syndicate?”


  “Hmph. It was my men who seized the Inn, not you. I don’t see why you would expect to be rewarded for their efforts.”


  It wasn’t the first time Col encountered a count clutching at purse strings. This was going to be a dance and he didn’t miss a beat. “Yes, but we did put ourselves in considerable danger in order to get your men the information they needed to do their jobs. Is that not the sort of behavior you would like to encourage of your subjects?”


  “Well, I ...”


  “Your lordship,” he let out a small chuckle to lighten the mood “we’re not asking to be made barons or anything. Just a reward for a good deed to encourage us, and others, to continue doing good deeds.” The trick, he knew, was that even though they were at cross purposes he ultimately needed to make the count feel as though they were working toward the same goal.


  In the end Col managed to talk the count out of fifty silvers, which he counted up before tossing a pouch to Lyss that she caught out of reflex. He’d divided the bounty in half, giving her a full twenty-five silvers. She tried to refuse her share, calling it  “outrageous generosity” but he just wouldn’t take the money back.


  It would’ve been so much easier if the coin wasn’t already in her hands and eventually she had to give in and she mixed it in with the roughly thirty coppers in her own coin purse.


  “Do you have a place to sleep tonight, girl?” It was well past midnight and the inn was obviously out of the question.


  Lyss adjusted the pack on her shoulders and looked around. “I can probably make the edge of the woods by sunrise, then make camp.”


  “That won’t do. Follow me, I know a place.” Three streets down and two streets across he led her to an abandoned structure that had burned down at some point and nobody had bothered to rebuild. He led her up the dangerous stairs to the second floor where there was some bedding and, hidden behind some timber, Col’s own traveling pack.


  “You live here?” Lyss asked, clearly unimpressed with the space.


  “No, no. I live in the capitol. This is just my base of operations, as it were. I came down to Placis for the bounty and I knew the inn wasn’t safe – so here I am.”


  She looked around the burned out room one more time. “Here we are.” She spread out her bedroll, avoiding the holes in the roof just in case it decided to rain on them while they slept.


   


   


  Chapter 4: Mercenaries on the Road


  Col was still asleep when Lyss woke the next morning. The sun was high in the sky and she could hear people walking about in the streets below. She quietly packed up her bedroll and her pack and, after double-checking to be certain Col was asleep, she changed into an inconspicuous sleeved dress.


  She stole away momentarily to find a rain barrel and freshen up a bit. By the time she returned, Col was stirring. He yawned out  a “you’re up early” before he realized how late it was. He rose and stretched his arms up high then caught wind of his own armpit and recoiled.


  He began packing up his own bedding and belongings before he spoke to Lyss. “So, I’m headed north – back home to Oshigard. How about you?”


  Lyss sat on her bedroll and looked down at the floor. “I’m not going to anywhere specifically – I’m just going. Superstitious as it sounds I guess I’m just waiting for a sign.”


  “Superstitious or not, it’s a story I’ve heard plenty of times. But if you wouldn’t mind the company we could head out together. We could both have a little conversation for a while at least until our paths diverge.”


  Lyss shrugged. “Sure, why not?” She didn’t totally trust him yet – but she’d seen­ him fight. Even if he turned out to be an unsavory character, he wouldn’t be much of a threat.


  “Great. But our first order of business is to find a brook with some privacy. I’ve been locked in a cage for days and I desperately need a bath.”


  They walked north along the main road for about an hour or so before stalking off into the woods where they could hear a babbling brook. They soon came upon a stream where they could find some privacy. They set down their packs in the shade and Col dug a bar of soap and some fresh breeches from his pack.


  “I’ll, uh … I’ll head upstream until I can’t see you. I trust you’ll guard my pack?” While he was away Lyss used the moment to clean and oil her swords.


  Col returned wearing a fresh pair of brown leather breeches and carrying his soiled clothing in a clump which he threw into the bag. He was a tall man with a thin build. Lyss could see some muscle tone under his dark skin but he would’ve looked anemic compared to the barrel-chested men working the land back home.


  He put on an undyed cotton shirt over which he wore a black leather jerkin. He then slipped on a pair of indigo stockings and black leather boots, then completed the outfit with hard, brown leather bracers and a black leather belt off which hung two knives.


  “I feel a lot better.” He said to nobody in particular.


  Lyss suddenly felt very under-dressed. Everything apart from her sword-fighting clothes she considered typical every-day clothing – the sort she assumed common women must have worn all over the kingdom. But next to Col her ill-fitting homespun smock, threadbare in places and stained in others, had her looking like a vagabond.


  Col re-packed his bag and the pair resumed their hike along the main road. “We must make quite the odd couple,” Col remarked. “Me, a sell-sword bounty hunter and you, a … well … what exactly are you anyway?”


  “I’m a girl, you ninny.”


  “Well yes, of course, obviously. But,” he counted the points out on his fingers: “you wear dueling attire you don’t want to be seen in; you carry a soldier’s sword and dagger; you’re clearly proficient in its use despite not being wealthy enough to afford a tutor; and girls aren’t allowed to enlist in and train with the guard anyway …”


  Lyss was suddenly embarrassed at how matter-of-factly he described her poverty, so she deflected. “Sounds like you’re looking for a mystery ...”


  “Okay fine, why don’t you tell me in your own words – what’s your story?”


  Lyss sighed and made her best stab at being vague. “Honestly – I’m just a girl out on the road. I learned to fight from an old man in  my village – used to be a soldier years ago. He died recently and I just didn’t feel right sticking around.” She did her best to sound nonchalant but she could feel the tears threatening to betray her. “And what about you?”


  “Me? I feel I’ve been pretty forthcoming.” He flashed another one of those winning smiles. “I’m a sell-sword bounty-hunter – that means when I’m not tracking down fugitives I pick up the occasional job playing bodyguard for a nervous noble. I hail from the capitol but I’m all the way down here in this backwater because the count advertised a princely sum for breaking up his gang problem. But, as you saw, he reneged so I’ll be lucky to break even on this journey.”


  “I told you, I don’t need the twenty-five silver.”


  Col looked her up and down briefly. “Yes, you really do. And what’s more, you deserve it. The two of us together dismantled a notorious ring of thieves and slavers, something the count’s men have been working on for months.”


  They were quiet for moment before Col broke back in.


  “I did have another reason for traveling with you. I wanted to bend your ear about partnering with me on some bounties. With or without you, I’m going home to the capitol to take on more work so I can get my financial footing. But if you come with me we can tackle the bigger, better-paying jobs and really rake it in.”


  “I don’t know about selling my services as a sword-fighter. I don’t like the idea of hurting – potentially killing people for money.”


  “And that’s why you should team up with me! I’m no fighter, so I’m already turning down jobs that involve roughing people up. As bounty hunters we’d be recovering goods or capturing criminals alive and turning them over to the guard. And for the sell-sword part, I only take protection and escort jobs. It’s my responsibility to make sure violence doesn’t happen.”


  Lyss chewed on her bottom lip and looked away. When she set off from home, she didn’t know where she was going or why. She assumed that she would figure it out along the way, but in the month or so since leaving Brookdell the goddesses hadn’t given her any signs. Maybe this was a sign?


  Lending credence to his story, Col didn’t fit the typical bounty hunter stereotype. Bounty hunters were supposedly a bunch of disgusting meat-heads – violent, raucous and over-sexed. They’d punch you for looking at them funny. They were handsy with the lasses and “no” wasn’t in their limited vocabulary. Their idea of a fun night out at the pub was a knock-down drag-out bar fight. Bounty hunters were only a shade better than the criminals they were supposed to be tracking down.


  So far Col was none of those things. He was crafty and intelligent, avoided fights where he could and a perfect gentleman when they were alone. He planned quite the expedition out to Placis to seek a large reward, and when that fell apart he used deft persuasion to salvage what he could of the situation.


  Maybe he hadn’t told her his life’s story but so far he’d been nothing but forthright with her.


  Col sensed her hesitation and added “You don’t have to decide now. Just consider it. We can pick up a few jobs along the way and you can take my measure.” He flashed her a reassuring smile. Lyss hadn’t decided yet if those smiles were genuine or a calculated charm offensive but she agreed that the idea of waiting to decide was a sound one.


  When the sun rose and the day got hot, they let the miles pass in silence. Around midday they stopped for a bite to eat. Each carried their own store of dry bread – essential for travelers – and Col shared some hard cheese to give it some flavor. They found a small stream where they could splash some water on their faces and refill their flasks before setting off again.


  After the brief rest Col became talkative again. He had a wealth of information about the Placis, the county they were traveling through. He told her about the beautiful lakes and fields of wildflowers for which it was named. Counts and barons from throughout the duchy owned small estates there where they spent some time during the spring and summer months.


  Many of the barons who lived here full-time cultivated grapes, and the region was known for its excellent wine. Lyss nodded and soaked all the information up. She had nothing to add – she’d never eaten a grape, and her village’s drink of choice was ale.


  The sun set while they walked, and about an hour later in the waning summer dusk they stopped at a roadside inn – just as Col planned. He wasn’t the sort for camping in the woods.


  When they entered the common room, the landlord waved and shouted out “Col! Welcome back, m’boy.” He quickly sized up Lyss and then his eyes darted back to Col. “Been busy, I see.” He waggled his eyebrows up and down and plastered a devious-looking smile across his face.


  Lyss’ cheeks flushed pink at the insinuation, which didn’t escape Col’s notice. “Gregor, come on man. Don’t embarrass the young lady like that.” He rolled his eyes and sidled up to the bar. “We’re in for the night, if you’ve got rooms.”


  “Aye, I’ve got four at the moment. How many will you be needing?”


  Col let out a deep sigh. “Two rooms, thank you,” and he slapped four silver pieces down on the bar.


  Lyss rushed forward and dropped her pack to the ground. She fished through it for her coin purse and began digging for silvers.


  “No, no – it’s okay, I’ll cover it tonight.” Col dismissed her with a wave of his hand.


  “Absolutely not. If you insist we share the bounty then I insist we share the costs. It’s only fair.”


  Col drew back two of his coins. “Very well then. If you insist.”


  The landlord snatched up the coins and a young girl – likely his daughter – showed them to their rooms. The girl left Col to his own devices but she spent a considerable amount of time with Lyss, showing her the washtub and the vanity and how to bolt the door to keep out intruders, which she repeated two more times.


  Lyss gave the child a pair of coppers for her hard work and the child’s face lit up with joy, just like Lyss’ face when the old man bought that first statuette.


  Today was the first day in a long time that she hadn’t thought much about Old Man Wyster. Maybe it was because she couldn’t keep her training and exercise routine with Col’s apparently rigid travel plans. Maybe it was just because she had someone to talk to. Or maybe it was because when her thoughts drifted today she found herself thinking about her future instead of her past.


  After stowing her pack she went back down to the main room for supper and found Col having a friendly chat with the landlord. She started in on her meal – roast duck, potatoes and herbs and a mix of garden vegetables. It was the most complete meal she’d had in a long time, especially since she’d been cheated out of her last indulgence at an inn.


  The landlord looped Lyss into the conversation. “Jokes aside, young miss, what are you doin’ traveling with a man like Col.”


  “Now hold on a minute, Gregor!” Col put on an exaggerated air. “You wound my pride. ‘A man like Col’ indeed. What’s that supposed to mean anyway? Charming? Witty? Dare I say …” Gregor didn’t take the bait and just eyed him with one eyebrow raised. “ … debonair? I think the real question, is what fine young lady wouldn’t want to travel with a man like me?”


  Col leaned toward Lyss and gave her a big comical smile with one eyebrow raised. She covered her mouth so the food wouldn’t come out when she laughed.


  Gregor wasn’t exactly moved to hysterics. “You know what I mean, Col. Your reputation wasn’t very good to start with and now you’ve taken up bounty hunting. That don’t exactly reflect well on the people around you. No offense, young lady.”


  Lyss wiped her mouth with a napkin. “None taken – but you can call my Lyss.” She put out her hand for a handshake. Gregor took it delicately, turned it to the side and bent down to gently kiss her knuckles. For the second time that evening her face turned bright pink.


  “So, remember the last time I was through I mentioned that I’d like to hook up with some muscle so I could take on some bigger jobs?” Col gestured at Lyss with his eyebrows. “Well this is my new partner.”


  “I haven’t agreed to that.”


  “Well, okay, this is my candidate for a new partner.”


  Gregor couldn’t help but chuckle. “Her? She’s your muscle?”


  “I’d watch my tone if I were you,” Col cautioned. “I saw her take on five armed brigands all by herself. Well – yours truly did wrestle one of them to the ground but in the same time Lyss managed to dispatch the other four.”


  Lyss shot him an angry glance. “Don’t do that – you make me sound bloodthirsty.” She pleaded her case to Gregor. “We were their captives and we were just trying to escape. And we did so without killing anybody.”


  Col smiled broadly. “See Gregor – that’s what I needed all along! That’s why I couldn’t make a partnership work with any of those beasts I tried out. I was looking for a bruiser but it turns out what I needed was a precision swordsman and the judicious application of force.”


  Gregor’s eyes narrowed and his mouth had puckered onto one side of his face. He eyed Lyss with disbelief. “You? You barely look like you could lift a sword.”


  Lyss sighed and rolled her eyes. “I’m only doing this so we can stop talking about it.” She bunched her sleeve up over the top of her shoulder and flexed her muscles, displaying rock-hard mass and sinew. The landlord let out a low whistle and opened his mouth to say something crass but got called away to service other customers.


  “Now that’s something,” Col said. “How’d you get muscles like that?”


  “I use ‘em.” Lyss finished eating her supper, then turned to Col. “I’m guessing our finding an inn just as the sun went down wasn’t a coincidence. I think you’ve got this trip planned out and, in that case, what’s next?”


  Col nodded toward a man sitting in the corner. “He is.” The man was tall and thin with a hard face. His short dark hair was combed straight back and held in place with some sort of wax. He wore a dark blue doublet with golden embellishments and tassels.


  “Another bounty? Doesn’t look like the criminal element.”


  “Potential employer – but you need to get that notion out of your head if we’re going to work together. The wealthy are just as capable of breaking the law as the poor. Maybe even more likely to since they think they’ll get away with it.” Col took a sip of his ale. “That’s Marcus Digsby – family servant to one Marcel Ruisseau, Count of Stonebridge. The family takes holiday at one of the lakes around here but about this time of year they’d be heading back to their main residence in the capitol.”


  “Count Stonebridge doesn’t live in his own county?”


  “Count Risseau of Stonebridge,” Col corrected her, “and no, the count himself travels back and forth a lot – but the countess prefers to live closer to the political action so the family’s residence is in Oshigard. At any rate, last fall the countess was traveling with her daughter when the coach was ambushed by bandits. They surrendered all of their valuables, but not before two footmen were killed and the daughter, the viscountess, gravely injured.”


  “Oh no, that’s terrible!”


  “Yeah. Word is the viscountess recovered from her injuries but she hasn’t been seen in public since the attack, and the countess refuses to travel any distance – even within the capitol – without a full complement of bodyguards. And that’s where we come in.”


  “As bodyguards?”


  “Rumor has it that the countess and the viscountess both came down to Placis for holiday. And right about now they’re going to be packing up to head back to the capitol for the summer social calendar.” Col downed the last of his ale, a strange mask of determination on his face. “And if Marcus is here wasting his night away in the common room at the local roadside inn, that means he’s looking to hire some muscle for the trip.”


  Col shot up off the barstool and marched over to Marcus and Lyss awkwardly trailed behind him not sure if this was an invitation to follow or not.


  As they walked, Col’s features softened into a not-so sincere smile. “Marcus! Of all the Inns in the Southfield who would imagine we’d run into each other here?”


  A darkly amused smile appeared on Marcus’ lips. “Young Master Nicholas.” The two gave each other a hearty handshake. “And who’s your lovely young friend?”


  “Ah, yes. Marcus, meet Lyss. Lyss, Marcus.” She extended her hand for a hearty handshake but, like the landlord, Marcus grasped her fingertips and gently kissed the backs of her knuckles. “Lyss and I are working together at the moment – strictly professional.” Col confidently took a seat at the man’s table. Lyss stood beside the table for a moment until Marcus waved her toward an empty chair.


  “And what is that profession young master? Last I heard you were hunting down criminals for bounties.”


  “You heard right – but only half the story. When I’m not aiding the king by filling his prisons with scoff-laws I’m protecting the innocent and defenseless from dastardly scoundrels.” Col was laying it on as thick as possible to put Marcus in a good mood before he got to the heart of the matter. “How about you Marcus? You wouldn’t happen to have any precious cargo that needs protecting, would you?”


  Marcus raised his eyebrow at that. “Still keeping an ear to the ground, are you?”


  “I’ll take that as a ‘yes.’ Come now Marcus. How many nights have you sat in this inn trying to scout potential bodyguards. Surely the countess is eager to get back to her social calendar.”


  Marcus let slip a frustrated sigh. “We have delayed our departure already.” He leaned forward “but I know you Col. You’re not a bad fighter, but can you really fight off a gang of highwaymen?”


  Col nodded his head in Lyss’ direction. “We can, yes. And think about it – you’ll have a woman bodyguard in your compliment. She can keep a close eye on the viscountess without offending their noble sense of propriety. What a find! What insightful planning from the Ruisseau family’s most faithful servant. I know how this works Marcus – you’ll have most favored status for a year.”


  Marcus looked over Lyss, taking her measure. “What say you? If I were to take you on and you and the viscountess were separated from the group, would you be able to keep her safe?”


  Lyss maintained steady eye contact and said truthfully, confidently “I would.”


  “Then it’s settled!” Col cut in. “As for our fee we only ask three hundred silvers a piece.” Lyss choked on her own saliva and tried to suppress the cough.


  “Nonsense. The going rate is two hundred and I’ll give you not a copper more.”


  Col put up his hands in an exaggerated mock surrender. “Very well, very well – two hundred.”


  Marcus regained his composure. “We depart from the manor at mid-morning. I trust you still know the way?” Col nodded.


  Marcus dropped a few coins on the table for his meal and stood  to depart. As he clasped his cloak he added. “It’s good to see you again, young Master Nicholas. I’m glad that you appear to have regained your footing.” He turned and gave Lyss a bow. “It was a pleasure making your acquaintance, young lady.” And with that he headed out to report back to his family.


  Lyss hesitated for a moment before asking Col “Hey, what was that all about? You know him – like personally know him.”


  “Yeah, we’ve worked together in the past. I’ve had a lot of jobs and worked with a lot of people and I pride myself on the good relationships I’ve built along the way. Y’know I’ve even worked for some of the wineries around here? You ever stomp grapes into juice?”


  “You stomp the grapes?”


  “Oh yeah – you put the grapes into a big tub and you take your shoes off and wash your feet and you stomp around. One of the most fun jobs I’ve ever had!”


  Col talked Lyss’ ear off about how wine gets made and a few other odd jobs he’d had over the years and she was quickly distracted from the fact he hadn’t explained his relationship with Marcus at all.


   


  Chapter 5: The Escort Mission


  Col woke Lyss before dawn the next morning so they could get an early start. He advised her to wear her sword-fighting gear since there was no need to be incognito while escorting the countess and her daughter.


  The first order of business was to head over to the local stables to procure a pair of horses with saddles, whisking away forty of their remaining forty-six silver pieces.


  They ate breakfast back at the inn while the stable boy prepared their mounts for travel, then they returned to the stables, affixed their packs to the horses and rode off into the Placis countryside. Along the way Col did his best to explain to Lyss how these sorts of operations typically went so she wasn’t going in completely blind.


  After a short time traveling the well-kept country lanes, they arrived at a beautiful manor – a brick-and-stone mansion set into a hillside with manicured gardens leading the way to a vast and serene lake.


  The grounds included a small dock, with a few rowboats and sailing vessels moored, and across the water she could make out other well-maintained mansions. Surely when the nobles wished to make a social call, they took the direct route across the water.


  The carriage loop was a buzz of activity. A handful of servants rushed to pack assorted objects into a covered wagon that would accompany the coach. There were five mean-looking men joking around and breaking into fits of uproarious laughter.


  Near the passenger coach they found Marcus. They dismounted  and reported in. Marcus gestured toward the ruffians. “Those are your colleagues for this trip. Do try to get along. Col, you’ll be responsible for managing them. Position them as you see fit and make sure they stay out of trouble on the overnight stops. Lyss, if you’ll come this way, please?”


  Marcus placed his hand between her shoulder blades and ushered Lyss into the manor house, issuing orders and corrections to the various servants they passed along the way. On the inside the manor was even more spectacular – a riot of colorful wallpapers and tapestries which was then doubled over by the mirror-like shine on the marble tile floor.


  “Master Nicholas’ instincts were correct. When I told the countess that I’d hired a woman bodyguard to keep a closer eye on her daughter she was overjoyed. Unfortunately the viscountess was less receptive to the idea. I thought it would be best perhaps if the two of you could get acquainted in private.”


  He opened a set of double-doors, then stepped aside and stood rod-straight with his hands clasped behind his back. Once Lyss stepped inside, Marcus stepped forward and closed both doors with a bow, leaving her to marvel at the beautifully-appointed sitting room decorated in teal and deep blue. The couches looked plump and comfortable but she doubted he expected her to sit down.


  Hidden away in a nook, there was a young girl about Lyss’ age staring out the large multi-pane window overlooking the lake. She wore a black-and-blue dress with a tight bodice and voluminous tulle-adorned skirts, long gloves that came nearly up to her shoulders and a traveling cloak over all of it. She didn’t seem to notice the door opening.


  Lyss tentatively made her way over to the nook but the girl still didn’t stir. After standing there for a few minutes she cleared her throat and said “Hello?”


  The viscountess nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound. She held her right hand over her heart and her face flushed. “Goddess! You nearly scared the life out of me.” She composed herself and stood to greet her guest with narrowed eyes. “You must be my new shadow.”


  “Call me Lyss.” She didn’t know exactly what the protocol was for dealing with the daughter of a count but she also couldn’t imagine applying it to a girl her own age – it just didn’t feel right. “That’s a lovely view. I can see how you get lost in it.”


  The viscountess picked up a small bag from the couch and hung it over her left arm by its straps, then opened the bag and made a tour of the bookshelves, occasionally pausing to place another tome into the bag. “I call you my shadow because I was told you’d be by my side, inescapable, watching my every move.” She swung around and back toward the couch, slamming her left hand against the end of the bookshelf, which made a much bigger sound than Lyss would’ve anticipated. The girl winced and muttered a curse but didn’t appear to be in too much pain.


  “I don’t think so. With you in the coach and me on horseback, we probably won’t see much of each other.”


  The girl dropped the bag down onto one of the plush couch cushions. It bounced and two books tumbled out and onto the floor. She muttered another indistinct curse and angrily stuffed them back on top, then plopped down onto the seat next to them and folded her hands in her lap.


  Lyss walked over to the couch and pointed to the bag of books. “May I?” She didn’t wait for the girl to answer before looking through the covers. There were a few histories, several books about practicing magic, and near the bottom a few volumes of romantic tales. “Oh now this looks interesting.” Lyss started flipping through the pages.


  “Do you like romance stories?” The girl sounded very confused. Lyss wasn’t anything like any bodyguard she’d met before.


  Lyss shrugged. “Never read any. Not yet at least. Only stories I have are myths of the goddess and heroic legends. Oooh – My Sweet Darling Miette … is that you?” Lyss had spotted the handwritten note on the inside cover, which she made a show of closing before reading any further. “Gift from a courtesan? Now that’s romantic. And a bit too personal, perhaps?” She put the book back into the bag, then cinched the drawstring and tied it shut.


  Miette stared at the sword strapped to Lyss’ waist. “Where exactly does a common woman get trained in sword fighting?”


  “You think a commoner unable to wield a sword?”


  “I just mean that I doubt you could afford to pay a private tutor – and women aren’t allowed to enlist as soldiers. So how did you learn? Do you even have any formal training or are those just for show?”


  Lyss rolled her eyes, then drew her sword half-way out of its scabbard to show off the sharpened and polished steel. “They’re not for show, and I’m more than capable of keeping you safe.”


  They were interrupted by a knock on the door and, without waiting for an answer, Marcus opened both of the double doors wide and, without turning to face her, said “Pardon me,  viscountess. The countess would like to know if your ladyship has finished collecting books for the journey.”


  “Yes, Marcus. You may take this bag and place it in the coach. I’ll be along shortly.” Marcus walked across the room with his back stiff, picked up the bag, then turned precisely in the opposite direction and walked out the door.


  “I suppose I should be treating you a little more formally, shouldn’t I?” Lyss was starting to regret not taking a keener interest in etiquette.


  With the last of the luggage and packages loaded into the covered wagon they were soon on their way. Col gave orders to the other sell-swords, arranging two in front of the coach and two in back, with the fifth behind the covered wagon – a formation intended to defend the lives in the coach even if it meant abandoning the valuables in the covered wagon. Col himself rode fifty yards in front of the coach to watch for any danger up ahead.


  Marcus sat up top with the coach driver, frequently checking their progress with a compass and a map.


  Lyss, having been assigned specifically to keep the viscountess from harm, rode her horse alongside the coach. Despite her proximity, she didn’t hear any sounds coming from within. She assumed that its two occupants would spend some of the time in conversation but when she looked over the countess had nodded off and the viscountess was reading one of the books from her enormous bundle.


  At midday they stopped in a field so the nobles and their servants could have a picnic. Col, Lyss and the other sell-swords formed a wide perimeter around them and took it in turns to eat.


  They resumed the journey and the rest of the afternoon passed without incident and right before sundown they arrived at an inn precisely as Marcus had scheduled. She still wasn’t a good judge of these things after just a few weeks of travel and she was rarely able to afford supper at an inn but it appeared to be significantly more upscale than the ones she’d been to.


  Marcus worked out the logistics with the landlord and then planned guard duties with Col. The countess and viscountess would have neighboring rooms and the mercenaries would draw lots to divvy up two overnight watches.


  The group rented two additional rooms – one for the coach drivers and Marcus, the other for any mercenaries not on watch.


  From the moment they left the coach, Lyss was to be Miette’s shadow. She would be required to follow the girl everywhere she went right up until the moment she could deliver her safely back to the coach the next morning. As it turns out, the nobility didn’t relish the idea of mixing it up with the riff-raff in the inn’s common room so “everywhere Miette went” was just up the stairs and to her room.


  The room itself was even more nicely appointed than the one she’d stayed in the previous night – which itself was her first stay at an inn. This room had a four-post bed with a translucent gauzy canopy, a small table with two chairs, a desk for writing, and two tall windows with built-in benches.


  Lyss didn’t know what to do with herself so she paced around and looked out the windows. Miette sat at the table like she was waiting for something to happen. Soon enough Marcus and one of the coach drivers entered and carried in Lyss’ pack, Miette’s bag of books and a large trunk presumably filled with clothing. Miette still didn’t stir and a few minutes later the inn’s serving girl entered carrying two suppers and set them both on the table and left.


  Lyss took the other seat at the table, opposite Miette. Dinner that night would be a cut of steak, wild rice and fresh carrots. She was just about to dig in but “Oh, no steak knife,” she noticed. Lyss drew her dagger and cut her steak into bite-sized chunks, then reached across the table and did the same for Miette.


  “What … what are you … ? Why did you do that?” Miette was flustered but not angry.


  “Oh, sorry. I’ve got little brothers so it’s just a habit I guess.” She shrugged, then wiped the blade of her dagger thoroughly before sheathing it.


  Miette picked up her fork and started in a very leisurely pace. She sat with her spine rail-straight and plumb, with her left hand in her lap. She didn’t even take off her shoulder-length gloves. Lyss became a little self-conscious about her lacking manners so she slowed down and tried her best to mimic Miette’s posture.


  They ate in silence for a while before Miette said “how many brothers do you have?”


  “Two. One is ten years old and the other thirteen. How about you?”


  “Two as well, both older. One spends most of his time traveling with my father, managing our trade and relations, the other remains in Stonebridge managing the business of the county.”


  “And you’re not a part of that business, I take it?”


  “No – that’s not how it works for a viscountess. My eldest brother will take over the forges and refineries when my father passes, and then his future son will take over from him. My job is to marry and strengthen bonds between our family and another noble family.”


  “That sounds like a familiar refrain.” Lyss chewed on a chunk of meat. “So – got any prospects?”


  Miette looked a little offended. “Not that it’s any of your business but I do well enough.”


  “Like the one who wrote that inscription in a romance novel?”


  Miette blushed and didn’t say anything for a second. “That was a gift from Prince Edward so … no. Not exactly. I’ve met him at some balls and soirees but I’m not exactly princess material.”


  “He must think you are to write an inscription like that. And you really like him, don’t you? It’s written all over your face!”


  Miette dropped her fork and awkwardly crossed her arms over her stomach. “It’s not like that. Everybody’s at their most charming when they attend a soiree. Of course I like him – the whole point is to meet people and get them to like you. And he’s a prince. Every girl he talks to fantasizes about marrying him. I’m sure you know – at night right before you fall asleep the thought appears in your head. What if he chose me? What would it be like to be a princess?”


  “Nah, not me,” Lyss said through a mouthful of rice. “I’m a commoner – daughter of a woodcarver. Marrying a Prince isn’t even remotely possible for me.”


  Miette let out a mournful sigh. “That’s a very … pragmatic outlook, one I would do well to adopt. A prince requires a perfect bride to become his Princess. There’s no way I could ever measure up to that.”


  Miette cast her eyes down at her lap and the room was silent for a moment.


  “Maybe,” Lyss said, “if he’s the sort of man who marries a woman to make himself look better, then living as his wife would be miserable anyway. If that’s really how he sees the world, getting passed over would be a mercy.”


  Lyss resumed eating while Miette continued to gaze unfocused at her lap. “It appears I’ve lost my appetite. If you’ll excuse me ...” Miette left the table, pulled a book out of her travel bag and crossed over to the far side of the bed and sat facing the wall.


  The maid came to the door a few minutes later to retrieve their plates but Miette didn’t even acknowledge her presence. This apparently didn’t faze the maid who was used to dealing with nobility and servants.


  In the technical sense, Lyss knew that’s what she’d become but the label didn’t seem to fit. She was there to perform a specific duty, not to serve the viscountess’ whims.


  After the table was cleared Miette just continued reading, so Lyss decided to do the same. She retrieved a volume of myths and re-read one of her favorites, the tale of Diellia, the goddess of fall, fooling her sister Travien, the goddess of summer, into chasing fortune in the far south, releasing the people from their season of toil and marking the start of the annual harvest.


  The two read in silence at opposite ends of the room until Miette suddenly announced “I require privacy.”


  “I … I think the countess insists I not leave your side.”


  “I am tired and I would not have a mercenary see me in my bedclothes.”


  That stung Lyss slightly. She thought they were starting to build a rapport over supper but she must’ve done something wrong to be getting the cold treatment now.


  Thankfully Lyss was able to find spare sheets underneath the four-post bed so she tied the opaque fabric up between two of the posts and then laid out her own bedding on the floor on the other side. Miette would have her privacy, and Lyss would still have a view of the door in case of danger.


  “I … I suppose that will suffice, so long as you stay on your side until I summon you.” Miette had definitely become much colder.


  “Did I say something to offend you?” With several more long days of travel ahead, the last thing Lyss needed was a festering conflict.


  “Not at all. I was too forward, before. It was ... improper. I am a viscountess and you are a commoner, and we are not meant to be friends.” Miette was very deliberately building a wall between them, and it was working. In Lyss’ village everybody had been a commoner and it stung whenever Miette or Col remarked on her lack of status.


  Lyss retired to her side of the divider. With no bedclothes of her own to change into she blew out the candles on her side, took off her boots and laid down on her bedding to wait for Miette to catch up.


  It took a considerable amount of time for Miette to change. Lyss heard a lot of grunting and struggling with the fancy, but no doubt heavy dress. The process apparently involved some clasps and buckles that Lyss could hear jangling and then a loud thud when Miette dropped something hard and heavy on the floor, followed by a few muttered curses.


  Maybe a hidden weapon? They had been attacked while traveling less than a year before so it would be a sensible precaution. She probably wouldn’t know how to wield a knife, but having one might make her feel a little safer.


  Eventually she heard Miette slip into her nightclothes, which sounded less complicated than her day clothes, and then she blew out the remaining candles and they both went to sleep.


  Lyss woke early the next morning and waited for Miette. Thankfully the divider left one of the windows and its bench available to her, so she sat on the bench and read by the early rays of dawn.


  When she heard stirring she said loudly over the makeshift curtain. “Good morning, your ladyship.” She was eager to test the waters after the sudden attitude shift she received the previous night. Which Miette would she get today?


  Miette said nothing as she slipped out of her nightclothes and chose what she would wear that day. Lyss heard the trunk open and a round of ruffling fabric. Next came a clinking of buckles then a cacophony of swishing fabric as she pulled some heavy garment out of the chest and pulled it over her head. Then some muttering and struggling before a defeated sigh and a barely audible “I require some assistance.”


  “What was that, my lady?” Lyss replied, even though she heard just fine. “Did you say something?”


  Miette responded with a deep huff, and slightly louder “I require some assistance.”


  She put on the teasing tone she reserved for her younger brothers. “Don’t we all, sometimes? If only there were some way one could politely request some help.”


  “Lyss! Stop being ridiculous!” Miette sounded more desperate than angry. “I need your help.”


  “And yet you won’t request it. How very odd,” she mocked. It probably wasn’t wise to anger a noble, and her employer, but Lyss just couldn’t get her mind to see the teenage girl as anything but a peer.


  “Please!” Miette gave in with a small sniffle. “Please, help me get dressed.”


  Lyss came around the divider and found Miette wiping tears from her face with her gloved hand. She was wearing a beautiful black velvet dress with silver accents, a perfect complement for her flowing raven-black hair and deep black eyes. The vest-style top was open in front, with silver ribbons dangling. Lyss thought it was odd that she would bother putting on gloves before she finished dressing but decided to let it pass without comment. “That’s a stunning dress, viscountess.”


  Miette sniffled and put on a brave smile. “It’s my favorite. But I ...” she had trouble getting the words out. “But I can’t tie the ribbons. Could you please …?”


  “Was that so hard?” Lyss smiled as she mocked Miette but she was thrown completely off-balance by the tears and the simplicity of the request. How could someone her age not know how to tie a ribbon? Was she completely reliant on servants to dress her? And why would it be so emotionally devastating?


  Lyss knelt down and started with the lowest pair of ribbons, taking up the slack and then making a neat little bow out of them. As she worked the fabric with her hands, the picture in her mind suddenly came into focus. Miette only used her right hand. She always wore shoulder-length gloves. She slammed her hand into the bookshelf and it made a gigantic room-filling thunk, but she didn’t appear to be in pain.


  The privacy at night. The metal buckles. The muttered frustrated swearing.


  Lyss took a close look at Miette’s left hand. Had she seen it move since they met? Had the girl ever gestured or waved or touched anything? Her eyes traveled up her arm, and she noticed the the velvet pinched inward a few inches below the elbow, then right at the crook it was bunched up in an odd way.


  With a quick glance she saw that Miette was staring away, as though she were ashamed. Lyss took the moment to reach over and squeeze Miette’s left thumb as hard as she could. It was completely solid, and Miette didn’t seem to notice at all.


  Lyss quickly did up the rest of the ribbons and then stood in front of Miette and put her hands on the girl’s shoulders. The tears had mostly subsided but her eyes were still moist as though the dam may burst at any second. Lyss waited patiently until Miette sheepishly met her gaze.


  “Be patient with yourself.” She reached down and took Miette’s left hand, pulled it forward and then smoothed out the pinched fabric. “And look out for this – the gloves can get caught between your arm and the wood.”


  Miette looked at her in shock. “How did you know?”


  Lyss shrugged. “Daughter of a wood carver – I’ve seen my share of false arms and legs.”


  Chapter 6: The Road to Fallsford


  That morning Lyss was able to convince Miette to take her breakfast in the common room of the inn. This allowed her to keep an eye on her charge and check in with Col, who was responsible for organizing the mercenaries, and Marcus, who was in charge of organizing the whole journey. With her very personal detail, Lyss was worried about being left out of the loop.


  She received some slightly annoying news – although Placis was a five-day journey to the Capitol at most, they would be doing it in ten.


  The nobles took a much more leisurely approach to travel than your average commoner. Each day’s journey was measured out to end at a high-quality inn, and they would be going out of their way to stop in a county seat so the countess and viscountess could visit with one of their peers on the way through.


  Marcus stepped away, leaving Col and Lyss sitting alone at the bar, facing outward so they could keep a watchful eye on Miette.


  “So, how are you liking your first job as a sell-sword?”


  “It’s not bad. Not what I expected.”


  “In a good way, I trust? Most of the protection jobs are like this. You travel with a noble family, you take some basic precautions and try to look intimidating.”


  Lyss mimed claws with her hands. “Grr.”


  “Oh I’m trembling! But seriously – your swords and the way you carry yourself are important. It’s a whole lot easier to protect your charge if nobody’s willing to risk attacking her.”


  “I don’t think a sixteen year old girl’s gonna scare away the highwaymen.”


  Col sputtered and nearly spit out his drink. “Did you say sixteen?” He pulled a handkerchief from his jerkin and wiped his mouth. “I don’t know if it’s your height or your stature or if it’s just because I’ve seen you fight but I never would’ve guessed sixteen.”


  Lyss shrugged. “If I was any older I’d be betrothed, wouldn’t I?”


  Col scratched the back of his neck. “Is that how they do it where you’re from? In the capitol we wait a bit longer than that. Did you know, you’re two years younger than the viscountess? And her being unmarried at eighteen is perfectly natural. She won’t be expected to pick a suitor for at least a few more years.”


  The information rolled over Lyss like a wave. This petite and fragile thing that she swore her strength to protect was older than her. Her instincts told her to care for the girl as she had cared for her younger brothers for years and now that was suddenly warped into a very complicated feeling.


  “I don’t know much about nobles and courtship. How does it work? Do their parents arrange everything? Is it all politics?”


  “There’s a little of that going on behind the curtain, but it comes later. The young lords and ladies socialize at parties their parents throw, and if they take a liking to each other they’ll arrange to spend some time together – with a chaperon at first, for propriety’s sake. If they decide they’d like to be married, then the families step in and start talking politics.”


  “Sounds nice.”


  “Of course, those are only the rules of etiquette. In reality the assorted lords and ladies have been known to put quite a lot of pressure on their children to favor one suitor over another. And of course the parents decide who gets invited to the parties in the first place.”


  “What do the rumors say about our not-so-young lady over there?”


  Col jokingly elbowed her in the arm. “Come on now. She’s still young, you’re just younger. And the rumors have her secretly in love with almost every up-and-coming young nobleman in the duchy but it all feels like noise to me. The reality is probably just that she’s good at making first impressions and ballroom small talk, so everybody’s a possibility. The only interesting one is Prince Edward – but I wouldn’t put it past the countess to have started that rumor herself as a bit of wishful thinking. But of course since the attack she’s been cloistered in the family estate and she hasn’t been receiving any visitors.”


  “None at all?”


  “None. The countess has – but the viscountess stays locked up in her bedchamber so long as anybody visits. As far as I can tell, we’re some of the only living people to have seen her since last fall.”


  After breakfast Lyss and Miette returned upstairs to pack their bags and then the entire group went out to the coach and set off. They moved at a very slow pace that day. Surely if they moved any faster they’d overshoot their inn. Lyss could see Miette and the countess in the coach from her position by its side. Miette read a book like usual, and the Countess slept sitting up.


  At noon they stopped for lunch and then an hour later they continued on their way, but at a slightly faster pace. The picnic stops must also be a part of Marcus’ grand itinerary.


  That night after supper, Miette retired to the bed to read, but Lyss dug through her pack to retrieve the small collection of woodworking tools she’d brought from home and a beautiful little branch she’d chopped from an ash tree.


  She set to work, whittling it down into a small peg about three inches long with a hole drilled through the center. She worked the wood to get it as smooth as possible until Miette called from across the room. “I’m starting to get tired. We should turn in for the night.”


  Lyss hopped up out of her seat and crossed the room. She walked up to Miette and undid the top ribbon of her vest.


  “Lyss! What are you doing?”


  “I just want to check something ...” She tied the ribbon on one side into a tight loop, and the other side she threaded through the small wooden peg and knotted it in place. “There! Now, thread the peg through the loop.”


  “What?”


  “Well, if you can’t tie a bow, you’ll have to find another way. Go on – thread the peg through the loop.”


  Miette had a difficult time doing it at first trying to manipulate both sides with one hand. Lyss positioned her wooden hand so that she could hold the loop steady and with a little practice she was able to get it all the way through. When she released it the ribbon pulled the peg from the middle, holding it securely in the loop.


  “You did it! Now I just need to make three more and you’ll have your favorite dress back.”


  “I … I don’t know what to say.” Miette wrapped her arms around Lyss and Lyss tried not to flinch when the hard wooden hand hit her in the back. “Thank you.”


  They did away with the privacy screen that night owing to the bed not having a canopy to hang one from, and because the secret was out anyway. Lyss had just kicked off her boots and set out her bedding when she happened to glimpse over and see Miette standing in front of the mirror in her sleeveless nightgown. Miette’s left arm looked completely normal from shoulder to elbow, but a few inches below the elbow it was just gone. Lyss already knew that, of course, but it was still unsettling to see for the first time. No matter how much she understood what she was looking at, she kept thinking it was some sort of trick of the light and she’d catch it from another angle and the arm would be whole.


  Miette caught her looking in the mirror. “Pretty disgusting, isn’t it?” She waved her left arm around, flexing her elbow to emphasize the point. “The men who attacked us preferred axes over knives.”


  Miette turned around to face Lyss and Lyss stood there silently staring at Miette’s arm for a moment before she realized what she was doing and she fought to turn her attention to her face. “Col’s tapped into all sorts of noble gossip but he hasn’t said anything to suggest this. He thinks you’re terrified of going out in the world – but you don’t seem terrified to me.”


  “I don’t remember much of the attack. I remember the men, a sharp pain, and then waking up in my bed at home. It’s a mercy, I think.”


  “Then you’ve been hiding to keep your injury a secret?”


  Miette nodded. “Appearance is very important in my social circle. Any blemish, any imperfection is fair game so we decided to hide this imperfection as best we could.


  “My father heard of a master craftsman living out near the unclaimed wilderness in the south – favored by the local barons – so we waited until the spring thaw and then came down for holiday in Placis. While we were down there we were able to make a trip out to see him without drawing too much scrutiny. Now I can go out in public without drawing stares, but … you figured me out in two days, Lyss. It’s hopeless.”


  Lyss shook her head. “Not hopeless, pointless. You’re easily fooling people from a distance already and I have no doubt you’ll be able to keep fooling people as long as you don’t ask them to tie your bows. But what happens when you find a suitor and you fall in love? You gotta tell him someday.”


  “But to fall in love, first you have to spend some time together, and to spend some time together, you have to be approached and introduced. If I walked into a ball like this,” she waved her arm around for emphasis, “the suitors wouldn’t come within a  mile. That’s just the way the game is played.”


  “It sounds like a stupid game.” Lyss crouched down and laid on her bedding. “It’s a stupid game and you deserve better.”


  Over the next few days of travel, Miette and Lyss became more acquainted over their shared meals, before falling into silent companionship. In the evenings Miette continued along with her reading and Lyss threw her attention into carving. She finished the remaining pegs for the black and silver dress and after a little practice Miette was able to do them all up by herself.


  The land became more mountainous as they traveled and on the sixth day they arrived at the county seat of Fallsford. It was easily the largest town Lyss had ever been in. As they approached the capitol they had been coming across steadily more populous areas culminating in this small city.


  Instead of an inn, they were to be personal guests of the Count of Fallsford and attend a ball held in their honor, so they drove toward the center of the city and onward toward the count’s estate. Miette’s father, the Count of Stonebridge, held the Count of Fallsford in high regard as both a friend and a rival. Both Fallsford and Stonebridge were known for their mining and metal refineries and together they supplied the lion’s share of raw materials used by blacksmiths and jewelers throughout the kingdom.


  Her father also never missed an opportunity to remind Miette that Gregory, the Viscount of Fallsford, was a mere three years older than her and unmarried. Sure, he’d chide her, three years sounded like a lot now. But when she was forty married to a forty-three-year-old husband it would seem trivial. Surely her father also didn’t mind that the two largest producers of refined metals would be able to pool their efforts and increase their combined prosperity.


  Miette didn’t talk back, but she wondered if at forty three would Gregory still be boisterous and rude? Would he broaden his interests by then, or would he still only care about hunting, drinking and jousting?


  It didn’t matter much anymore, she reckoned. He loved his dances, and she wouldn’t be able to avoid putting her left hand in his right, destroying any chances she had with him. And he wasn’t the sort of man to keep confidences. She would have to avoid dancing with him at all costs to keep her secret from spreading through the nobility like a brushfire.


  But they were also to be his guests that night. There was no way she could refuse without offending him, which itself would spread rumors throughout the noble ranks. She could feel the walls closing in around her. Why did her mother and father ever think this false limb gambit would work?


  As they traveled down the main cobblestone street, Lyss chanced a peek into the coach. The countess was sleeping, as per usual, as the coach bounced up and down on its springs. Miette wasn’t reading, but instead staring blankly into the middle distance and looking somewhat green around the gills.


  She spurred the horse forward to pull alongside the driver’s bench. “Marcus, can we hold a moment? The viscountess does not appear well.”


  Marcus looked somewhat relieved. “Aye.” He let out a small belch. “Pardon me. I could use a break from the bouncing myself.”


  Marcus shouted orders and the group pulled to a halt by the side of the road. Col trotted back from the look-out position at the head to consult with the two of them.


  “What’s the matter? Did we crack a wheel?”


  “No,” Marcus said, already feeling a bit better. “These cobblestones and cart springs are making us seasick. We’ll take a short rest and then we’ll pick up the pace.” He muttered, “get this over with.”


  Lyss dismounted. “I’ll check on the viscountess. She was looking a bit unwell.” She whispered “The countess is still asleep! I don’t think any amount of jostling can wake that woman.”


  Marcus just smiled and nodded. He’d taken enough journeys with the family to know for certain.


  Col looked around at their surroundings and seemed to spot something. “I’ll check in at that apothecary.” He pointed to a storefront a few dozen yards away. “Perhaps they’ll have a tincture to settle your stomach.”


  Col rode off and Lyss hopped up onto the running board to check in on the occupants of the coach, shocked to find the countess awake and angry. “Why have we stopped?!”


  Lyss did her best to mind her manners, cursing Col for having scampered off. She dipped her head and said “Apologies, countess. The viscountess appeared to be unwell from bouncing over the cobblestones and when I alerted Marcus he was unwell also.”


  “That useless man. Every time we come to this city!” She folded her arms and pouted, apparently content to arrive late instead of risking her head servant being unable to do his job.


  Lyss turned to Miette. “Viscountess?” Miette still looked lost in her own thoughts, and stricken with worry. “You look like you could use some fresh air.” She unlatched the door and offered her hand to assist.


  Miette simply nodded and followed Lyss out of the coach and down onto the street. Despite standing on solid ground, she still looked completely stricken. She whispered “Oh Lyss, I’m doomed.”


  Lyss led her away from the coach so they could have a bit of privacy. “What do you mean, doomed?”


  “We’ll be dining with the count and the viscount tonight and the viscount will want to dance. He loves to dance.”


  “So? Isn’t that what you wanted? Dance with the suitor, talk to him, win him over and then hope he isn’t a shallow bastard?”


  Miette shot her a sharp look. “This is the count’s city, Lyss. You need to watch your tongue in public. And the problem is I just realized what that means.” She took a step away. “Care to dance?” She stood up straight with her feet together, put her right hand on Lyss’ shoulder and holding her left hand up in the air.


  Lyss filled in the gap, placing her left hand on Miette’s hip and using her right hand to hold Miette’s left. “Oh – I see.” She rubbed her thumb across velvet covering the unyielding wooden palm. “That’s not going to work at all, will it?”


  “No,” she let her hands fall at her sides. “This disguise is ruined immediately following the dessert course.”


  “I guess you’ll need to change your plans. Talk first, gain his trust, then dance.”


  “You don’t know the viscount like I do. Conversation isn’t one of his strong suits. And I can’t refuse to dance – we’re guests in his home. It would be rude and it would drive a wedge between my father and one of his closest friends.”


  Col returned to the group carrying two vials and handed one to Miette and one to Marcus. He dismounted and climbed up onto the runner. “Good day countess.” He laid the charm on thick as usual.


  “Nicholas.”


  “I’m terribly sorry for the stoppage and I assume you’d like to be underway as soon as possible?”


  “I would.”


  “The tincture I got from the apothecary will take about half an hour to go into effect so I think we might need a slight adjustment to the plan. I’ll send one of the men ahead to serve as lookout, Marcus will take my horse and I’ll take his spot on the coach. He’ll fare much better on horseback, I think.”


  “Very well. And what of Miette?”


  Col turned his attention to Lyss. “Can you ride steady with a passenger?”


  Lyss nodded. “I’ve done so with my younger brothers. And the viscountess is not much taller than they are.”


  Col turned to Miette. “Does this plan agree with you, viscountess?”


  Miette nodded. “It does.”


  Col turned back to the countess. “And with your ladyship?”


  “It’s fine. As long as we get underway soon.”


  Lyss mounted her horse and Col assisted from the ground to get Miette up into a side-saddle position in front of Lyss.


  Lyss mentioned casually to Col as they set off “You’re pretty good at handling these unwanted surprises, aren’t you?”


  “Just one of the many reasons you should become my partner. I’m awfully convenient in a jam if I may sound my own trumpet.” He leaned in a little closer, teetering on the edge of the driver’s bench. “I have to stop in and visit with you before supper with the count. It’s important – don’t leave the room before I get there.”


  Lyss was learning to trust Col more and more. She gave him a curt nod.


  The rest of the journey to the count’s estate was much better. The countess returned to her beauty rest, and Marcus was in grand spirits. Lyss imagined he secretly hated the coach and was overjoyed to be out on horseback.


  Col didn’t seem to be having as much fun. He adjusted and readjusted constantly, not used to bouncing along on a hard wooden bench all day. Lyss couldn’t tell if he was turning green or not on account of his dark skin, but his unamused facial expression spoke volumes.


  Lyss had never ridden on a coach and at this point she thought she’d like to continue avoiding it as long as possible.


  Miette was in much higher spirits as well. The fresh air did help settle her stomach, and having all the sights and sounds of the city to take in helped to settle her mind. She was actually smiling right up until the point that they approached the gates of the count’s estate.


  Marcus rode up ahead, enjoying his mobility, and spoke with the guards. They opened the gates and the whole procession moved on through without even needing to slow down. A small platoon of servants greeted them at the coach house and many hands made light work of unloading the countess’ personal belongings from the coach and covered wagon.


  Lyss and Miette got a few strange looks riding up together. Two strong men came over to help but they broke into a private argument about whether it was more improper to touch the viscountess or to leave her high and dry.


  Lyss rolled her eyes and hopped down, then signaled for Miette to follow suit. She caught the viscountess at the waist and lowered her gently to the ground. The men didn’t want to look useless, so one pulled Lyss’ pack off the back of the horse and offered to carry it, while the other led the horse off to the stables.


  Their bedchamber for the night was probably the nicest room Lyss had ever been in save for Miette’s library back in Placis. Apart from the fine wallpapers and tapestries, paintings, intricately hand-carved furniture and plush woven rugs there were two adjoining rooms. One was a private bath and the other was a simple chamber with a small bed fit for a personal servant.


  Lyss was overjoyed. “Miette! Look! I have a bed!”


  Miette chuckled “That’s right.” She hopped up onto the hip-high cushion she had to sleep on. “Just like home. It’s good to be off the road for a night, isn’t it?”


  “If you say so. This is nothing like my home.” Lyss leaned against the door frame between the adjoining rooms and envisioned her family’s small house with its one great room, the hard-packed dirt floor and her straw bed in the corner near the window. These chambers were a little smaller than her family’s entire house, but at least she didn’t have to duck to pass through the doorway.


  There was a knock on the door. Miette called out “enter!”


  Col slipped in and shut the door behind him, carrying a large bundle of cloth. “Ah excellent. You haven’t started changing yet.


  He tossed the bundle over to Lyss. “It’s a uniform from one of the count’s maids. We’ll see about getting you some proper attire of your own once we get to the Capitol, but this’ll get you through tonight at least.”


  Lyss looked at the finely-woven fabric and intricate stitching. “Col, I can’t accept something like this ...”


  “That’s right you can’t – it’s a loaner. Leave it in the room when we depart tomorrow and the count’s servants will return it to its rightful owner.” And with that he whisked his way over to the door. “I’d better leave you two ladies to your primping.” He stuck his chin up in a mock version of stuffiness and patted his short, curled hair. “Besides, I have some primping of my own to attend to.” He shut the door and the girls both broke out in laughter.


  The two took it in turns to wash and get dressed. Miette stood before the mirror beaming with pride having done up all the ties on her favorite black and silver dress all by herself and in the reflection she spied Lyss exiting the washroom wearing only her underclothes, revealing her taut and muscular physique. “My word!” Miette exclaimed, Lyss didn’t seem to hear it.


  Lyss looked doubtfully at the garment she would have to wear. The count must’ve enjoyed gawking, she reasoned, because the dress was much more revealing than she would’ve expected – white tights under a black skirt that came barely down to her knee, while the top of the dress was a simple but tight with a squared-off neckline, lacing up the side and no sleeves.


  She had no trouble with the lace-trimmed white gloves, but the polished black shoes were simply too small so she opted to wear her homemade leather boots. Surely nobody would notice because if they weren’t busy gawking at her muscular arms and shoulders, they would surely be staring at the tops of her breasts exposed by the too-deep neckline or the sword belt she was in the process of affixing over top.


  “You certainly clean up nicely. Hold still, and close your eyes.” Miette dabbed some sort of powdered makeup on Lyss’ face, then a bit on her neck, shoulders and chest.


  “What was that for?” Lyss sounded like she’d just been slapped in the face, but when she looked in the mirror it became clear. The light powder evened out the color of her skin and made her look like one of the elegant women in the paintings on the wall. When she looked closely at Miette she was wearing the same, but much more of it, with some additional coloring in the cheeks, lips and eyelids. Plenty of women in Lyss’ village wore makeup, of course, but their homemade concoctions were more suitable for stage performers than high-society balls.


  They were interrupted by another knock at the door and after checking themselves over in the mirror to make sure they were presentable Miette called out “enter!”


  One of the count’s servant girls entered and stood with rail-straight posture and her hands clasped in front of her belly button. Her eyes momentarily got very round when she saw Lyss but she quickly regained her composure. “Master Nicholas informed me that your ladyship may need some assistance dressing her hair.” She curtsied and held it “I am at your service.” She crossed the room and waited patiently at the vanity for Miette to sit down.


  The process began with a few simple questions about how Miette would like her hair styled, and then the girl set about her work first rubbing in an assortment of scented oils and then arranging braids that circled Miette’s head before coming together in the back in the middle of a long cascade of silky black hair.


  The girl stepped back and and waited for an appraisal. Miette gazed at herself in the mirror. She hadn’t done anything with her hair beyond simply combing it since the attack. With only one hand she couldn’t manage anything more complex than that. “It looks marvelous. Thank you so much for this.”


  The girl nodded. “I’m happy to be of service, viscountess. Now, if nothing more is required of me, I should be getting back. We have much to prepare.” Miette gave the girl a curt nod and the she slipped out into the hallway.


  Miette looked at herself in the mirror feeling much better. She looked more or less like her old self and for once she was confident that she would at least look whole. She watched Lyss approaching in the reflection carrying what looked like some scrap of cloth.


  “One last finishing touch” she said while coming around to the front and wrapping Miette’s left arm in the cloth. She then tied the corners together behind her neck to turn the cloth into a basic sling. “When the viscount asks you to dance, you’ll inform him that you hurt your wrist while exiting the coach and that you have to let it rest.”


  Miette looked at the sling in her reflection and considered it for a moment. She didn’t like anything drawing attention to her hand but she appreciated the practicality of the plan. “I think that might work …”


  With the sun hanging low in the sky, Miette and Lyss made their way down to the ballroom. For Lyss it was like being transported into the worlds she’d only read about in her storybooks. Everywhere she looked, from the polished marble floors to the fine hand-carved wooden furniture rich with embellishments to the finely-detailed commissioned portraits hanging from the walls, the Count’s estate exuded opulence.


  A butler announced “Miette Ruisseau, Viscountess of Stonebridge” and the two entered the ballroom together. The center of the floor was left open for dancing, and next to the floor there was a small ensemble of musicians quietly playing happy-sounding songs that wouldn’t interrupt anybody’s conversation. Along the four walls there were numerous  round tables with fine white tablecloths and sterling silver utensils. Lyss leaned close to Miette and whispered “so what does a servant do at one of these things?”


  “For now, you stay behind me and attend to my needs. The count’s butlers will take care of food and drink, though so it’s mostly just following. When it’s time for supper you’ll pull out my chair and I’ll dismiss you to the side room,” she pointed at a set of double doors “where you’ll sup with the other servants.”


  “Sounds easy enough.”


  “Once we begin the dessert course you’ll reenter the room and stand along the wall near my table. Then the dancing will begin,” she pointed at the clearing in the middle of the room. “When I’m dancing, stand along the wall. When I’m not, stick close.”


  Miette made the rounds, making conversation with their hosts, the Count and Countess of Fallsford until her mother arrived and the older generation became wrapped up in their own conversation. The count seemed mostly interested in boasting about his county’s recent advances in steel refining and hinting that it would only be a matter of time before Fallsford would be making the royal guard’s armor and weapons instead of Stonebridge. He probably could have gone on all night if not for his wife gracefully steering the conversation with Miette’s mother into other, more interesting topics.


  Gregory, Viscount of Fallsford was announced into the room, and he made only a very short and awkward conversation with Miette about the weather. He was a brick wall of a man – nearly a hand-span taller than Lyss, broad shouldered and muscular. He wore riding gloves and had a jewel-encrusted sword hanging from his belt. The viscount kept his personal manservant busy retrieving ale from the waitstaff and soon enough he joined his parents to chat up Miette’s mother and try to win her favor..


  Lyss leaned close to Miette and nodded toward the viscount. “This is courtship?”


  “Of a fashion. Win over the parents, and get them to force the marriage on their daughter. My mother sees through it, for sure, but at this point,” she glanced down at her arm, “she might be willing to go along with it.”


  “That’s awful.”


  “It is – and she would normally agree. But she also wouldn’t want me to end up an old maid.”


  Miette circulated among the guests, a assortment of barons and baronesses from Fallsford and even a few neighboring counties.


  They all brought their eligible sons and daughters to the event, and Miette made polite superficial conversation with all of them – the boys looking to court the girls and girls like her hoping to be courted. Either they didn’t know about her injury and convalescence or they were unwilling to touch on the topic. Instead they talked about the fine late-spring weather, their respective lands’ harvests, sports, hobbies and other leisure activities.


  Emily, Viscountess of Fallsford was a somewhat bashful twelve-year-old with a waterfall of gold ringlets and bright blue eyes. Most of the guests ignored her, but Miette spent a good amount of time with Emily. She asked her all about her schooling – a complicated morass of private tutors with variegated schedules – and her favorite activities – horseback riding and dancing lessons.


  Lyss caught a flurry of movement out of the corner of her eye. The house servants were hastily rearranging place settings at the head table, adding room for an additional honored guest.


  The manservant at the entrance boomed out “His Highness, Reginald Duchamps, Duke of Southfield” and Lyss’ stomach dropped.


  Chapter 7: The Dinner Party


  Lyss dropped to one knee and averted her gaze to the floor. Miette jabbed her in the shoulder. “What are you doing?” she whispered. “Get up!” She hooked her good hand under Lyss’ armpit and tried to drag her up to her feet. Lyss gave in and stood behind Miette, doing her best to become invisible behind the slimmer, shorter girl.


  All conversation in the room immediately stopped and all eyes fell on the duke as he went straight over to the count and made his pleasantries with his host. No matter how much political wrangling went into this encounter, the count’s ear-to-ear grin was completely genuine as hosting the duke at his estate bestowed all sorts of clout on him and his family.


  Miette and Lyss were too far away to hear the details but the count and the countesses were laying on good humor and charm, and they even managed to get a few hearty laughs out of the young duke.


  Gregory tried to elbow his way into the conversation, looking at least outwardly like he should be the duke’s contemporary but the two of them did not appear to get along. His attempts at humor all backfired and soon the duke politely excused himself so he could make a big fuss over little Emily. He joked and laughed with her, then presented to her a beautiful metal and glass pin depicting a prancing white horse a flowing orange mane and tail, and she wrapped her arms around him in a great big enthusiastic hug.


  Lyss was dumbstruck. This was a side to the nobility she’d never seen before. A hug! For a duke! How human of them.


  The dinner guests tried their best to hide how eager they were to meet the duke and to try to impress him. Miette waited patiently for the crowd to exhaust itself before making her presence known. She gave a curtsy and said “Your Highness, what fortune that our paths should intersect while traveling.”


  “Miette.” He took her right hand delicately and kissed the knuckles. “You look simply stunning, and it warms my heart to know you’ve returned to social life. When I heard you’d be here I simply had to attend.”


  She narrowed her eyes. “Am I a curiosity to you, then?”


  “You misunderstand me. The last time we spoke at one of these gatherings you were telling me all about the fundamental theories of magic, but we got interrupted. You’ve kept me hanging by my little finger for months!”


  “Oh is that so? Well – refresh my memory, then. Where did we leave off?


  “I think you were discussing ley lines and something about channeling elemental power.”


  “Ah yes! I remember now!” Miette and the duke spoke for a good while about all sorts of magical concepts Lyss could make neither heads nor tails of. The only thing that really made any sense was when Miette spoke of gathering power slowly and the flames on the nearby candles bent toward her and she created a floating orb of light in the palm of her hand. Clearly the viscountess had been reading more than just romance novels.


  Lyss just stayed behind Miette and tried to make herself as invisible as possible to the duke. Despite her worries about sticking out, the nobles all seemed oblivious to the servants’ presence, so this posed no difficulty at all.


  The conversation lasted until dinner and the nobles all retreated to their tables. The barons and baronesses and their progeny sat at the various round tables lining the perimeter of the room. At the head table sat Gregory, his mother and father, the duke, Miette’s mother, Miette and little Emily. As Lyss headed for her own dinner with the other servants she thought it was curious that Emily should sit apart from her own family, but when Lyss looked across she saw that the viscount was already drunk. It was probably for the best.


  In the adjoining room there were two long tables set up with simple bench seats, with bowls of piping hot beef stew, half a loaf of sourdough bread, a hunk of cheese and a goblet of wine portioned out for each of them. Lyss found a spot and dug in and though it may have been more humble than what the nobles were eating, it was one of the most flavorful meals she’d ever had.


  All except the wine, that is. Sixteen was still pretty young to be drinking in her village, and even then they preferred ale. The wine had an enticing sweetness but when the strong alcohol smell hit her nose she nearly spit it out. Clearly people could become accustomed to it, but she wasn’t going to manage it one night.


  Although the nobility had well-developed blind-spots for the servants, Lyss’ fellow commoners had no trouble seeing her and in this group she once again stood out like a sore thumb. She caught a few of them staring but they quickly averted their gaze when she looked over. Marcus was the only face in the crowd that didn’t eye her with suspicion, but as luck would have it he was seated at the other table. He probably wouldn’t enjoy shouting a conversation over everybody’s heads.


  Maybe if it were otherwise quiet she could’ve broken down some walls with her immediate neighbors but the servants all seemed to know each other and were wrapped up in their own conversations. They traded gossip and stories about their assorted barons and baronesses but since she didn’t know any of the names involved she more or less tuned it out. Surely Col would’ve loved to trade places with her – so far in their brief association he always seemed to have some sort of inside information for any given situation and this meal would’ve been valuable reconnaissance. Maybe he would’ve even picked up a few leads on future jobs.


  Bits and pieces stayed with her. One of the barons had a mistress with the world’s most annoying laugh, and one baroness recently paid a small fortune for a pure-bred racing horse but all of its documentation had been forged – a massive embarrassment she was trying to erase all evidence of.


  The young duke had gotten engaged but hadn’t been able to announce it formally due to his father’s untimely death. He was planning to make it public in a few weeks and although it seemed like valuable information she couldn’t see how she or Col would benefit from knowing it. She’d have to let him know anyway just in case.


  The count’s head servant appeared at the door, signaling the start of the dessert course and the servants all rose and filed back into the ballroom to stand with their nobles. Throughout the dessert course, Miette and Emily spoke about their favorite sweets and pastries, with the duke tossing his opinion in from time to time. Even Miette’s mother chimed in with a few of her favorites since she was caught in the crossfire.


  Lyss kept flashing back to Miette’s long conversation with the duke. He was kind and he treated her with respect. He seemed like just the sort of honest man who would see her as a whole person instead of a walking injury – but he was also engaged to another woman. Lyss prayed that Miette, for her own sake, wouldn’t allow her hopes to soar.


  The house servants began clearing away plates and the musicians beside the dance floor began an up-beat tune to mark the beginning of the dance. The Count and Countess of Fallsford led the way, followed by the duke and Miette’s mother. Even little Emily took the floor, hopping around enthusiastically in time with the music


  The viscount rose noisily at the other end of the table and, after pausing to muster his sense of balance, marched over toward Miette. He adjusted his belt as he approached and ran his fingers through his hair. “My lady,” he greeted, “would you do me the honor of your first dance?”


  Miette shifted in her seat to face the approaching viscount. “I’m terribly sorry, my lord, but I bruised my wrist earlier” she used her good hand to gesture at the sling “and I’m unable to dance. However, I would be happy to take you up on the offer the next time we see each other.”


  Gregory seemed a bit perturbed by the refusal. “Nonsense! I promise I will be as gentle as a lamb.” He was swaying slightly  as he said it, clearly unaware of how clumsy he would be under the influence of so much wine.


  “Again, I must apologize, my lord.” Miette had a little trouble hiding her frustration when the ruse didn’t produce the intended result. “Any jostle, even a gentle one, causes me pain and I know that an upstanding man such as yourself would never dream of causing a lady to feel pain.”


  “I have been looking forward to this dance all night, my lady.” His face was starting to turn slightly red and his nostrils flared out. “It would be a crushing disappointment to have waited for so long and to get nothing in return.” The rising volume of his voice drew some stares from the dance floor.


  “It is a sacrifice,” Miette said loudly enough for the onlookers to hear, trying to bring civility back to the situation, “and I am grateful to you for your understanding.”


  “I’m afraid I really must insist ...” Gregory reached out to grab Miette but in a flash Lyss moved between them and shoved the viscount back.


  “Host or not, you don’t get to grab at her.”


  Miette was on her feet now and she backed away from the pair. Marcus scrambled to her side and led her back into the safety of the crowd.


  Gregory’s face glowed with red-hot anger now. “How dare you lay your hands on a viscount you … common swine!” He drew his sword and eased into a fencing pose. “I challenge you to a duel! Arm yourself!”


  Lyss looked around at the crowd to see if she could find any indication of how to respond. The count was nearly as furious as Gregory, though he was clearly staring daggers at his own son for embarrassing him. The countess’ hands were up at her face so she could hide in shame. Miette’s mother was shocked, but regained her composure as soon as Miette was out of the way and the duke merely looked amused by the spectacle.


  “Stop stalling and draw your weapon!” The viscount made a test swipe at Lyss, which drew her attention back, but he was drunk and sloppy and she easily moved out of the way.


  “You’re drunk as a skunk!” Lyss said. “Keep this up you’re gonna stab yourself.” She hoped maybe some voice of reason would agree with her assessment and step forward to talk the man down, but nobody was volunteering for the task.


  “I’ve been trained by the most elite swordsmen in all of Southfield!” He thrusted at her a few times to accentuate the point. “I’ll be just fine.” He took a swipe at her head, and she casually ducked out of the way.


  She looked out again for guidance and found that the duke’s amused grin had turned into a gleeful smile. She locked eyes with the count, who was still furious, but he gave her a very clear nod from across the floor.


  “Very well.” Lyss drew her sword, curious to see how the training from the elite swordsmen of Southfield stacked up against that from a monster like the Black Butcher.


  The viscount tried a few more of the ineffective thrusts and swipes and Lyss simply dodged them in the same manner, causing him to change tack.


  He transitioned into a series of swipes at her mid section, some rote sequence intended to throw her off-balance. Lyss parried each attack away, teasing him out and probing the extent of his skill.


  This continued for quite a while as Lyss allowed him to try several sequences he’d memorized. For all of his failings she had to give it to him that he must have practiced and studied for quite a while. If he weren’t so drunk, if he didn’t begin each motion with a delayed sluggishness, he might’ve been a force to contend with.


  Next she went on the offensive, running him through a few of the training sequences Wyster had done with her. Maybe if she could give him a good workout he would tire and withdraw.


  These were apparently not a part of his curriculum as she had to pull her sword back several times to keep from accidentally impaling the man. It seemed like he was wholly unprepared for any transition from parry to attack – like he had never seen those moves before.


  “Enough toying with him, girl!” The duke shouted from the dance floor. “Teach him a lesson!”


  In one smooth motion Lyss kicked the Viscount hard in the solar plexus sending him stumbling backward several paces and she sheathed her sword. Gregory sensed an opportunity to attack and ran in with a wild swipe intended to take her head. Instead Lyss bolted forward while he was still caught in the back-swing and she buried her fist in his face, breaking his nose and smearing blood all over her dainty white glove. He immediately dropped to the floor, stunned by the force of the hit.


  Lyss reached down and plucked the sword out of his hand and tossed it on the head table out of his reach while the viscount’s personal servant struggled to get the man to his feet and into a chair.


  When she peered out into the crowd she caught a perplexing look of disappointment on the duke’s face. Did he hope for something more spectacular? Or just something more violent?


  Lyss returned to stand behind Miette with her blood-smeared hand resting on the pommel of her dagger, lest any other nobles get any reckless ideas.


   


   


  Chapter 8: Ambush


  “I can’t believe you did that!” Miette slammed the door behind her as she and Lyss stepped into her borrowed bedchamber. She crumpled up her arm sling and threw it at Lyss and it drifted harmlessly to the floor.


  “It’s my job to protect you from harm. Did you forget that?” Lyss closed the distance between them and stared Miette in the eyes. “You’re doing exactly what they’re doing – you see the dress and the tights and the gloves and you think ‘oh there goes another maid.’ I’m here to protect you, viscountess – and if that requires violence then so be it.”


  Miette wasn’t backing down. “And if the count takes offense and that sours his relationship with my father that’s what – collateral damage? There’s more at stake than my pride.”


  Lyss took a step away and put her hand over her face. “Ugghh … He reached out to grab you! Tell me, Miette, was he going to grope your pride? No, that beast of a man was going to clamp down on your one remaining wrist, wrench you out of the chair and drag you out onto the dance floor!”


  Miette pursed her lips into a thin line and glared off toward the corner of the room. “You still didn’t have to cross swords with him. I was well out of the way. That was for the benefit of your pride.”


  “He was swinging to behead me so yes, I was a little angry.” Lyss stewed in silence for a minute and then sighed. “Look, I’m sorry if I ruined your family’s relationship. But shouldn’t it go the other way too? Shouldn’t he worry about ruining his family’s relationship with you?”


  “It should – but that never stops Gregory. He always ends up ...” They were interrupted by a knock at the door. Lyss went to answer it and Miette scrambled to hastily replace her sling in case she need to keep the ruse going. When she opened the door, though, Lyss snapped into her most proper attitude and bowed out of the way to admit Miette’s mother, then closed the door behind her.


  The countess pointed at the sling. “That was clever. It worked so well in fact that it fooled me for a moment.”


  Miette relaxed and took the sling off. “Oh mother, how could it possibly fool you?”


  “Old habits I suppose. I did say it was only a moment. Nevertheless I wanted to make sure you weren’t worrying your little head about your father’s affairs. I’ve spoken with the count and the countess and they begrudgingly admit that they’re happy at this turn of events. Gregory’s drunken behavior at parties has been inching toward intolerable while we’ve been away from the social circuit.”


  Miette scoffed. “It was fairly intolerable before.”


  “Yes well according to the countess this is the fourth time he’s drawn his sword at a party demanding satisfaction. It’s just the first time anybody’s done anything but placate the man.”


  Lyss stood by the door with a self-satisfied smile plastered across her face but tried in vain to school her features when the countess shot a scowl her way. “None of which you could’ve known, girl, so don’t be fooled into mistaking your blind luck for ingenuity.” Her features softened a touch. “I will give you some credit, mercenary, for stepping forward so quickly to protect my daughter.”


  She led Miette over to the bed and the two of them sat down. “So, I couldn’t help but notice you had quite a lengthy conversation with the duke.”


  “I did – he wanted to know about the magic I’ve been studying.”


  “He knows about that, does he?” The countess seemed somewhat disappointed at the topic.


  “We discussed it at soiree – before the attack – and he wanted to continue the conversation. Also we talked about all I’ve learned studying since.”


  “So he remembered you and a conversation you had nearly nine months ago? Well isn’t that promising!”


  “You think?”


  “Let’s just say that while we were dancing he asked an awful lot of questions about you. And you saw the way he treated little Emily. He’s a true gentleman.”


  Miette looked down at her hands. “But do you think he would … ?”


  “There’s no way to know until the moment comes, child. But he’s smart and he’s kind and that’s a good start.” She rose, then kissed Miette on the forehead and wished her good night before sailing out of the room.


  “Oh did you hear that Lyss? I may have a chance at a suitor after all!” Miette beamed as she peeled off her gloves and undid the buckle to remove her prosthetic.


  “I heard. It’s very exciting.” Lyss crossed the room and into the small servant’s quarters to change into her own clothing. She tried to change the subject so she wouldn’t have to be the one to dash the viscountess’ hopes. “So why are you studying magic?”


  “Oh it’s just something I’ve always had a talent for. After the attack I spent a lot of time hidden away so I threw myself into the subject.” She struggled to disentangle herself form a complicated bit of her decorative dress. “Before that I spent a year studying at Whitehall and I plan to re-enroll when we get back to the capitol. If it turns out I can’t find a suitor I could instead become a sorceress and work for the crown.”


  Lyss came back into the main room dressed in one of her old smock-like dresses, and Miette was in her nightgown. “So you know a little bit of magic already, I saw.”


  “More than a little, if I may boast. Over the past few months I’ve done a lot of reading, and even more practicing. Watch!” Miette held her hand out, palm up, and swished her fingers around as though she were pulling something out of the air. Slowly every flame from every candle in the room collected into the palm of her hand to create a small ball of pure fire. She then blew on it as one would blow a kiss and they quickly dispersed back to their original locations.


  “Impressive,” but then Lyss backtracked. “I think. I’ve never really met anybody who could perform magic.”


  “I would appreciate a little awe – it took a lot of practice.”


  “Well then, consider me awestruck. We should get some sleep, though. Surely we’ll be leaving early in the morning.”


  “Very well. Good night Lyss.” Miette waved her hand in the air and all the candles went out at once leaving them in complete darkness.


  “Oh now you’re just showing off.” Lyss groped her way back to her own bed and then called out “Good night Miette.”


  The next morning they took breakfast in the garden with the count, countess and Emily. Gregory was reportedly sleeping late, so Lyss could relax as she, Col, and the rest of their traveling party had a picnic of their own nearby. She blushed somewhat as Marcus told the tale of her fight with the viscount the evening before, challenging him on his dramatic flourishes and embellishments.


  "You seem to have settled into this job. Have you thought any more about my offer of partnership?" Col was very good at making this sound as casual as possible, as though he couldn't care less which way Lyss decided. But, of course, he wouldn’t be bringing it up if that were true.


  "I'd say I'm still thinking about it, but I don't see what other option I have."


  "Hey, hey - I'm not looking to force you into anything."


  "But I'm still going to be a stranger to the capitol when we arrive there. Nowhere to stay and no other jobs lined up. Either I work with you or I have to leave the city and go back to hunting and foraging, and I’ve had my fill of that."


  "That's good enough for now. At least I know can entertain two-person jobs once we get there."


  "I wouldn't mind another job like this.” Lyss gestured up the hill to Miette and her mother. “Protecting people from harm … it feels good. It feels right."


  "I'll keep my eyes open, but they're not common. And when they do come along, let me assure you that very few nobles are as kind to their servants as the viscountess. It's a lot harder to protect someone that you yourself would like to impale."


  They left around mid-morning and continued on with the journey, stopping for a picnic at midday and then at a cute inn in the evening. Over the next three days they continued the leisurely trek crossing through villages and towns that Lyss had never heard of.


  In the evenings Miette had resumed practicing and studying her magic so she would be prepared to present herself before the regents of Whitehall and petition for re-entrance. Lyss revisited one of her favorite tomes – Greymane’s travel log detailing Eltah Nell, the elfin empire that bordered their kingdom to the east. She especially loved the little snippets of Nellish she picked up. There was no way to know for sure whether pronunciation was even close but she loved the challenge of getting her tongue around the alien syllables.


  If Lyss could do anything she wanted, she’d retrace Greymane’s steps but in the intervening years since his expedition relations between Lantelis and Eltah Nell hadn’t exactly blossomed. And Greymane wasn’t some ordinary traveler looking to learn about  his neighbors – he was only allowed into the empire because he was part of a diplomatic mission from the king himself.


  The border was long, and she could almost certainly make it across undetected if she could find a path in an untamed wild region but she didn’t want to explore the land, she wanted to meet the people. Surely the instant she, a commoner with no diplomatic writ, tried to communicate with any of the elves living there she’d be captured and either expelled as a trespasser or executed as a spy.


  As their party neared the capitol, the towns became steadily larger and more densely populated. They’d been on the move for ten days and as they became more weary with travel they slipped gradually into complacency. However, in the late morning of the last day of the journey they passed into the Glenwood – a small, dense forest just south of the capitol itself. The wild rocky terrain was difficult to traverse with a carriage, but the forest was too wide to easily circumnavigate, so they traveled a decrepit winding path through its center.


  A summer thunderstorm had rolled in and turned this last leg into a miserable one. The dense canopy did little to keep the riders dry – it just condensed the torrential downpour into thick heavy drops that splashed down on their necks and slid down their shirts.


  Col was out ahead of the group, scouting the territory ahead for signs of ambush. They frequently lost sight of him over crests or around bends in the road. One of those times, instead of the caravan slowly catching up to him, he came galloping back in a panic.


  “Form up!” he shouted at the mercenaries. “Defenses front!”


  All five of the mercenaries moved to the front and created a wedge formation on the trail. The forest undergrowth was much too thick here for anybody to approach from any other direction, so they at least had a fighting chance. Unfortunately, that also meant they wouldn’t be able to get the coach or the covered wagon turned around – clearly why the bandits chose this spot for an ambush.


  Col had a frantic conversation with Marcus and then the countess, then he ran instructions forward to the mercenaries. Finally he ordered the drivers and Marcus to get into the coach with the nobles.


  He and Lyss dismounted and each guarded one of the coach doors – they would be the final line of defense. Lyss drew her sword and dagger, and Col brandished two mean-looking hunting knives, each about the length of his forearm. They locked their eyes forward to await the coming threat.


  Six men on horseback came galloping over the hill in pursuit of Col, and then stopped dead when they saw the wall of mercenaries. They clearly hadn’t anticipated finding trained fighters – much less finding them in nearly equal numbers. Each of the bandits brandished a hatchet in his right hand and had a shield strapped to his left arm.


  With no possibility of retreat, the bandits had the luxury of time. Nevertheless, they only paused for a moment before letting out an intimidating howl and charging down the path. The professional fighters didn’t flinch, they stood their ground and kept the men at bay.


  Lyss’ eyes were locked on the spectacle, her ears filled with shouts and clanging metal. So much so that it only barely registered when Col shouted “From the rear!”


  She spun around to find four men climbing up from dug-out holes below the forest brush, each brandishing his own axe and shield. Unlike the raiders at the front, these men didn’t move with any urgency at all. They had a two-to-one advantage and they aimed to press it.


  Lyss charged at them hoping to take them off guard, but they were more prepared than she expected and they repelled her attack. Three of them surrounded her and the fourth went to keep Col occupied.


  The three men attacked with a practiced coordination. When one moved in with a swipe at her head, she dodged and almost got an axe lodged in her shoulder from the other direction. It took most of her concentration to track the three of them and keep from getting sliced to ribbons. She was going to have to change tactics soon or else fall to fatigue.


  Col squared off against his man, the two circling each other carefully, sizing each other up. He figured the plan was just to delay Col until the three-on-one melee reached its inexorable conclusion. These men were clearly well trained and he didn’t trust that he had the raw fighting ability necessary to come out on top.


  He sheathed one of his knives, reached into a pocket inside his jerkin and pulled out a glass vial. He threw it at a rock near the axeman’s foot whereupon it shattered, releasing a cloud of noxious smoke.


  The man was blinded by the stinging gas and he started swinging wildly in Col’s direction. Col dodged the uncoordinated flailing and each time he was able to get another little slice in on his attacker.


  Meanwhile, Lyss decided she was getting nowhere with her defensive play. Instead of dodging, she parried one of the axes, giving her a fraction of a second to sacrifice her dagger by throwing it into the shoulder of one of the axemen. He staggered back in shock and tumbled to the ground leaving only two attackers for Lyss to grapple with.


  They worked together as best they could to box her in, but with only the two of them she was free to move laterally. She dodged one, then the other, and when the first came back for another swing she sliced him across the thigh and he faltered. When the second man’s attack came in, instead of dipping to the side she charged the first man and knocked him to the ground. Then she slashed open his forearm from the elbow right up to the base of his axe hand to be sure he was out of the fight and squared up one-on-one with the last remaining man.


  He advanced cautiously, leading with his shield. Lyss tested him with a few strikes but his wooden shield easily absorbed them. After the fourth he followed his guard with a swipe of his own, causing Lyss to jump back out of the way.


  When she felt she had a sense of the man’s abilities she advanced, putting him on the back foot. She was much faster than him, and had enough arm strength that he couldn’t absorb her strikes against his shield arm forever. Eventually his guard lowered slightly which gave her an opening to drive a precision thrust into his left shoulder.


  The man cried out in anger and brought his axe to bear and Lyss had to relinquish the sword to save her hand. His momentum carried him through the space where her arm had been and she grabbed him around the neck and swung behind him, clamping her legs around his mid-section and locking her ankles. He tried to reach behind himself to get at her but he couldn’t get the angle of the axe blade right before running out of air and falling unconscious.


  She pulled the sword from his shoulder and surveyed the scene. Col’s assailant was curled up on the ground, bleeding from dozens of small cuts. Col nodded to her and ran forward to assist the other mercenaries. They were holding the line, but the fighting had grown more ferocious now that the bandits could see their ambush party in need of help. As far as she could tell, nobody on either side had fallen yet.


  The one man she had sliced across the thigh and forearm was also on the ground, writhing in pain. He would be lucky if his fingers ever worked again.


  Too late, she spotted motion by the coach. The first axeman she felled headed for the passengers with axe in hand and her dagger still sticking out of his shoulder. He could’ve run, but maybe he thought he would get farther with a hostage. Lyss sprinted toward him but she wouldn’t make it in time.


  He opened the door, reached in toward the occupants and was engulfed by a giant ball of fire that sent him flying backward into the mud. Miette stepped out of the coach and into the open space, then floated through the air whipped by wind driven by unseen forces.


  She touched down lightly then placed her foot on the terrified man’s chest and pushed down hard as she wrenched the dagger from his shoulder. She placed its tip at his throat. Her chest heaved up and down as she frantically sucked breath through clenched teeth. She applied slightly more pressure and drew a trickle of blood.


  Lyss placed her hand gently over Miette’s and guided the blade off to the side. “Easy now. I’ll take it form here.” Miette’s hand went slack and Lyss took the blade back from her. “It’s okay.”


  Miette let out a feral yell, pulled her left hand across her body and swung it as hard as she could, smashing the man across the side of his face with her wooden appliance and knocking him out. Tears streamed freely from her eyes.


  Lyss grabbed the girl and pulled her close, pressing her head against her chest. She stroked Miette’s hair and whispered “It’s all right. You’re all right.”


  She stole a glance at the front line and saw the bandits in retreat, evidently spooked by the ball of fire. Instead of trying to break through to rescue their comrades, they were now trying to disentangle themselves from the mercenaries.


  “Let them go! Let them go!” Col shouted over the sounds of clanging metal and stomping hooves. The mercenaries shifted into purely defensive stances and the six mounted bandits rode off down the path. He patted one mercenary on the boot and said “come with me.”


  Col and the mercenary retrieved spare ropes from the caravan’s supplies and bound the four injured bandits, then loaded them up into the covered wagon. He posted the mercenary at the tail of the group to keep an eye on them, then they all set off at a trot – the fastest they could manage while pulling the coach – eager to reach the edge of the forest before the remaining bandits could regroup and come after them again.


  Miette wanted to ride with Lyss, but Lyss insisted she would be  unable to swing a sword while riding and protecting her. She was a practiced rider, as was every teenager where she came from, but she had no training or experience with mounted combat.


  They rolled over hills and around bends with reckless abandon, and the coach bounced wildly over ruts and mounds. When Lyss looked in she saw the countess awake for the ride, using her arms to brace herself against the motion. The coach itself creaked and let out the occasional worrying crack. If it survived the journey it would need serious and expensive repairs – but to her credit the countess didn’t call for them to slow or stop.


  Time stretched as they charged through the dense foliage. Lyss felt like they’d been riding at speed for days, but it was only another hour before the burst forth into open air and sunlight and finally allowed themselves to slow.


  Lyss expected the capitol to be like the assorted county seats she’d seen along the way – a grand estate surrounded by a collection of houses and shops gradually giving way to farmland. She was dead wrong.


   


  Chapter 9: Oshigard


  Lyss knew only a little bit about the history of the Duchy of Southfield. Nearly eight hundred years before, at the end of a great war between men and elves the Duchamps family established Oshigard – a fortified outpost that would serve as a first line of defense should tensions ever flare into open conflict again.


  The outpost rested at the top of a small hill in the middle of a wide valley, surrounded by steep mountains and the Glenwood – a military choke-point that the elves would necessarily have to enter.


  After so many years of peace, the capitol of the duchy moved gradually from military importance to political importance. The various counts and barons started maintaining residences within the city so they could be closer to the duke, and they brought their wealth and opulence with them. Oshigard became a hub for trade and industry, artisans and artists.


  It grew and grew, but the same features of the landscape that made it an effective choke-point also prevented the growing city from sprawling outward so it grew more and more dense until the city limits were clearly evident.


  The Glenwood ended abruptly on this side as the city cut into it. The moment they stepped out of the canopy, the caravan stepped onto roughly paved streets surrounded by decrepit slums. The crowded area was clearly a part of the city, but far from the power and influence at its center.


  Col pulled back on his reins and fell into a steady pace next to the coach to speak with Marcus. “I know the countess would rather not stop here – but we’ve got four bandits as prisoners. We have to report to the guard outpost.”


  Marcus considered it. “I agree, but I don’t think I can convince her ladyship. Perhaps we can report farther in?”


  “The law prohibits it – only the duke’s guard may take prisoners within the city. If a countess were to transport four bound men through the city it would undermine the duke’s authority.”


  “Surely they’ll make an exception.”


  “I don’t think so. In my experience the guard tend to be a pretty strict lot.” Col shifted in the saddle. “Let me do the talking when we get there. I think I can work something out.”


  They made a few turns and came to a large walled compound down a side street. Two pikemen barred their way and a third approached Marcus and demanded he state his business. Col interrupted and explained the situation. He made the attack sound more dramatic than it was, implying that the countess and viscountess were in mortal danger no less than five times.


  A small group of guardsmen came filing out of the compound and took the four bandits into custody.


  Col convinced the guardsman to let him report the incident on behalf of the countess who was still shaken from the encounter, while allowing the coach to continue on to their residence in the south-eastern quarter.


  The guardsman considered it for a moment, then called into the compound. The large front gates opened and two mounted swordsmen emerged. They were given orders to escort the coach and report back.


  The rest of the trip was tense. The caravan’s escorts drew attention no matter where they went – but on the upside people tended to clear out of their way up ahead.


  Lyss kept her post close to Miette and the coach, and one of the guardsmen took up a position immediately beside her. Every time she hazarded a glance she found him staring in her direction. She couldn’t stay silent any longer. “Is there a problem?”


  He gritted his teeth and said cryptically “not with you” before he finally turned away.


  They arrived at the city home of the Count of Stonebridge and were immediately admitted in through the gates. Behind the walls it was like a miniature version of the few county estates she’d seen on this little journey. They traveled up a clean paved drive surrounded by immaculately manicured greenery and stopped in a circle designed for receiving coaches, except the drive was no more than fifty yards long, and the circle could barely hold two or three coaches.


  Their city house directly abutted the circle, with a short-but-wide stone staircase leading up to heavy wooden double-doors. The doors were wide open revealing a little of the entrance hall within, and in front of them stood a man in fine clothing with short-cropped black hair and a well-groomed salt-and-pepper beard. He stood with his feet apart and his hands on his hips, his chest proud and a beaming smile across his face.


  Lyss and the guardsman fell behind as the coach came to a halt,  and a footman rushed over to open the door for Miette who came bursting out. She ran up the stairs and launched herself into the man’s arms, giving him a big kiss on the cheek. The countess wouldn’t debase herself by doing anything as crass as running, especially in the clumsy decorative gowns she liked to wear, but Marcus escorted her gingerly up the steps so she could join her husband and her daughter in the embrace.


  With their charges delivered, the city guardsmen took their leave and headed back to the outpost, leaving Lyss sitting alone in the rain. She watched the family reunion absentmindedly until the happy trio turned and disappeared into the building.


  Marcus approached her horse and passed along two sacks of silver coins – one for her and one for Col. He then thanked her, gave a curt bow and backed away, giving Lyss the distinct impression it was time for her leave the property. Having nowhere to go, she walked her horse down the drive at a leisurely pace, then waited in the small square outside the gates until Col finally arrived.


  He rode toward the closed estate at first, but she managed to flag him down. He changed direction and pulled his horse alongside her next to the fountain.


  “So, what’d I miss?”


  Lyss tossed him his bag of silver. “Only this.”


  Chapter 10: Established


  Lyss and Col rode off toward a stable on western edge of the Capitol. Housing and feeding a horse in the dense city was an expensive proposition, so they sold the horses and recouped most of what they’d paid for them down in Placis.


  After that they had a long walk to Col’s home – a small two-room apartment above a shop in the entertainment district. Her hands moved involuntarily to her weapons a few times along the way as she was unaccustomed to the nearly constant noises coming from every angle in the unfamiliar bustling city.


  They dropped their packs and Col handed Lyss a bar of soap, told her to gather a change of clothes and a copper and he had her follow him down the street a bit to the public baths. Needing to pay in order to bathe was a new concept, and she was a little shy about bathing in front of strange women, but it would feel good to be able to luxuriate in the warm water for a while after the dreary rainy day.


  She was a little offended by his insinuation that she was too dirty to stay in his place, but then he pointed out that they were both splattered with blood and mud from fighting with the bandits in the wood. It was more than a little absurd that she’d been so afraid of the city when she was the one wandering around covered in blood – she let herself sink into the water to hide the blush of embarrassment.


  When they returned to his apartment Col insisted that Lyss take the bed and he would sleep in the anteroom. She protested that this was his home and he deserved to be comfortable in his own home – but he quoted some treatise on chivalry and insisted that on his honor he could never take the bed while a lady slept on the floor.


  She made a show about how she only begrudgingly accepted but secretly she loved that side of him. Most of the time he treated her like a peer – an equal. But he also treated her with respect, like she was a member of the nobility. Most of the men she’d met in her life were polite enough, but dismissive of her. Col made her feel like she mattered.


  The next morning, she awoke slightly before dawn, unable to filter out the early-morning din of the city’s shopkeepers preparing for their day. In the privacy of Col’s room she went through some of her training exercises. On the road, living in close quarters with Miette she wasn’t able to find any opportunity, but now she was itching to return to her routine.


  About an hour later as she finished her last set of push-ups the most delicious aroma filtered in through the window. Across the street she saw the source – a quaint little bakery. Back in her ragged sack-cloth dress and moccasins like a regular country farmhand drooling over the simplest conveniences of city life – she felt like such a bumpkin.


  The smell was a mild form of torture since she was locked in the room and couldn’t risk going out the apartment’s front door without waking Col, so she sat at the windowsill watching people go by as her stomach grumbled and complained.


  It was nearly another half hour before Col knocked softly on he bedroom door to see if she was awake. She nearly bowled him over as she rushed out the door, down the steps and across the street.


  “So, here’s the plan,” Col said while swallowing the last of the pastry Lyss brought back for him. “First we’ve got to get you set up here in the city. I doubt you want to stay here with me. While we’re doing that I’ve got a few messages to deliver.” He fanned out a stack of envelopes. The chivalry was a ruse – he’d stayed in the outer room so he could utilize the table to write these letters.


  “What kind of messages?”


  “Just letting some people know I’m back in town. Mostly friends, but I’m also gonna try master servants at noble houses. I wouldn’t mind some more cushy jobs like the last one.”


  “Cushy? You nearly stabbed a man to death. I nearly killed three.”


  “Oh come on – neither of us ‘nearly killed’ anybody. I merely incapacitated my bandit, and I have a feeling you were holding back as well. Oh, and you got to punch a viscount! I wish I was there to see Gregory get his ...”


  “Those guys with the axes though – they weren’t trying to capture us. They were going to kill everybody and sort out the riches later.”


  Col seemed to consider it for a moment. “That’s been burning he back of my mind, too. Miette and her mother were attacked by bandits with axes twice in the same year. That can’t be a coincidence. And having seen them in person I’m confident that they came to assassinate, not rob. That last one could’ve grabbed something off the supply cart and run away, but he headed straight for the coach instead.”


  “If that’s true, how did Miette and her mother survive the first attack?”


  “Word is they found two bandits burnt to a crisp. After seeing Miette’s little display back there I think it’s safe to say she’s responsible.”


  “Hm,” Lyss considered it. “She told me about the attack when we were stopped at an inn. She said she didn’t remember anything after she was injured.”


  “Not to be too indiscreet but while you were rooming with her did you see her undress? Did you see any scars or burns? Perhaps she wasn’t gravely injured by the bandits – she could very well have injured herself with an overzealous defense.”


  “Uh … no. I, uh … I didn’t see any burns. Anyway, the sun’s climbing so we should get a move on, right?”


  “Yes, of course!” He pulled on his jerkin and boots and they set off through the maze of city streets.


  They made three stops along the way to leave notes at the gates of noble houses, and four stops leaving notes in considerably less reputable places. Lyss wasn’t sure what the places were, but she thought one might be a gambling parlor, and another could’ve been a brothel.


  They cut a serpentine path over to the garment district where Col encouraged her to pick some clothes that showed off her physique. Clients would have an easier time believing she was the muscle of the pair if they could actually see her muscles. She found a trio of dresses she liked with thin straps that were similar in quality to the maid’s dress she was required to wear back in Fallsford. She even managed find leather breeches and cotton shirts fitted for women for when she really needed to work.


  On the way back Col paused abruptly and pulled her into an alleyway barely wide enough to accommodate the two of them – which was made even more awkward with all the clothing she was carrying. He flattened against the wall and stole furtive glances out toward the street.


  “What? What is it?” Lyss managed to set her bundle down so she could crouch down and peek out lower down the wall.


  “You see those men over there, dressed in black, trimmed with red?” They wore black leather all the way from their gloved hands to their boots save for bright red shirts under their black leather jerkins. Each had light skin and close-cropped black hair and a long bushy beard, and even in the crowded city streets they were fully armed with broadswords, hatchets, daggers and multiple knives barely concealed in their boots and gloves. Five of them moved in a group through the marketplace, angrily scanning the crowd. “They’re part of the Red Hand.”


  “Never heard of ‘em.”


  “You’re lucky – the Red Hand are a bunch of assholes who think they’re protecting the kingdom from ‘foreign intruders,’ as they would say.”


  “And what would you say?”


  “That they get their rocks off beating the hell out of anybody who doesn’t look like they think Southfielders should look. I’ve been on the receiving end of that enough times that I’ve learned to steer clear.”


  Lyss looked him up and down and then started uncomfortably, “I … You’re the first dark-skinned man I’ve met but I grew up nearly in the wilds. You can’t be that unusual in a city like this, right? I mean … not that your skin is unusual or …”


  “Lyss,” Col interrupted, “quit while you’re ahead. And when it comes to these guys, don’t expect any of it to make sense. In their heads, a Southfielder is light skinned and black haired. It doesn’t matter to them that I was born and raised in this city.”


  They watched as the men approached, then slid back into the alley, remaining undetected as the men in black and red marched by and intimidated the people as they passed by. Once Col was sure they were well gone, he signaled to Lyss and she gathered he belongings and they rejoined the crowd.


  They dropped the bundle of clothing off at Col’s apartment and grabbed a quick lunch before checking in with the landlady to inquire about any other available apartments. The landlady set Lyss up in a single-room apartment just a short walk down the road. The room had a small iron stove, a wash basin and a bed sized for one, but lacked any other amenities. She accepted the arrangement and laid down her deposit while making a mental inventory of all the items her apartment lacked.


  Col took her out on one last errand for the day – to rent a strongbox from the local bank, along with an address to which messengers could deliver mail. Col retrieved his own letters and then they went back to a pub near his apartment for supper.


  “I’ve never spent so much money in one day. I hope we get some leads soon.” She said after finishing the last of her meal. She was still nursing her ale. It reminded her of home but at sixteen she wasn’t exactly an accomplished drinker so she took it nice and slow. Col was already on his third, a sort of homecoming celebration.


  He nodded as a well-dressed man entered the pub. “I think that may be a yes. And lucky us, one without swordplay.” The man was dressed similarly to Marcus – head servant at another noble house – but he didn’t stand out nearly as much in the Capitol as Marcus did in a little roadside inn out in Placis. The man came over to Col and Lyss and took a seat at their table.


  “Master Nicholas.”


  Col held up a hand. “Jefferson. And please, it’s just Col these days.”


  The man scoffed. “If you insist, but plenty of us know better.”


  Col shrugged. “And yet here I am, drinking in a pub while looking for mercenary work.” It must be the ale talking. Lyss had heard a handful of people call him Master Nicholas but he never bothered to correct any of them. She assumed that the title of ‘master’ was some sort of joke between him and his friends, but now she wondered if he might have some legitimate claim to it. That would mean he was at least the son of a baron. “But it’s not such a bad thing to be here. At least I’ve got good food, good company and good ale. I assume you’re inquiring after my note?”


  “I am. And you can probably guess why. Master Emile is having one of his … constitutionals. Has been for more than a week but his father the count wants him to attend a ball this week – keep up appearances and all that.”


  Col tilted his head toward Lyss. “The Viscount of Lenborough loves three things in life: wine, women and gambling. Problem is sometimes he gets, shall we say, wrapped up in his pursuit of pleasure and goes missing.”


  “Sounds charming.” Lyss deadpanned.


  “Actually, he is. He’s a fun drunk and he never cheats at cards. He loses, which might be why the other gamblers like it when he comes around, but he just likes being in the game.”


  “And the ladies?”


  “Compared to the sort of men who usually hang around gambling halls, he’s a fine, upstanding gentleman. He’s a little handsy – but the girls who entertain there know how to handle him just fine. Oh … where are my manners? Lyss, this is Jefferson, master servant for the Count of Lenborough. Jefferson, this is Lyss, my new partner.”


  “Partner?” Jefferson asked, while shaking Lyss’ hand.


  “We’re giving it a try,” she replied.


  “So if I’m understanding this,” Col took control of the conversation, “the job is to track Emile down and return him home so he can attend the ball?”


  “That’s right – and that means tomorrow night. He’s going to need at least a day to dry out, I’m sure.”


  “Naturally. And what were you thinking for reward?”


  “Thirty silver.”


  “Come now, Jefferson. If you want quality results you need to be willing to pay for quality work. We’re going to need at least fifty.”


  “Fifty? You want fifty for one day’s work?”


  “Exactly! You’ve handed me an awfully tight deadline. One day to return the viscount to you and as of right now none of us has any idea where he is!”


  Jefferson crossed his arms and grumbled. “I can’t be willy-nilly with my lord’s money. I can do forty.”


  “Make it forty-four and we’re on the job.” Col put out his hand in anticipation. Jefferson took it and shook. “Excellent – we’ll have him back to you in no time!”


   


  Chapter 11: Emile the Lecherous


  That night Lyss slept in her own bed in her own apartment. She couldn’t believe how far she’d come in just a few months. Her life now was so foreign to her old self she may as well be in some fairy-tale land – somewhere on the other side of the mirror glass for sure.


  She made a mental note that she would need to buy a few candlesticks and a blanket and then thanked the goddess Travien for summer heat and late solstice-season sunsets. She’d have plenty of time to squirrel away some coin before having to worry about thick quilts or firewood.


  The next morning she woke up just before dawn and went through her exercise routine. As she finished up Col knocked on her door to let her know that he was going to go talk to some people who might have an idea where they could find Emile and he left her a small gift – a map of the neighborhood so she could explore on her own without fear of getting lost.


  While Col was away she plotted a course and got in her first good run in over two weeks. She skipped the heavy pack, though because it would just be far too cumbersome in the crowded streets.


  After the run she spent a copper at the public bath, then she came home and put on one of her new dresses and some elegant calf-high patent leather boots. She glanced at her sword belt and decided to leave it behind – after all she wouldn’t have brought weapons with her to run errands in Brookdell. If this city was going to be her new home, even temporarily, she would have to start acting like she belonged there.


  She quickly pocketed a letter she’d penned to Miette the last time she was at Col’s apartment and made a mental note she’d need a quill, inkwell and parchment of her own. The letter thanked Miette for her first real mercenary job and let her know how to send a message to Lyss’ rented mailbox. Lyss assumed that a friendship between a viscountess and a commoner must break some unwritten social rule, but she hoped written correspondence would be private enough that she could keep some connection.


  She headed out again around mid morning and used the map to make her way to the Stonebridge estate, which luckily for her was close enough that Col could put it on the map at her request. She dropped off the letter with one of the guards who recognized her from the previous day. She threw in a few coppers of thanks and he pocketed the note and promised to deliver it.


  She was also able to solicit some advice from the guard on where she might purchase some odds and ends for her apartment. He knew just the place so he pulled a pencil out of his coin pouch, marked a spot on her map and drew a path for her to follow.


  She followed the path studiously, looking up from time to time just to make sure she didn’t crash into anybody and then she saw something she never thought she’d see in her life – elves.


  They were hard to miss, of course. She was tall for a girl but they were each at least two hand spans taller, if not more, and impossibly thin making their arms and legs seem unnaturally long. They all had alabaster skin and soft-hued hair – one pink, one yellow and one chestnut – and they each wore their hair long so it flowed over and around their long pointed ears. It would’ve been impossible for the hair to cover their ears, she figured, since they were considerably longer than she’d imagined – nearly as long as her forearm and curved slightly at the tip. Each wore tight white clothing with rich colorful embroidery of vines and flowers creating beautiful flowing patterns along their bodies.


  The male of the group had extremely broad shoulders and narrow hips and the vines on his jacket were a criss-cross of nearly straight lines dotted with blue irises. His chestnut hair was neatly braided at the nape of his neck and draped over one shoulder.


  The women’s jackets featured flowing vines and stems to accentuate their slightly curvier builds, even though they were still much more elongated than any woman Lyss had ever seen. The one with yellow hair was dotted in orange tulips and yellow daffodils. The one with pink hair sported pink carnations and red roses.


  The two women wore bows strapped across their bodies with quivers slung across their backs. It appeared unlikely they could have drawn their weapons in an emergency but they would probably never need to. The crowded street emptied out when they approached and most people averted their eyes and even muttered a few choice curses under their breaths.


  Lyss knew all about the ridiculous superstitions her people had about elves. She’d been told some of them outright by her parents and other elders in her village, and picked up plenty of others from ribald songs and rhymes. Greymane’s book painted a very different picture, but she also learned all about his prejudices as he compared his expectations with his experiences.


  The elves just held their chins up – which of course they had to do thanks to their jackets’ high collars – clasped their hands behind their backs and passed silently.


  Unlike the crowd, Lyss wanted nothing more than to follow them and stare at them all day. When would she ever get a chance like this again? As far as she knew, elves weren’t allowed to simply live anywhere in the kingdom, so the trio must have been allowed in temporarily on some specific business.


  Coincidentally they turned down the street the guard marked on the map, which gave her a few more minutes to gawk. Then again – and again. She watched them disappear around the corner and as luck would have it she would be following them at least one more block before coming to the odds-and-ends shop.


  Lyss turned the corner to find the pink haired elf staring her down with a knife pointed at her face. She reacted almost before she could think of the consequences, grabbing the elfin woman by the wrist with her right hand and twisting clockwise,  which spun the woman around so Lyss could wrap her left arm around the woman’s neck, pulling the very tall woman back and down at an awkward angle.


  “Please! Don’t hurt her!” The male elf was shocked by the show of violence and clearly terrified for his … colleague? Lover? Did their formation signify something? Or the patterns on their clothes?


  The other female elf was far more composed, grabbing her bow and drawing an arrow in a fast, practiced motion. She and the male elf had a quick argument in their native tongue, and it was clear that while the male was fearful, the female was angry. At a distance of no more than twenty yards Lyss doubted she would miss so she maneuvered herself to keep the pink-haired woman squarely between them.


  “Drop the knife,” Lyss said to her hostage, and then added “please.”


  The woman begrudgingly opened her hand and the knife clattered to the stone street. Lyss released her and took one giant step back, holding her hands up to hopefully convey that she meant them no harm – or at least wasn’t concealing a weapon of her own.


  The hostage stumbled forward once Lyss released her since she was being held down and off-balance. The male elf rushed forward to make sure she didn’t fall while the yellow-haired woman kept her bow drawn and trained on Lyss.


  The pink haired woman scooped up her knife and re-sheathed it in a scabbard concealed under her jacket at the small of her back. She gave Lyss a scathing look and asked accusingly “why are you following the ambassador?” Her accent was considerably thicker than the male elf’s accent but Lyss had no difficulty whatsoever understanding the tone.


  Lyss took the map out of her pocket, slowly, and handed it to the woman. “I’m not – I’m going to that store, right there.” Lyss pointed at the end of her route on the map.


  The three elves discussed it in their native tongue for a minute, making gestures at the map and toward landmarks on the street. The yellow-haired one kept her bow drawn until she was seemingly ordered to stand down by the pink-haired one. Lyss thought she recognized a few words from Greymane’s travel log but she couldn’t be totally sure. “Yes,” “no,” “bow,” “stand down,” “look” - all of which were partially decipherable from gestures and context.


  She clearly heard them say “Stonebridge” while pointing at the map, and the ambassador referred to the pink-haired woman as L’diyah Zoentielle. She remembered that “L’diyah” was some form of noble title but she couldn’t remember what it translated to, and from that she surmised that “Zoentielle” must be the woman’s name.


  Finally the pink-haired woman gestured for the yellow-haired one to shoulder her bow entirely and then regarded Lyss again. “I guess this is a … coincidence?” She glanced over at the ambassador as if she wasn’t sure she’d landed on the right word, and he gave her a nod of encouragement. “We are walking in the same direction and this is the smallest route. I apologize for drawing my weapon.” She put her hands together in front of her heart and bowed deeply, then offered the map.


  Lyss took the map back, and put it in her pocket. “It’s fine – I’m sorry I twisted your arm.” She stuck out her right hand. “My name’s Lyss, by the way.”


  The elf with the pink hair took it in her right and then used her left hand to enclose it completely and waited. Lyss mirrored the gesture, recognizing the polite greeting from her reading. Then the woman went into a polite bow while they held hands and Lyss copied that gesture as well. Because of the height difference she had to move carefully lest she head-butt the elf right in the nose.


  “It is an honor to meet you, Lyss. You may call me Zoe.”


  “Zoe? That doesn’t seem like an elfin name ...”


  “It is ...” she paused to recall the phrase. “… close enough.” Zoe released Lyss’ hand and returned to her upright position. “Please excuse us, Lyss. We are walking toward an important appointment.”


  “Oh, of course.” Lyss said, still amazed that she was talking to a real live elf. When the dukes united to form the kingdom, they were making a statement – intentionally or not – that they viewed the elfin empire as a threat. Relations between the two peoples never really materialized, and the only elves in the kingdom were likely diplomatic delegations to the king and to the dukes in the border region. In this case, apparently, an ambassador and his two guards. “Well, I hope I see you around.” Lyss mentally kicked herself. Surely that was far too informal.


  The pink-haired woman gave her a tight, practiced smile. “Yes, that would be nice.” The elves moved back into formation and continued on down the road doing their best to shut out the horrified stares and muttered curses.


  Lyss watched them go then continued on to the small shop. She got most of what she needed there – a bucket and pitcher so she could bring water up to her room, a few candles and a candle holder, and a light blanket. She made one more stop at a bookseller and bought parchment, ink, a quill, one adventure and one romance that she leafed through for the rest of the afternoon until Col came knocking at her apartment door.


  “Ah, don’t you look lovely?” he said while stepping into her space. “And it’s just the right outfit for tonight, as it turns out.”


  The remark worried Lyss a little but she opted to skip past it. “You know where to find our viscount?”


  “I do, and I think I have a plan to resolve this without having to get our hands dirty. That is, if you have any talent for acting.”


  They had a late supper at the local pub where Col laid out his plan and then they headed down to a seedy part of the Capitol. Nestled in between the theater district and one of the many merchant districts there was a small pocket where the streets narrowed into little more than alleyways and if one talked to the right people one could find a friendly game of cards or even a little companionship for the night.


  Col and Lyss waited on the corner deep inside the district and watched as all sorts of elaborately, but not expensively dressed people filtered around them.


  “I don’t think this is gonna work,” Lyss whispered to Col.


  “Sure it will – trust the plan. And if the plan doesn’t work we’ll play it by ear.”


  “Look at these women Col. Why in the world would he take an interest in me?”


  Col looked at her quizzically. “Why not? You’re just as pretty as any of them.” Lyss blushed at the matter-of-fact-ness of his statement. “Okay, shush – see that man over there? Blue tunic with the black and gold seal on the left breast?”


  “I see him.”


  “Remember, you just need to get him a little interested – I’ll handle the rest. Oh, and if he gets handsy try not to damage him too much.” Col walked a short distance away and hid in the shadows of a doorway while Emile made his way down the street already unsteady with drink.


  Lyss did her best to make eye contact with him and flash a bright smile. She didn’t think he was aware of the world around him at all but he noticed her immediately as though alerted through some sixth sense. He gave her a wink and sauntered over.


  “Evenin’ lass.”


  “A fine evenin’ good sir.”


  “This seedy place seems far too rough for a delicate flower such as yourself.” Col was right, Emile was a charming drunk – or at least he had a well-honed charming repertoire. “Perhaps you’d care to join me in more polite company indoors?”


  Lyss used her coquettish voice – the one that failed to convince any of the commoner boys back home. “One would be unwise to follow a man one just met into his bedchamber, good sir.”


  “Oh my! Dear, you’ve mistaken my intent! Join me for a drink and some conversation. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind being my good luck charm at the card table?”


  “My apologies, sir – for implying that you were being anything less than a gentleman.” She was trying to stall so the timing on this next part didn’t seem too coincidental. “Where exactly do you intend to take me?”


  “The night is filled with adventure. Let us see where it takes the both of us!” He held out his left elbow and waited for Lyss to grab hold like a debutante being escorted at a ball. She latched on just as Col walked by and did a big exaggerated double-take for effect.


  “Emile? Emile of Lenborough, is that you?”


  Emile looked at Col through narrowed eyes. “It is, good sir, but I don’t know ...”


  “Emile, it’s me – Nicholas! Baron of Bibbleburg, near Phullong Falls.” Neither of those sounded like real places to Lyss’ ears but the fact that she didn’t know for sure was like a little needle puncturing her ego. “We met at the count’s party last year – you know the one. What a party it was! The wine flowed like water that night, didn’t it?” He gently jabbed Emile’s shoulder with his elbow to accentuate the point. “To this day I don’t remember how I got home that night.”


  “Ah yes,” the viscount stammered. “Yes, I recall the one. How have you been?”


  “Marvelous simply marvelous. Say, am I recalling this rightly that you enjoy a good game of cards? As luck would have it I was just passing through on my way to meet up with the Count of Placis. He and a couple close friends are getting together for a private game at his estate. We’ve room for one more if you’d like to come.”


  “It does sound appealing ...” Emile sized up Lyss and weighed his options.


  “Oh my goodness, I’m being terribly rude. Of course you can bring your date if you’d like, though only if you’ve got a taste for wine, miss.” Col leaned in and mock whispered to Emile “the Count of Placis is, after all, very proud of his private reserve.”


  Emile looked at Lyss one more time, his eyes almost pleading for her to allow him to go. Even three sheets to the wind he seemed hesitant to answer on her behalf or to simply abandon her after promising her a fun night out. She kept her right hand steadfastly in the crook of his elbow, squeezed it gently for emphasis and said “where the night takes us, good sir?”


  His eyes lit up and he nearly shouted. “Yes! Fate herself has dealt us a new hand for the evening! Master Nicholas, we would love to attend your game.”


  Col led the way through the streets of the town talking up a blue streak to try to keep Emile from paying too much attention to his surroundings. He was just as much of a gifted conversationalist as Col made him out to be – well educated on a wide array of topics and shockingly coherent, even if his stride wobbled to the left or right occasionally.


  Unfortunately his hands wandered just as much as advertised as well. The chaste escort using the crook of his elbow smoothly transitioned to slip his hand around her waist. The hand migrated south gradually until it was firmly holding Lyss’ left buttock.


  She pulled his hand back up and placed it firmly on her hip again, but then it migrated upward until he was holding her by the ribs, fingertips brushing the bottom of her left breast. The entire time he never missed a beat in the conversation.


  Lyss decided to simply endure the embarrassing stares from strangers passing by and her own anger at being touched in such a casual manner. But she promised herself that reward or no reward if he moved his fingers up even one more inch she would start breaking them one by one.


  Emile didn’t get suspicious when they entered one of the neighborhoods filled with noble estates but as they neared his own house he began to get slightly nervous. They managed to coax him up his own street and to the front gate, where Jefferson was waiting.


  “What … what is this? You said we were going to the house of Placis!”


  “Emile, my good friend,” Col soothed, “we did – don’t you remember? We met near the theater district and I told you and your lady friend about the private game and we went and played cards and we drank – boy did we drink – and we had a jolly old time.”


  “We … we did?”


  “Yes, yes, of course! You must be feeling the effects of the wine. What a vintage! I promise you’ll remember it all clear as a bell when you awake tomorrow morning but right now you simply must get some rest.”


  “I must?” Emile may have been a charming erudite drunk, but Col had been in full control of the conversation since the moment they met.


  “Yes, Emile, you must. Tomorrow night we have the ball at the house of Langford! A night of fine food, fine wine, and fine dancing with the capitol’s most eligible young noblewomen decked out in their finest. Oh I am looking forward to it. Doesn’t it sound wonderful Emile?” Col nodded his head slightly while he talked to lead Emile to the correct answer.


  “It does!”


  “Well then, my good man, you must promise me you’ll get your rest tonight and eat hearty tomorrow. One wouldn’t want to fall asleep in the dessert course, would one?” Col let out a big fake belly laugh as if he thought his joke was the funniest joke ever told and Emile followed suit.


  Lyss took a step away from Emile and held his hands in hers. “Good sir, I thank you from the bottom of my heart for this wonderful adventure-filled night.”


  “I assure you my dear the pleasure was all mine.” Emile leaned forward for a kiss, and Lyss begrudgingly played the part and gave him a peck on the cheek.


  “I wish you sweet dreams, good sir.”


  “And sweet dreams to you as well, my lady.”


  With that Jefferson stepped forward to collect Emile, and slipped a bag of coins to Col. “Well done,” he whispered.


  “Was there ever any doubt?”


  “I was waiting with the door open, Master Nicholas, such was my faith in you.”


  Jefferson and Emile disappeared into the estate and Lyss and Col turned to walk away. “I’m sure the viscount will have sweet dreams indeed.”


  “Oh shut up. I feel like I need a bath.”


  Chapter 12: Whitehall


  Miette sat on an uncomfortable wooden bench in the gallery waiting to be called before the regents of the sorcerer’s academy at Whitehall. The prestigious university drew nobles to Oshigard from all around the kingdom, but it was especially highly regarded for its exemplary training in both magical theory and practical magical arts.


  Miette had already attended for a little more than one year, but then withdrew after the attack. She was confident that given the circumstances they would allow her to re-enroll, but she still had to go before the regents with all the first-year candidates.


  One by one the candidates stood before some of the best magical minds in the kingdom and faced a barrage of questions  and then had to perform a series of simple practical exercises. She remembered how nerve-wracking it was the last time around and felt a twinge of pity for the younger students.


  Unfortunately for them, the regents didn’t let students know how they’d performed – you gave your answers, you performed to the best of your ability, and you left. If you passed, then within a week you would be offered enrollment. If not, the silence would serve as your notice of failure.


  She watched the final young student ahead of her levitate a book from one desk to another, and then a lit candle. His control was excellent, and she hoped for his sake it would be enough to make up for the questions he’d gotten wrong earlier. The difficulty in this test, of course, wasn’t just moving the objects. It was in making sure that when you moved them you didn’t disturb any of the other assorted props arrayed on the desks for the trials.


  When he was dismissed, he gave the regents a low bow and exited out into the hallway, where she could see him stoop down and place his hands on his knees for support and hyperventilate. He was immediately surrounded by two of his friends who had been watching the exam from the hallway who lavished praise and support on him.


  “Miette Ruisseau.” The head regent called her forward with no emotion in his voice whatsoever. She did her best to match that calm when she exited the gallery and stood before seven sets of judgmental eyes. These men and women, all well over sixty, had seen legions of candidates come and go and they would now dispassionately judge her worth for a second time.


  The regent at the end of the dais glanced at the doors and motioned with his hand. They shut, giving them total privacy. This was not the way these tests were normally conducted.


  The head regent cracked an uncharacteristic smile. “Miss Ruisseau, it’s a pleasure to have you back. It’s extremely rare that we must evaluate a candidate for re-enrollment. Let’s start with why you left.”


  It stunned her for a moment to have the head regent speak so conversationally to her but she quickly regrouped. “I was gravely injured in an attack on our carriage and I needed time to recover, your grace. I now feel I’m healthy enough to attend classes again.”


  “We will have to be the judges on that, Miss Ruisseau.” He opened a folio and flipped through several pages until he found what he was looking for. “However I believe we can skip the questioning this time around.”


  “Sir?”


  He looked up from the book to meet her gaze. “You received a perfect score the last time you were here, and you’ve a year of exemplary marks on record since then. I doubt you somehow know less now.”


  Miette blushed at the news. She had no idea she’d done so well in the enrollment exam, and she only received some of her grades before going into seclusion.


  He closed the book and folded his hands over top. “You also did well on your practical exercises last time, but there was room for improvement. Tell me, have you been practicing?”


  “I have, sir.”


  He waved his hand through the air and the desks in front of her and all of the assorted bits and bobs flew across the room and slammed into the wall. “Good. Return them all at once.”


  Miette put her hands down, which had flown up in front of her face instinctively, and tried to calm her thumping heartbeat. She’d been completely and totally unprepared for that.


  At first she reached toward the desks with her hand to begin levitating one of the desks but then the words “at once” echoed in her mind. Moving each item individually would have been fairly simple but he was clearly demanding more.


  She let her hands rest at her side, closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. It was common when levitating objects to move your hands around – but that was mostly a visual aid to help you imagine how objects move in space, and with this many objects it would be more of a hindrance than an aid.


  One by one the objects lifted into the air as she touched each one with her mind until they were all hovering just off the floor near the wall. The assemblage wafted unsteadily through the air to the space in front of her and then bit by bit they re-oriented themselves until everything was right-side-up. Next she placed each item into its place on the two desks, then set them down gently on the stone floor.


  When she opened her eyes she found that the regents all looking relatively pleased with her work with only the head regent looking expectant. She quickly reviewed the items on the desks to make sure she got them back to where they needed to be and then she noticed what was wrong. She gestured toward the candle with each of her four fingertips touching her thumb and then made a sort of popping gesture and the candle’s wick burst into bright flame.


  “Very good, Miss Ruisseau. You have been studying. You were a star pupil before, and you will be again this year I’m certain.” He made another gesture with his hand and the doors opened.


  Miette stood in stunned silence for a moment before the words truly registered. She never expected to get an answer that day – she was prepared for a week of nervously waiting for results. She mustered all of her restraint just to keep from jumping and shouting, but she couldn’t keep the ear-to-ear smile off her face. “Thank you, head regent!” She bowed deeply and then practically ran out the door, down the hall and out into the grassy courtyard where she could let out an elated squeal.


  She composed herself as best she could and tried to ignore the slack-jawed stares from her fellow applicants who until that point had been replaying their own exams in their heads and obsessing over every bit they’d done wrong. Surely this was no place for joy.


  Miette crossed the courtyard and found Marcus waiting for her near the coach house. Reading her expression, he offered his congratulations and then summoned her coach for the return to Stonebridge manor. The journey was a mere half mile, but Miette’s mother wouldn’t hear of her walking it. Now that she’d been accepted back into the academy they’d have to come to some understanding. They only had one coach in the city and if Miette had to use it to go to and from the campus every day then it would almost never be available for her mother and father to use.


  Besides, if they didn’t repair the coach soon it would surely succumb to the beating it took fleeing through the Glenwood. It would necessarily be unavailable for at least a month, long enough to overlap with the start of classes. Yes, one way or the other the Countess would have to allow her some leeway.


  On the way back Miette reached into the top of her left glove and pulled out the folded note she’d received from Lyss the day before. It was brief and mostly served to let her know how to send a reply, but she was impressed by Lyss’ grasp of grammar, her spelling and her penmanship. If she only had the note to go by, she would’ve assumed Lyss to have been at least a baroness to afford such tutelage - which was saying a lot since most of the nobility dictated their correspondence to professional scribes anyway.


  She’d been of two minds about replying. She did feel some connection with Lyss. They shared her secret and had been through an ordeal together with the attack on the coach, and more importantly Miette simply enjoyed her company.


  However, owing to Lyss’ low-class birth, upbringing and choice of profession they could never really be friends – at least not without creating a minor scandal for her family which would inexorably lead her to have to publicly disavow their friendship. She feared that having this private relationship through correspondence would fill Lyss’ heart with false expectations.


  As she perused the note one more time she realized that none of that mattered to her at the moment. The rationalizations remained, but all she really cared about was sharing her joyful news with her friend. She found that she was excited to get home, rush upstairs to her chamber and pen a reply – but she allowed the part of her mind concerned with propriety to insist that part of the reply should make it clear that they would not be able to meet in person unless Lyss was in her parents’ employ. It felt cold, but it was for their own good.


  As the coach entered the manor’s gates she re-folded the paper and tucked it into her shoulder-length glove for safe-keeping. It was difficult one-handed and without a desk to lay the paper on, but  the more she relied on her one hand, the more dexterous it became, and the more she learned to use her lap, stomach, chest or even her prosthesis as makeshift surfaces for juggling and manipulating items.


  In time she’d surely learn how to do these intricate things with magic but while she’d mostly mastered moving whole objects around the room, she was having a much harder time manipulating the objects themselves to bend and crease in useful ways. Just that morning she tried to retrieve her cloak from the coat rack in her room, only to wind up toppling the whole assembly as she failed to disentangle the fabric from its hook. Of course the rack fell onto the nightstand, toppling that and shattering a vase full of flowers and soaking the rug beside her bed. All in all a complete fiasco.


  The coach stopped earlier than she expected and as the footman helped her down to ground-level she quickly discovered why. The small circle was already partially occupied by the most opulent coach she’d ever seen, drawn by two beautiful all-white stallions and flanked by about a dozen soldiers. Clearly her father was entertaining company – royal company.


  Miette slowly scaled the front steps trying to gather her courage. For a brief moment she hoped that the coach would merely indicate the presence of some royal adviser or messenger. While that might explain the presence of a coach, the king would be unlikely to dispatch quite so many guards to accompany a mere functionary.


  And yet, if it were the king and queen this would be a significantly larger event. Not only would there be multiple coaches to carry the royal family and their multiple advisers and attendants, the duke would’ve been invited to attend as a show of respect and there’s no chance he would’ve refused an opportunity to have an audience with the king.


  Her stomach quickly soured as she realized that left only one possibility – a prince had come for a visit. She hoped it would be the king’s eldest son William. He was seven years her elder and she’d scarcely met him previously which meant she’d be able to get by with some small talk and politely smiling and nodding before being dismissed by her father so they could continue with their business. But if it was Edward she would have to break both of their hearts.


  She cautiously stepped into the vestibule to remove her cloak, allowing herself a moment of pride as she had no difficulty today with the clasp, and handed the garment to one of the manor’s maids to be placed in her chambers. She hesitated for a moment and then creeped into the foyer straining to hear. There was conversation coming from the sitting room on the left so she carefully followed the wall hoping to evade notice as she listened in. She got to within a yard or so, flattened her back against the wall and kept her breathing as shallow as possible only to confirm her suspicions when she heard her father’s and Edward’s voices.


  “My father will be happy to hear that our little project is coming along, Marcel. If this works we’ll be writing a new chapter in the history of the kingdom – a real triumph of diplomacy over prejudice.”


  “Hmph,” Miette’s father scoffed. “I’m sure it’ll sound that easy in retrospect but prejudice isn’t going to lay down and surrender, I’m afraid. There’s been … another attack on our coach. Nobody’s hurt this time, but it was the same band of axe wielding bandits.”


  “Goddesses … how terrible. You have some reason to believe they’re connected?”


  “Aside from the astronomical improbability?” Miette heard some rustling and then the familiar sound of paper being unfolded. “I received this rather premature note notifying me that my daughter had been killed as punishment for our ‘little project.’”


  Miette felt as though the ground shifted beneath her feet at the revelation as the conversation grew silent. Edward finished reading the note and folded it back up. “The Red Hand. I guess there’s no mystery about their objection. The question of course is how they could’ve known you were planning to do trade with the elves. We’ve shared this information with only a tiny few people ...”


  “We’ve been close to implementation since last year – a handful of merchants and traders have been notified. Any one of them could have unseen loyalties.” He let out a deep sigh. “The worst part is that this strategy is working.”


  “You’re not thinking of abandoning the project, are you Marcel?”


  “It has crossed my mind but no – after the first attack we took on additional mercenaries for protection and that’s been very effective. The ambassador, on the other hand, is afraid of being seen as the cause of our nation’s internal conflicts. He fears that’ll lead to a backlash and that will in-turn lead to war between our kingdom and their empire. That first attack on my family set us back months, which is why I’ve elected to keep news of this attack from the ambassador.”


  “I would imagine there was no way to hide Miette’s injuries the first time around, if they were as severe as the rumors indicate.” Edward seemed to be fishing for information, but Marcel let the comment pass.


  “Indeed, but thankfully this time around nobody was harmed so it was easy enough to hide it from him.”


  The two sat in silence for a moment, and Miette heard one of them put a glass down on a table. “How is she, by the way?”


  “Miette? As I said, nobody was hurt.”


  “No, I mean … how is she? She wouldn’t entertain visitors before and now when she comes out of hiding she gets attacked again. She can’t be taking it well ...”


  “Better than you might think, highness. She’s decided to re-enroll at the sorcerer’s academy at Whitehall – went out to test before the regents today, actually.”


  “What, alone?”


  “With Marcus, our head servant. And I may have had two mercenaries trail them at a discrete distance just to settle my own nerves. If she knew, she’d be furious.”


  The count and the prince laughed at that and Miette picked that moment to enter the room. She gave the prince a curtsy and her father a peck on the cheek, all the while looking like the cat who caught the mouse. “Do what you must, father – but do instruct them not to hassle the other students when classes begin next week.”


  “You got in? No deliberation, no letter … just like that?”


  “Just like that.”


  The prince cleared his throat as he rose up off the couch to stand before Miette. He reached out to take her hands but she stepped back before he could. He brushed his palms on his riding pants and then placed them as casually as he could on his hips since his long-sleeved white coat with gold trim didn’t have any functional pockets. “Miette, it’s so lovely to see you.”


  “It’s lovely to see you as well, your highness. Do you have business with my father or are you paying my family a social call?” She had overheard all that she needed to hear in the hallway but decided to play coy.


  She didn’t want to let on that she knew that, with the prince’s blessing, the County of Stonebridge would soon be opening up trade with the Eltah Nell – a thing her father pontificated about over supper so often that it was easy for her to glean it from the snippets of conversation she heard. It was, of course, a massive gamble. Throughout its entire history the kingdom had never had any normalized relationship with the empire across the mountains to the east and both civilizations tended to view the other with fear and trepidation. Even if you could maintain the peace long enough to exchange any goods, it’s impossible to know if the merchants would be able to sell those goods at market or if they would be viewed with suspicion or worse.


  “Why both of course. I think we’ve concluded our business for this visit,” he glanced at Miette’s father who gave a quick nod, “so perhaps the lady would like to give me a tour of the gardens so we can have a moment to talk?” He stepped up next to her and offered his elbow. She made him wait a few awkward seconds before she placed her hand on his arm just because she missed making him work for her attention.


  “I suppose one tour of the gardens would be amenable” she teased, with a sweet smile on her face.


  The she guided the prince through the manor to the solarium and then out into the gardens where they would have some privacy.


  “It is wonderful to see you, Miette. I wasn’t just making conversation back there. I started to fear I’d never see you again.”


  “I’m sorry to have worried you, highness.”


  “Please, Miette, it’s just the two of us. You can call me Edward.”


  “Yes, your highness.”


  He went to correct her again but when he looked at her face her mischievous grin let him know she was just toying with him.


  “You fall for it every time, Edward. And I’m fine, you don’t need to worry about me. I just needed some time.”


  “To overcome your fears?”


  “To rest and heal. I wasn’t afraid after the attack, just very hurt.”


  “I heard your injuries were severe – some even said you were close to death.”


  “I did lose a lot of blood, yes, and my physician was constantly on alert for any signs of infection. But even when it was clear I’d live it took a long time for me to heal and to build my strength.”


  “You wouldn’t believe the wild and contradictory rumors I’ve heard. If you don’t mind me asking, what were your injuries?”


  “I do mind.” She said. The prince waited for her to elaborate but she stayed silent as they strolled through the grounds.


  “I came to visit. Several times, actually.”


  “I know. I got your notes, and the flowers.”


  “Did you get the book? I wasn’t sure your mother would deliver it, considering.”


  “I don’t think she looked at the contents, thank the goddesses.”


  “What did you think about it?”


  She blushed at the question. “It was a bit racier than the last one. If anybody knew you gave that to me as a gift, that mere fact would be outright scandalous.” She considered it a bit more. “But I enjoyed it quite a bit.”


  Edward stopped walking and dropped his arm. Miette released his elbow and he reached down to hold her hand properly. “I started to wonder if you were just avoiding me, but your mother assured me that you weren’t seeing any visitors whatsoever. She thought that would make me happy, that at least you weren’t taken by another suitor – but I couldn’t stop thinking about how lonely you must’ve been.”


  “I wasn’t alone. I had my mother and father. Even one of my brothers – Jacques – he stayed in the manor here for the duration of the winter before heading back to the county seat and attending to our family’s affairs. Don’t think I’m alone just because you’re not here. You may be powerful, your highness, but the world doesn’t revolve around you.”


  “I know that – because as far as I can tell the world revolves around you. You are my sun, Miette. You light up my sky and give me life.”


  She blushed as he attempted to pull out all the poetic stops. “Don’t do this, Edward. You know I can’t ...”


  “Are you still worried about this whole notion of a perfect princess? Miette, you are the most perfect woman I’ve ever known and you would make a perfect princess for me, even if you can’t see it.”


  “I’m just not the princess type ...”


  “Of course you are. Nine-tenths of the job is simply standing before a crowd and waving.” He picked his arm back up and invited her to take his elbow, which she did. “Back straight, big smile and wave.” He smiled out over an imaginary crowd and waved his right hand back and forth to them. “Give it a try.”


  Miette straightened her back and put on a less-than-sure smile then raised her left hand and waved. Of course her wooden wrist was totally immobile, and her hand was cocked at an odd angle. She tried to correct it but found she couldn’t. Many of the muscles necessary still remained in her forearm, but since there was no wrist to connect them to they effectively did nothing. No matter what she tried, she looked and felt like she was waving a club around, not greeting a crowd of loyal subjects and after a few seconds her arm was already getting tired from trying to swing the heavy solid wood appendage with so little leverage. She carefully dabbed at her eyes with the wooden hand, letting her glove absorb the tears threatening to slide down her cheeks before letting it rest by her side.


  “I’ve re-enrolled at Whitehall,” she said, shattering the moment. “I’m training to be a sorceress.”


  “A princess and a sorceress. That’s a potent combination.”


  She ignored his comment. “It’s an intensive program of study. I’ve already completed one year, but I’ve got three left to go.” She paused to compose herself so that the next words would sound sure. “I won’t be entertaining any suitors while I’m in the program.” She’d considered this possibility in private many times, but until that moment in the garden she wasn’t sure. She couldn’t be with Edward because she would be a living, breathing scandal, but she couldn’t imagine being with anybody else. She felt she only had one option left: give up on any notion of marriage and throw herself entirely into learning magic.


  The words hung heavy in the air as Edward carefully considered his response. “You know I love you, Miette.” She moved to interject but he held up his hand to still her. “I haven’t been secretive about it and you’re too smart not to have noticed by now – and I’m not so blind that I haven’t noticed your affection for me.”


  Miette blushed and cast her eyes toward the ground, unable to refute the claim.


  “If you want to pursue sorcery, I have no objections. If you need me to step back so you can focus on just that then I’ll step back but I won’t stop loving you. I won’t move on, I won’t love another woman and I won’t choose someone else to become my princess.” He lifted her chin with the crook of his index finger and met her gaze so she could see how serious he was.


  “But you’re a prince, Edward. If you wait to marry, your father will force it on you to serve the kingdom’s political goals.”


  “You’re forgetting that my brother William is the crown prince, not me. Just last week he and Camilla welcomed their first child into the world – a happy and healthy baby boy.”


  Miette gasped. The news that a future king had been born hadn’t reached Oshigard yet.


  “Oh don’t worry – you haven’t missed anything. The formal announcement will come in about a month so the physicians can spend time looking him over. He’s perfectly healthy as far as I can tell. Maybe a little colicky but at least we know he’s got a strong set of lungs. As you can imagine, though, since I’m now officially out of the line of succession there’s considerably less pressure for me to marry. I can wait for you.” He leaned in and planted a soft, but passionate kiss on her lips.


  When he pulled away it took a few seconds for Miette to regain her senses. “Don’t! Someone will see us!” They’d been close before, even stolen a few kisses, but never in a space so open.


  He gazed into her eyes with a mischievous grin on his face and she gazed back – shocked but not angry. The shared moment was short lived, though, as one of the prince’s footmen rushed over and interrupted it. Edward stepped aside to confer with the man out of Miette’s earshot and then returned.


  “It appears I’m running dreadfully behind schedule and I must be going to my next appointment with the duke. As much as I want to stay here with you, it wouldn’t be prudent to stir up animosity between him and my father.”


  He put his hands on her waist and leaned down to give her another passionate kiss. She ran the fingers of her right hand through his hair and pulled him in closer, but even at her most unguarded she remembered to keep her left arm back and out of the way.


  He released her from the embrace and trotted off toward the front of the manor and his waiting coach, joining his footman who, to Miette’s chagrin, hadn’t been standing more than ten yards away the entire time. She glanced around, taking in the garden she hadn’t been paying any mind to and spotted a few of her own groundskeepers doing their best to look like they were wrapped up in their work. Rumors would be spreading like wildfire among the servants tonight, she was sure.


  She reentered the manor through the solarium and informed her father of the prince’s departure then excused herself to retire to her chambers for some rest. She really needed to have a discussion with him – several even. That he was open to working with the elves was no surprise to her, but that she was attacked specifically as retaliation by racist extremists was probably not something she should have to learn through subterfuge. They would need to discuss her plans to return to the academy and the logistics of keeping her safe while doing so.


  But after the prince’s departure she didn’t have any energy left for those conversations. She intended to let him down gently, but to make it clear that they couldn’t be together. Instead she feared she only managed to get him even more invested in this impossible relationship. She needed some time alone to ponder her next move. She didn’t want to lie to him – to say that she stopped loving him or that she loved someone else – but she was quickly running out of options.


  Maybe, she thought, she should just cut to the ending and show him her arm. She was certain that would repel him enough to end his infatuation.


  She pulled Lyss’ note out of the top of her glove and tossed it on her writing desk before slipping the glove all the way down and removing her hand, then, using her teeth to get it started, removed the glove from her right hand. She hated doing it that way because it made her feel like an animal but she hadn’t yet found a more elegant solution.


  She smiled to herself as she reached into the bottom drawer of her desk and wondered if she was influential enough to start a new one-gloved asymmetrical fashion trend just to get out of having to use her teeth to put on her gloves. She retrieved a sheaf of parchment, a quill and a small bottle of ink which she shook vigorously before sitting down to write.


  
    Dear Lyss,


    I wanted to let you know that I received your letter and that I’m very pleased to know that you’ve found a place to live within the city. I don’t anticipate any opportunities for us to meet in person so I’m thankful that we will be able to continue our friendship through the written word.


    Today I had my examination before the regents at Whitehall to determine whether I would be allowed to re-enroll in the sorcerer’s academy. I’m proud to report that due to my previous high marks and my continuing study they re-admitted me on the spot!


    Unfortunately it has not all been sunshine in my world. Today I learned that the attack on our coach was intentional – the work of a terrible group of outlaws known as the Red Hand. My father angered them and they were sent to kill me to punish him. If you continue in your profession as a mercenary you must be aware of the Red Hand and do your best to avoid them at all costs.


    How are you settling in your new space? Have you had time to explore Oshigard yet? What kinds of jobs are you taking, and are they exciting? Please write back soon, as I look forward to hearing from you.


    -Miette

  


  She added a short postscript letting Lyss know how to reach her directly then laid the quill into its rest and sat back in her chair, massaging her stump with her right hand. What remained of her left forearm was sore and itchy from having been mated to the wooden appliance for so many hours today. She’d been wearing it nearly every waking hour since they traveled to Brookdell to meet with the master craftsman and it was taking its toll on her skin.


  She left the desk and lounged in the window seat overlooking the grounds, careful to keep her right shoulder pointed toward the window. She would have to don the wooden hand so she could join her parents for dinner that evening, but for now she wanted to enjoy the solitude. She watched the birds fly around the garden and the gardeners going about their business while she allowed her skin some fresh air and pondered a life with Edward she could never have.


   


  Chapter 13: The Axemen


  Lyss folded and stowed Miette’s note after reading it for what was likely the tenth time and resumed her watch over the silent city street. From within the shadow of the alley she was totally invisible but thanks to a high, full moon she had no difficulty tracking people as they came and went in the middle of the night.


  Their first night in the capitol she and Col had already come to the conclusion that the two similar attacks on Miette’s coach couldn’t have been coincidence. She accompanied him when he paid a visit to a friend he had in the duke’s guard to find out what the four bandits they’d captured had divulged when questioned. The guardsman informed them that all four of them had succumbed to their injuries before they could be questioned. For a moment she felt horrifically guilty but Col reminded her that the men were all alert and ambulatory when they arrived.


  Either they were set free or they’d been killed in custody – either way someone in the guard was covering the bandits’ trail, and effectively too.


  Col leaned on a few sources he had in the criminal underworld for information and although a few of them had heard of the bandits he described, none of them knew where or how to contact them.


  They had exhausted most of their leads when Lyss made her first visit to her rented mailbox. She didn’t think she’d need to check often, but Miette had been surprisingly prompt with her reply.


  At first Col wasn’t sure whether he believed what she wrote. The axe wielding bandits didn’t look like they were part of the Red Hand, but on further consideration he figured they could be mercenaries the Red Hand hired to do the job.


  They had a little bit of money set aside from corralling Emile and rent wouldn’t be due again for another month, so they decided it would be worth the time and effort to track the Red Hand, observe them and learn whatever they could.


  Finding the base of operations was simple. A gang of Red Hand thugs walked through the marketplace at least two or three times every day looking to start trouble and their bright red shirts were visible from blocks away. Since they were primarily focused on intimidating the people in their immediate vicinity as they marched forward it was incredibly simple to hide in an alley, wait for them to pass and then follow behind them at a discreet distance. Once Lyss and Col decided to try, they’d sussed out home base within the first day.


  For the past three nights, Lyss had been stationed about half a block down the road across from the building watching men come and go. Women entered and exited occasionally, usually carrying supplies, but only men wore the garb and went around trying to intimidate people.


  They were hoping to catch one of the axemen coming here to speak to someone in the Red Hand but that was a bit of a long shot. It was just as likely that someone in the Red Hand went to wherever the axemen were to procure their services.


  When Col arrived at midnight to relieve her she relayed these concerns to him and he agreed that he was seeing nothing out of the ordinary on his half of the overnight watch. In hushed tones they argued about what they should do instead – whether to press more sources for information about the Red Hand or to storm the headquarters – when one of the men of the Red Hand stepped out of the building wearing a heavy black cloak and looking around nervously.


  Col and Lyss looked at each other briefly, not needing to exchange any words to know that they were thinking the same thing and when the man walked by they waited a moment and then began to trail him through the city.


  He wandered a circuitous route through the streets, perhaps trying to avoid being followed, but he wasn’t all that aware of his surroundings. He only remembered to look back once or twice but he was in such a hurry that he didn’t notice either Col or Lyss lurking in the shadows.


  He eventually wound his way toward the outskirts of the city and ducked into a dilapidated two-story wooden building. From just looking at it, it was impossible to know what the building was meant to be. At some point it may have been an inn, or perhaps a store with an apartment above it – but it had been wrecked, repaired and modified so many times in the intervening years that any identifying characteristics had been lost to time.


  “Well, we know where he is, not that it does us any good,” Lyss remarked as they strolled up about half a minute behind him.


  Col shrugged his shoulders and continued walking toward the building. “Who knows? Maybe he’s a loud talker.” He leaned up against the exterior just below one of the shuttered windows and strained his ears to listen for any sort of conversation. He could hear muffled voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying. He reached up and tried to gently coax the shutters open but found them locked. He motioned for Lyss to come join him and when she did he pulled her sword out of its sheath then gently slid the tip of the blade up between the shutters until it found the latch, which he silently maneuvered out of place before returning the blade.


  “Nice trick,” Lyss whispered. “Where’d you pick it up?”


  Col shrugged. “Who can keep track?” He gently opened the shutters and strained to hear again, but even though the voices were clearer he could still only make out a word here or there. He pulled himself up to the base of the windowsill and peeked in and once he was sure the room was empty he slipped inside.


  “Hey!” Lyss whispered up at him. “Are you sure we should be doing this?”


  Col just motioned for her to climb up. She followed him through the window and muttered “I hope you know what you’re doing.” He put his finger in front of his lips to emphasize the need for her to stay silent, then closed and latched the shutters so nobody walking by would notice anything amiss.


  Now that they were inside it was obvious why the voices were so muffled – the conversation they were trying to listen in on was taking place on the second floor. Col and Lyss crept out of the room and into the hallway with the staircase and listened at the bottom of the steps.


  “… and now four of my men are dead! Dead, Robert. And you have the gall to come here and ask for my help again?” The men at the top of the stairs were yelling at each other.


  “I wouldn’t need to come here if your men had done their jobs in the first damned place! One little girl. All you had to do was kill one little girl and you couldn’t even manage that.”


  “You didn’t tell us that one little girl would be a fucking witch! Or that she’d be surrounded by elite mercenaries! No more, Robert. We were doing just fine robbing coaches before you came in here with this talk about assassination. I want nothing more to do with you or the Red Hand.”


  Col and Lyss stole a look at each other an a satisfied grin and having been called elite mercenaries. Col nodded up toward the top of the stairs and started making his way up silently while drawing his knives. Lyss followed behind him, drawing her sword and dagger. They paused at the top of the stairs to listen in some more.


  “Who ever said anything about the Red Hand …?”


  “Oh please. You’re the easiest tail I’ve ever met. I know all about your dual loyalties and I know you’re not the only one.”


  “My loyalties are anything but divided. Whether it’s for the duke’s guard or for the Red Hand, I serve to protect Southfield.”


  Cole strode up the last few steps with his knives pointing at the two men. “Oh please, don’t stop on my account gentlemen. Things are just getting interesting.” Lyss followed closely on his heels and as the men spun and reached for their weapons she made sure they got a good look at her sword. “I wouldn’t do that,” Col added. “She’s much faster than you, I guarantee it.”


  One of the men was exactly what she expected find. He closely resembled the mounted bandits they’d encountered in the forest, clad in a simple green tunic with brown linen pants with an axe hanging from his belt in a sling. The other man, the man they had followed from the Red Hand base of operations, had discarded his cloak and was clad from head to toe in the same uniform that the duke’s guardsmen wore.


  She looked more closely at his face. It seemed familiar but it took her a while to place it. “You escorted us through town, didn’t you?”


  “You recognize him?” Col asked.


  “He’s one of the guardsmen from the outpost who escorted the coach to Stonebridge manor. He kept giving me dirty looks – but I figure now those weren’t intended for me, were they? You were scowling at the viscountess because she wasn’t dead, weren’t you?”


  The guardsman gritted his teeth in anger but wasn’t brash enough to reach for his blade.


  “It seems we’ve learned an awful lot tonight, haven’t we?” Col mused aloud. He pointed at the bandit with the axe. “You and your men are bandits turned assassins for hire, but you’re not very good at it ...” he pointed at the guardsman “… and you hired him under the guise of representing the duke’s guards but you’re really here on behalf of the Red Hand.”


  “You have no proof of that,” the guardsman weakly insisted.


  “We followed you from your little hideout, you idiot.” Lyss chided him. Col shot her an angry glance for giving away the fact that their hideout was under surveillance.


  “Nevertheless,” Col interjected, “the most interesting little tidbit we’ve learned tonight is that you really are a guardsman. That’s the sort of information one would kill a man to keep secret, I think.” He pointed the knife at the bandit. “We were defending the coach that day. While you and your men were clashing against our forward defenses, the two of us defeated your four-man ambush. But did you know … we delivered your four men to the guard station alive?”


  Col let the words settle in as the bandit’s mind churned away at the information. When the wheels finally clicked into place he reached for his axe, eyes wide with fury and trained on the guardsman. Lyss was ready to defend should either lunge at her or Col, but she wasn’t ready to jump in between the two men they were holding. In a flash the bandit tackled the guardsman to the ground and buried his axe in his shoulder.


  “What happened to my men, Robert?!” He was delirious with rage. “What happened to my brother?!”


  The guardsman writhed and groaned with the pain before he spat out “son of a bitch.”


  Col pulled a resistant bandit off the guardsman with his knife to the man’s throat. “Okay, easy does it everybody. We came here for information so I’d appreciate it if you waited until after we questioned this man before you kill him.”


  The guardsman lay on the ground with the axe still embedded in his shoulder and stared daggers at Col. “You won’t get shit from me, darkie.” He quickly glance at Lyss “… and neither will your mongrel bitch.”


  The bandit started laughing to himself. “Don’t matter anyway – neither of these two is gettin’ outta here alive.” As if on cue, the main entrance downstairs burst open with a cacophony of off-key drunken singing and clattering footsteps as the rest of the bandits returned from a night of revelry at the local pub.


  “Not one word,” Col whispered into the bandit’s ear, “or I slit your throat.” He maneuvered himself and his hostage away from the stairs and close to the entrance of what he presumed to be a bedroom.


  Lyss instinctively moved to follow but it was a critical miscalculation. The guardsman had a little more life in him than she’d imagined and with a bit more distance between them he rose to his feet, pulled the axe from his shoulder and lurched over the banister, landing on the bandits below.


  Surely he would be jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire – one of the duke’s guardsman couldn’t be a welcome sight in a den of thieves – so Lyss allowed herself to take a breath in relief. But the ruckus never ensued.


  “Robert! What the hell happened to you?”


  “Intruders, upstairs. They’ve got your boss ...”


  A deafening roar rose up the stairs, followed by the sound of heavy but disorganized footfalls as they charged toward the stairwell.


  Col shoved his hostage down the stairs, hoping his falling body would slow the pack, then pulled Lyss into one of the bedrooms. Quickly the two of them shoved a dresser in front of the door.


  “That should buy us a minute.” Col said as he looked around the room for another exit. The only way out he could see was a window overlooking the street and it was a long way down.


  Lyss kept her weapons drawn and trained on the door. “I can take down a few of these guys but I think there’s more like a dozen. Can we get out that way?” The bandits pounded against the door but it would still be a few minutes before they moved the dresser enough to get in.


  “Not unless you can fly.” As he watched the street he saw a few of the bandits exit the building and set up below their window. “Actually … that might work. But first we need a distraction.” He reached into a hidden pocket inside his jerkin and drew out a small vial filled with a clear liquid, a flint and a striker. He uncorked the vial and poured some of the contents out at the base of the wall next to the door.


  “That’s the worst alcohol I’ve ever smelled.”


  “It is alcohol – just not the type you drink. Put your swords away – we’re going to need to run.” He struck the flint a few times until the liquid burst into flame which then traveled quickly up the wooden wall. As the room started to fill with smoke Col pulled Lyss down to the floor to keep her from inhaling it. “Stay close to me, okay?”


  Lyss nodded back, trying her best not to cough and the two of them crept closer to the window. They spied the men below shouting and pointing. He grabbed a chair from the corner of the room and hurled it out the window as hard as he could and it came clattering down on the ground behind the bandits who all turned to look. “Now!”


  He stepped up onto the windowsill but instead of jumping outward he reached up and grabbed the roof then struggled to pull himself up. His plan nearly fell apart as he didn’t account for the fact that his legs would be swinging in open air unable to find any sort of purchase but Lyss quickly figured out what he was trying to do and she shoved his feet upward from below.


  Col scrambled onto the wooden tiles, thankful that the roof’s pitch wasn’t any steeper than it was, and he plunged one of his knives into the roof so he could at least have a handhold. Lyss followed close behind, first climbing out onto the windowsill and then jumping up as high as she could to give her arms as much of a head start as possible. With one hand on the knife’s handle he reached the other out to pull Lyss the rest of the way up onto the shingles.


  They laid flat against the roof for just a moment before they heard more shouting from below and then the sporadic crack of rocks hurled up from the street landing on the wooden roof all around them. They scrambled to all fours and climbed up to the building’s spine. “There’s our way out!” Col exclaimed while pointing down the other side.


  “Are you crazy?” Lyss shouted at him but he bolted forward, down the slope and at the last moment he crouched and leaped for neighboring building’s roof landing in a mad scramble to maintain his footing on the uneven surface.


  Lyss didn’t want to follow but the flames below were spreading faster than she ever imagined and even the roof had caught in several places. “If you can do the old man’s obstacle course you can do this ...” she muttered to herself before taking off after him. She made it down the other side just fine and took off in a leap trying to follow Col but she put too much into it and flailed uncontrollably onto the neighboring roof, collapsed flat against it and slowly slid to a stop just short of falling off the edge.


  “Come on! We have to hurry!” Col shouted while helping her up. “Make your way down there, three houses down, and from there we can drop down to that awning.” He pointed at a house that had an additional one-story structure cobbled together on the back. They ran across the rooftops to it, hopped from their second-floor perch down to the lower roof and then to ground level before darting through a narrow alley and out into the street where two of the bandits were waiting with axes drawn.


  The two men charged and Lyss raced forward to meet them, drawing only her dagger. She and Col must’ve angered them something fierce because when they swung they swung to behead. She flowed under and around their telegraphed moves, swiping the first bandit in his midsection before slamming the hilt of her dagger into the second man’s nose, instantly breaking it and dropping him disoriented to the ground. She stopped and spun, catching the first man across the head with a leaping kick. As he stumbled to the side Col raced through the middle and the pair of them stole off into the night.


   


  Chapter 14: Desperate Times


  Col and Lyss’ investigation came to a sudden halt in the coming days. The axe bandits’ hideout burned to the ground entirely and according to one of Col’s less-savory sources the members of the gang had been rounded up and executed for having attacked one of the duke’s guardsman. Although they’d been there to see it happen, Col was certain there was more motivating the decision – after all dead men don’t tell tales, or so the saying goes.


  They tried to resume their surveillance on the Red Hand’s hideout but found the area completely swarmed by the duke’s guardsmen. They didn’t seem to pay any of the Red Hand any mind, but they made sure anybody not dressed in black and red kept moving. Hiding in an alley and watching the front door was no-longer an option, but they now knew that instead of one guardsman being allied with the Red Hand that it was at least a sizable contingent, if not the entire guard.


  With nothing else to go on, the only thing Lyss could do was to send a response to Miette’s letter.


  
    Dear Miette,


    I shared what you told me about the Red Hand with Col, who was already very suspicious about the circumstances of your attack. We were able to follow some of the Red Hand’s men to their base of operations and from there we were able to find the bandits who attacked you. It’s clear that they were merely hired muscle, but as far as we can tell they were hired by the duke’s guard, acting on behalf of the Red Hand.


    We’re not sure exactly how the duke’s guard and the Red Hand are connected. At the very least there are a lot of guardsmen sympathetic to their so-called cause. At worst they’re two faces of the same coin. You must be wary of the duke’s guard – don’t trust any of them.


    We will keep our eyes and ears open for any more information that might narrow down exactly who ordered the attacks and why. But, since there’s nothing more we can do at the moment, and since our money is starting to run thin, we will have to return to mercenary work for now.


    I found a romance novel in a local bookshop recently – I even recognized the author from the cache of books you kept in your traveling bag. It was a lot more lavishly detailed than I imagined – I can’t believe they’re allowed to print stories like that!


    I hope you’ll write back soon. Please stay safe – and if you have any book recommendations, let me know!


    - Lyss

  


  It was all well and good to state that they had to go back to work but the duo was finding it more difficult than they anticipated. They made ends meet with a couple of quick jobs rounding up debtors for men who Lyss could only assume were loan sharks or bookies.


  It took a little doing from Col, and an especially loyal contact, but they eventually learned that the Red Hand had put word out  describing Lyss and Col and marking them as enemies. They offered no bounty, so they weren’t in danger of being jumped and turned over, but it seemed very few people in need of a mercenary or a bounty hunter were willing to cross the Red Hand.


  Lyss looked forward to hearing back from Miette and checking out some new authors, but after her first month in the city and her first full cycle paying for her strongbox, rent and food her coin purse was decidedly lighter than she’d like to admit. Col didn’t like discuss money with Lyss – whether good or bad, he just seemed to avoid the topic – but she assumed he must’ve been in dire straits just as she was. Not only did he have all of his own living expenses to take care of, but collecting information from his assorted underworld contacts usually seemed to come with at least some customary payment to grease the wheels. The coin kept flowing out, but the jobs weren’t flowing in.


  “Come on Geordi, you must have something for us.” Col urged while slipping him a couple of silvers. For once he decided to bring Lyss along for one of his information gathering sessions so she could see how it was done and it mostly just made her wish she could take the money back when his so-called friends gave them nothing in return.


  Geordi pocketed the coin and then looked shiftily between the two of them. “You shouldn’t’ve come together. One ‘a you might go unnoticed but together everybody knows you’re the ones what got a bug up the Red Hand’s butt.” Despite his apprehension they had at least met deep in an alley between two three-story buildings. Even if you stood at one end and looked directly down, the opening was so narrow you’d only see the darkened silhouette of one person’s cloak, which would surely block your view of the other two.


  “They described us that accurately?” Col asked.


  “Dark skin, red hair – in Southfield you foreigners stick out.”


  “I was born and raised in Southfield!” Lyss protested.


  “So was I,” Col reminded her, “In this city, even. But the Red Hand don’t think that’s what makes a Southfielder.”


  “But why would I stand out? My skin’s just as light as theirs ...”


  “They get very specific with their prejudices. Red hair, pinkish skin and freckles – odds are your ancestors came from the islands west of the kingdom. In their eyes you’re just as foreign as I am.” Col said this last part while fixing his eyes firmly on Geordi with his mop of straw-gold hair and bulbous nose. “Very few of us meet their exacting standards, I fear.”


  Geordi got the meaning and let out a deep sigh. “I might have something for you but my name stays out of it, you understand? I don’t want it getting around that I talked to you or the client.”


  “We’re not looking for anything illegal,” Lyss piped in. “So if you’re thinking of setting us up with an assassination you can just stop now.”


  “No, no, no. Look, I know the Red Hand only tolerates me but if they knew I was talkin’ to these people you’d find my body floatin’ in a sewer, got it? These people – they need protection from the Hand, and they need to find someone they know isn’t secretly workin’ with ‘em.” He trained his gaze on Col. “Yer skin should be proof enough, and it sounds like it’s too late for you to worry about making enemies with the Hand.”


  “Yeah – that ship has sailed.”


  “I’ll send ‘em to your usual place tomorrow night an’ you all can talk it out over supper.” He glanced furtively down the alleyway again. “Wish I was set up in a pub … lucky bastard.”


  “Thanks for the tip, Geordi.” Col slipped him another few silvers.


  “Anytime,” he said, “oh, and, dress nice for this. Just … trust me. They ain’t no common merchants.”


  One positive side to not having any work was that Lyss was able to resume her exercise regimen so the next morning she woke early, did her stretches, push-ups, squats and went through a full array of sword drills in her room before going out for a now-routine run around the neighborhood.


  After warnings from several of Col’s friends that the Red Hand were after them she did at least start making the run with her sword and dagger, which seemed a practical measure. Not only would it help keep her safe while exercising, it was important to be used to moving with the weapons so they wouldn’t trip her up in a fight.


  After the exercise she went to the public baths and then retired to her rented room for the remainder of the afternoon. She would’ve liked to meet up with Col for lunch but with their money running low they’d had to give up buying lunch from the pub or from the street vendors. Instead she opted for her cheap traveling fare – a roll with some hard cheese.


  She passed the time by flipping through Greymane’s travel log and daydreaming about heading east over the mountains and into the empire and seeing it all for herself. There were crude drawings in the book of the beautiful and intricate architecture as well as some attempts to depict the landscape, but Greymane was surely a much better diplomat than he was an artist. Maybe if things didn’t pan out with Col she would suggest they try relocating in that direction and then seeing if there was any way in to visit.


  If she remembered correctly, Miette’s county, Stonebridge, sat along the border with the empire. Maybe her father would be able to help them get established in the county seat if the Red Hand truly did push them out of Oshigard. She wasn’t afraid of them in any real sense. She was certain she could repel them if they ever did come and attack. But she and Col were effectively being starved out now and she couldn’t strike back at that with a parry or thrust.


  She had lost track of the time entirely until she heard the factories’ closing bells ring from a few districts over. This close  to the solstice it was entirely too easy to rely on the sun and, as a result, push supper well into the night. She shed her day clothes and put on one of her more lady-like dresses, fighting a little with the unfamiliar undergarments and clasps. Although Col had insisted she needed some nice dresses to impress clients, she at least was able to avoid the bulky ballroom sort of stuff the noble ladies wore. She told herself it was because it would make her less mobile and therefore open to attack but  she also didn’t relish the idea of needing a servant to hold her chair while she folded yards of stiff skirts underneath.


  Instead she chose a relatively simple summer dress made from vibrant green cloth that had a glossy sheen to it – the only silk garment she’d ever owned – paired with knee-high brown leather boots and brown leather bracers and finished off with her sword belt and coin pouch.


  She walked the short distance to the pub briskly because, even though her outfit wasn’t exactly noteworthy for Oshigard, it was practically scandalous to her rural Brookdell sensibilities.


  Her nervousness only abated when she finally made it inside the pub and found Col already sitting at the bar eating his supper wearing a crisp white shirt, blue and gold embroidered vest, light brown leather pants and black patent leather boots. Despite the surroundings, he could’ve easily passed for a baron or a count in that getup.


  She walked up beside him but didn’t sit down. “That’s a nice outfit,” she said. “You look the part of a nobleman.”


  Col gave her a quick once-over, from the brown boots to the green dress to her mop of red hair. “You look like a rose bush,” he said with a smirk, “but you do look good.”


  Having gotten the compliment she was fishing for, even if it was a backhanded, she hopped up on the bar stool next to him and ordered her own meal. When she finished eating she turned to Col and asked “so, any idea who our client’s supposed to be?”


  “None, but if Geordi wanted us to dress up I think we’ll be looking for someone just as flamboyantly dressed. Remember, he said it wouldn’t be some common merchant.”


  “So a flamboyant merchant?”


  “I think he means someone other than a commoner. So no servants, no merchants – we’re looking for a baron, baroness, count, countess – maybe a viscount or a viscountess ...”


  Chatter in the pub died down suddenly and everybody directed their attention to the front door to ogle the trio walking in. Lyss followed suit and said “how about an elfish ambassador? That’s not your everyday merchant, for sure.”


  Like everybody else in the pub, Col and Lyss followed the ambassador and his two guards as they made their way to an empty table and sat on one side. Most of the patrons tried to hide the fact that they were staring, but a few seemed genuinely disgusted as they stood up and stormed out. Within a minute or two the remaining customers went back to their meals, only occasionally stealing glances at the newcomers.


  Lyss’ attention was drawn away by an argument happening right behind her as the barkeep urged his serving girl to tend to them but she was terrified to go. “Hey, hey.” Lyss butted in to the argument. She leaned forward with her elbows on the bar so she could flex her neck and shoulder muscles, appearing as strong as possible to the young barmaid. “It’ll be okay – I’ll go with you. We’ll both go with you.”


  Col only barely managed to tear his eyes away from the elves to give the barmaid a reassuring grin. “Yeah. We’ll go with you. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” He even managed to sound convincing but Lyss noticed his foot nervously bouncing on the bottom rung of his stool.


  Lyss didn’t wait for either to chicken out. She popped up off her own stool and spun toward the table. “Come on!” she tossed over her shoulder at both Col and the barmaid before confidently striding over to the table. Of course she had no fear of elves but did at least make an attempt to hide the giddiness she felt at the prospect of working side-by-side with them.


  When she approached the ambassador and his two guards stood in greeting, which was nearly enough to make the young barmaid go running in the opposite direction but thankfully Col  had his arm wrapped around her shoulder and pulled her reluctantly forward so they could tower over the diminutive girl.


  “Ambassador! We meet again!” Lyss extended her hand, which he took before they clasped hands completely and made their polite bows.


  “Yes, the young lady from the street. Lyss, I believe it was? I again apologize of the unfortunate misunderstanding.”


  “It’s all right. This is Col, my partner, and this …” Lyss stepped behind the barmaid, grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to step forward a pace. The girl’s eye’s were round like saucers and she was on the verge of tears. “… this is Dinah – she’s the barmaid here. She’s never met any elves before and she’s quite nervous.” The girl gulped and nodded her head in agreement.


  The ambassador frowned slightly but said “many humans in this duchy are uncomfortable around elves, but clearly this young woman is more than just nervous.”


  “Oh, she’s terrified,” Lyss said, perhaps a little more enthusiastic than appropriate. “But it’s like a fear of the dark,” she turned to direct the next bit at Dinah directly, “you’re only afraid because you don’t know what’s out there.” She nodded her head suggestively, only realizing after the fact that she’d picked up that mannerism from Col.


  Dinah stared into Lyss’ eyes and nodded slightly sympathetically then seemed to remember why she’d come in the first place. She turned to the ambassador and managed to eke out “Wh … what’ll you have?”


  The ambassador put on his most disarming smile. “Have you any red wine?” The girl nodded meekly. “Bring us a bottle, please, and five glasses.”


  Dinah nodded and scurried away toward the bar. “Only the goddesses know what kind of nonsense that girl’s been told about you,” Lyss said before turning her attention back to the ambassador and his entourage.


  “And what have you been told?” Zoe replied, almost with a scoff.


  “I come from a farming town way south of here. We don’t really have occasion to speak bout elves. All I knew was that you’re tall, pale and come from an empire over the mountains – and that Lantelis and Eltah Nell don’t get along – oh and a bunch of obvious nonsense. But most of what I know is from reading through Greymane’s travel log.”


  Zoe rolled her eyes. “That book is often wrong,” then she let out a small sigh, “but it’s … probable?”


  “Probably,” the ambassador whispered.


  “Probably the best you humans have.” Zoe’s cheeks flushed slightly at having been corrected.


  “Zoe is attempting to learn your language but, as you can imagine, as ambassador I get much more practice. Please, sit.” He gestured toward the seats and they all sat down just as Dinah returned with the wine.


  Col nodded to Dinah in thanks and waited for her to leave before talking business. “I understand you’re looking for someone to protect you from the Red Hand.” As Col spoke, Zoe quietly translated for her yellow-haired comrade, who protested strongly to Col’s statement.


  The ambassador held up his hand and said something to keep her in check. “As you can see I have two extremely competent guards who protect me from the Red Hand – but the Red Hand has become more brazen in recent months and I fear their ranks are swelling. I have unwavering faith in Zoe and Sal, but it would be folly to act as though they could not be overwhelmed by a superior numbers.”


  “Zoe and Sal?” Col’s left eyebrow arched at the all-too-ordinary names.


  “These are the names we use here,” Zoe said. “They are close enough, and easier for humans to remember.”


  Lyss shrugged casually. “L’diyah Zoentielle seems memorable enough to me.”


  Zoe cringed slightly and Sal, having recognized the full name dropped in the middle of the foreign language, pestered her for the translation. Lyss was kind of disappointed that even though she’d read that travel log from cover to cover several times, she only managed to catch the word for “what” in the exchange. Greymane could paint a beautiful picture of their society with his words, but the book was poor implement for language learning.


  “That aside,” Col jumped in to restore the derailed conversation, “if all you desire is to increase your numbers, why not send for more guards from the empire?”


  “To be allowed entry into your kingdom, my guards must be individually approved by the king’s diplomatic ministers and, in this case, an exception would have to be made. There’s one ambassador for each of the three duchys along the border, and one ambassador that deals directly with the king. Each ambassador is allowed two guards – to have more assigned to me I would need special permission from your king. Because of the distance to the king’s seat it would take several months to petition him for permission, receive it, select guards and have them reviewed by the ministers. And, in the end, there’s no guarantee that the king would grant us an exception at all.”


  “So you’re looking for locals to supplement your guard. And the duke couldn’t assign you a detail?”


  “He offered.” The ambassador paused to choose his words carefully. “We have received information suggesting that there are at least a few Red Hand members within the duke’s guard.”


  “And that’s why you’re looking for mercenaries now. You don’t really have any other choice.”


  “I apologize if it sounds insulting, but yes.”


  Col took a sip of his wine. “It’s not insulting, it’s honest. I would’ve walked away from the job if you said we were your first choice. So you need mercenaries, but more importantly, mercenaries who you know for sure aren’t members of the Red Hand.” He let out a small chuckle. “This’ll probably be the first time I get a job thanks to my skin color. So what exactly does this assignment entail?”


  “You would take up residence in my compound as members of my entourage. My safety is Sal’s responsibility, so naturally you would be subordinate to her. You will accompany us as we travel throughout the city and as we meet with the duchy’s nobility. You must be on-watch for ambushes and traps.”


  “Pay?”


  “Your room and board are, of course, provided, as well as thirty gold each per month. We will need your services for at least the next five months as we wait to hear back from the king about allowing more of our people in.”


  The figure was shocking to both Lyss and Col – it worked out to just shy of five hundred silver every month. It was more than Col was expecting, and more than Lyss could have imagined. Her eyes grew wide and she glanced at Col with her mouth hanging open like a trout on land.


  “I guess there’s no use trying to haggle with you.” Col returned Lyss’ stare. “My partner here has given away the entire ruse.”


  “It’s a ton of money, Col! How do you expect me to react?”


  Col smirked and returned his attention to the ambassador. “We’ll take the job under one condition: we won’t divide our loyalties. If at any point we’re forced to chose between your empire and our kingdom, we will have to choose our kingdom.”


  “I agree,” the ambassador replied. “It is my mission to build bridges of trust and friendship between my government and your king. Pitting you against your kingdom would only shatter those bonds and undo my efforts.”


  Col reached across the table and shook hands with the ambassador, cementing the deal.


   


  Chapter 15: Autumn


  The summer solstice came and went and with it the city’s boisterous summer festival. Miette counted her blessings that she was able to enjoy it, but she did permit her father to dispatch his personal bodyguards to follow her around all day.


  Of course she put up some token resistance to keep him from becoming suspicious but given what she eavesdropped of his conversation with Prince Edward she understood that another attack could come at any moment. The knowledge was a burden, casting a pall over all of her activities no matter how joyous, and it would only make her feel worse if her father knew how he’d placed that burden on her shoulders – even if by mistake.


  When the festivities drew to a close she settled into a steady routine, traveling to Whitehall by coach with one of her father’s most trusted men, attending her classes, studying in the library until the sun set and then returning home. Although the academy had a dining hall, she quickly found it easier to bring enough food from home that she and her shadow could eat together in private, usually on one of the window benches recessed into the gables of the top floor.


  Miette wasn’t one to give over to fear but even she was starting to feel worn down by the constancy and elusiveness of the threat on her life. Lyss’ letter clued her in to the connection between the Red Hand and the duke’s guard, but there was nothing in there she could use to take any further action. It just gave her even more shadows to jump at.


  She thought about the letter frequently but hadn’t responded because there was nothing new to report about the bandits or the Red Hand, but when the changing seasons brought a chill into the night air, she couldn’t pretend not to notice how long she’d put it off.


  
    Dear Lyss,


    Sadly, I have nothing new to report about the Red Hand. I held out hope that I would find something new for you, but I’ve failed to turn up any new information.


    I returned to my studies at Whitehall just after the solstice and I feel like they’re going well. I seem to have a special talent for transmuting materials but it takes a lot of energy – I love the class but I end every session completely exhausted. Perhaps in time I will be better able to cope with it but if not I can’t imagine how I’ll move on to the higher-level courses.


    I looked into healing magic thinking that I might be able to regrow my arm but it seems that it might be an impossibility. I won’t bore you with the magical theory but the long and short of it is that what’s gone is gone and what remains is already healed. The magic would find nothing to set right. I have at least learned how to heal the chafing and bruising that comes from wearing that wooden hand all day long, so at least it wasn’t all for nothing.


    As for romance stories, I would recommend anything by Francis LeCoeur, which I suspect is a false name. Writing romance novels isn’t exactly considered to be high art, after all. Nevertheless I find he’s one of the few authors who can balance the “romantic” part with the “story” part.


    I hope that your new career as a mercenary is gong well and I hope to hear back from you soon with exciting stories of your adventures.


    - Miette

  


  While she waited for the ink to dry she crossed over to the bookshelf opposite her bed – her own private library separate from the family – and selected one of her favorite LeCoeur volumes, The Lady and the Bard, then returned to the desk and wrapped them all in a bundle of butcher’s paper she borrowed from the kitchen staff.


  It took about twenty minutes of concentration and a little bit of manual intervention but she managed to use her magic to wrap a length of twine around the bundle and secure it with a bow. As she rested in her chair for a few minutes to recover some strength after such prolonged magical exertion, she had to remind herself that the feat would’ve been impossible if she had not spent the past few weeks working at levitating and manipulating fabrics.


  After dispatching the parcel Miette returned to her routine, growing her magical knowledge and strength and slowly becoming more and more complaisant, and one afternoon while studying in the library at Whitehall she was caught completely off-guard. Luckily for her, when she looked up from the book that completely consumed her attention, she found not an axe but instead a friendly face.


  “Finally,” Prince Edward said with a hint of sarcasm. “It was getting pretty awkward waiting for you to look up.”


  Miette started then looked around quickly. “What are you doing here? And where’s my bodyguard?” Her heart pounded in her chest at the sudden absence of her protector.


  “It’s nice to see you as well, my dear,” Edward chuckled. “Your man knows me from my meetings with your father. He’s with my men blocking off this section of the library so we can have a moment alone.”


  Miette calmed a bit. “I’m sorry. It’s just – he’s always with me and … and then he wasn’t.”


  “It’s all right. I understand the caution but some of us are on your side.” He sauntered over to the seat on her left and made himself at home, glancing over her reading materials. Miette flinched imperceptibly as he neared her left hand, which was up on table performing its only practical function – that of a paperweight. “This looks like pretty intricate spellwork.”


  “Oh? I didn’t know you studied magic.”


  “Princes are expected to have a wide range of knowledge, even if that means we rarely get the time to develop any expertise or pursue any interests.” He stared off and considered that statement for a moment. “Well, perhaps after I’ve finished my foundational studies I can pursue some specialty, but I’ve no natural talent for magic so this will always be beyond my understanding.”


  “So what would you pursue?”


  “I’d study history, most likely. That’s part of why I’m here – to study the history of the city and look for the origins of the Red Hand.”


  “Part of?”


  “Yes, well, I doubt the regents would’ve allowed me the use of their library just so I could spend a few minutes alone with you. I know all of this must be terrifying and stressful. How are you holding up, Miette?”


  He reached over to put his hand over hers in a show of sympathy and she quickly pulled her hand back to avoid him, with the numb appendage dragging a sheaf of papers with it and down onto the floor. Miette cursed to herself and pinched the bridge of her nose with her right hand. She’d gotten far less clumsy with practice but Edward had her as jumpy as a frightened house cat.


  “I’m so sorry,” Edward muttered as he picked up the fallen papers and deposited them on the table. “I don’t know if these are in the right order ...” He shuffled through her notes but had to give up as they made no sense to him at all.


  Miette sighed. “It’s not your fault … I’m just a little jumpy. I guess that’ll happen to you when the Red Hand is out to kill you.”


  “So, you know?”


  “I overheard you and my father talking. I know they wanted to kill me to send him a message, and that it has something to do with a project the two of you are cooking up.” She dropped her hand from her face and glared at Edward. “Don’t tell him I know. He’ll think that I blame him, which I don’t.”


  “I won’t – you have my word.”


  “But, since it’s my neck on the chopping block, I think I’m owed an explanation. What’s this project and why is the Red Hand willing to kill over it?”


  Edward stared off toward the stacks and seemed to ponder his response for a moment. He wasn’t truly at liberty to discuss any of this with her, but he hoped one day to marry her and have her at his side at all times. Perhaps now would be a good moment to start treating her like a partner. “Because of the Valsun Pass, your father’s county has always had a closer relationship to the elves than the rest of the kingdom. There are other ways through the mountains, but the pass is both the safest and the most direct route from their capitol. When they send ambassadors, they meet with my men in Stonebridge and your father has taken great strides to facilitate our diplomatic undertakings.”


  Miette nodded. “We’ve hosted your ministers and elfin ambassadors many times. But that doesn’t sound like any sort of new undertaking.”


  “No, of course not.” He paused again to choose his words. “My father is unsatisfied with the tentative truce between his kingdom and the elfin empire. He dispatched a message through the empire’s ambassadors and it seems their emperor is also unhappy with the current state of affairs. Both would like to see our nations become allies, but both fear that their subjects would reject the notion – perhaps even with revolt and violence.”


  “So if you can’t simply become allies, I’m guessing your project is one small step in that direction.”


  “We’re planning a cultural exchange program. Twenty families with members representing excellence in our sciences, arts and philosophy will go to live in Fal-lah, a town about a day’s travel beyond the border in the empire, and twenty of their families will come to live in the county seat at Stonebridge. Their mission will be to share their talents and culture with the people in the town, as well as report back their own observations of everyday life.”


  Miette leaned back in her chair and pondered it for a moment. “Well it’s not hard to understand why the Red Hand would be riled. You’re talking about probably fifty or sixty elves living in a county in Southfield. But the question I have now is this: I was first attacked nearly a year ago to stop this from going forward. Then I was attacked again three months ago for the same reason. Clearly if they felt the need to attack me again that means you haven’t stopped – but it’s a year later. Why, in a full year, haven’t you started moving them in? Why has there been no decree or announcement?”


  “Logistics. To move twenty families into the county seat, we need twenty vacancies. Your father has been trying to clear out a neighborhood for them, buying out the current residents and shopkeepers. He could take the land by decree ...”


  “He would never … that would be cruel, and the people would rightly hate him for it.”


  “Exactly, so he’s been trying buy up houses and storefronts from the ones who are willing to relocate but now we’ve come up against a group of landlords and shopkeepers are adamant about staying in place. A few are trying to squeeze more coin out of your father but many simply don’t want to leave – in some cases they’ve lived there for generations.”


  Miette sucked in a breath. She knew the county seat well and she could think of at least a few neighborhoods that fit the description, all of which would be gutted if the residents gave up their homes and shops. It didn’t matter if it was voluntary. In each case something special and unique would be lost. “How far along is this project of yours?”


  Edward looked down at the table, seemingly embarrassed. “We’ve got five apartments and three storefronts.” He raised his gaze to her eyes and put on a weak smile. “It’s been slow going.”


  “No doubt.” Miette pondered the problem for a moment while they sat in companionable silence. “Why are you trying to put all of them in one place, anyway?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why put them all in one neighborhood? Surely finding twenty vacancies throughout the city would be a simple task if you weren’t trying to make a contiguous block out of them.”


  Edward’s brow furrowed. “But ...” he didn’t know where to begin. The establishment of an elfin neighborhood wasn’t just an unexamined assumption, it was the express goal of the undertaking. “This is what we’re trying to build. We’re trying to create an elfin neighborhood … that’s the whole point.”


  “No, you said earlier that the point was to introduce elves to humans and humans to elves – but wouldn’t cloistering them away into this sort of nation within a nation work against that? If you want elves and humans to interact, have them live together in the same place.”


  “But how would we secure them? The Duke of Southfield was going to station a detachment of his guardsmen in the neighborhood to ensure no harm comes to our guests. I don’t think we’ll be able to employ them if they’re spread throughout the town.”


  “Good.”


  “Good?”


  “Some portion of the duke’s men are members of the Red Hand. I don’t know how many but you need to keep them far away from this.”


  “That’s a dire accusation to make.”


  “Investigate it yourself if you don’t believe me, but if you want to ensure their safety you have to assume that the entire guard is compromised.”


  Edward leaned back and considered the conversation when one of his men casually walked through the stacks and whispered something in the prince’s ear. “I’m sorry Miette – it appears that I’m running late for an appointment. You’ve given me a lot to consider but I need to talk it over with both your father and the ambassador.”


  “Of course.”


  He leaned over, placing his hand on the small of her back and planting a light kiss on her lips before standing and easing his chair back into place at the table. “We should do this more often.”


  “Plot and conspire?”


  “No!” he smiled broadly. “See each other. Spend time together.” With that joined his guardsman and disappeared between the rows and rows of ancient tomes.


   


  Chapter 16: Moving Day


  Lyss cast a quick glance around her little rented room ensuring that she’d left nothing behind. She always knew that her stay here would be temporary – either she and Col would start raking in the money and upgrade or she’d wash out of mercenary work and have to move on. She just didn’t anticipate that she’d be leaving it behind so soon, or that she’d be so sad to walk away from it.


  Because of their latest job, both she and Col would be assigned quarters within the elfin ambassador’s compound where they would be available to protect him at all hours of the day. It made no sense to continue paying rent on the small room considering she wouldn’t be sleeping in it for the next several months at least.


  Col decided to hold onto his small apartment. For him that really was home, and he had too much stuff to simply carry it from assignment to assignment. He mentioned that he would be leaving his most valuable possessions with someone he trusted, but his furniture, assorted papers, linens and cookware would stay.


  As sad as it sounded, there were benefits to being able to pack up your whole life into a bundle and carry it around from place to place, but even Lyss’ pack was starting to feel a little full. All of the assorted new dresses Col insisted she buy took up a lot of space and she ended up leaving two of her old smocks, the water bucket, five candles and a candle holder behind for either the landlady or the next tenant to make use of.


  She made a quick stop-off at her rented strongbox and deposited almost all of her coins. She and Col had gotten a small advance but since they would be confined to the compound for the foreseeable future she decided it would be best to leave it somewhere secure. She paid for half a years’ rental in advance while she was there just so she wouldn’t have to worry about it for a while, then picked up the latest letter from Miette, which included a wrapped package that felt like a book. She stowed it for later, not wanting to stand around reading a letter in the middle of the street with a massive pack blocking the foot traffic.


  Lyss made her way over to check on Col’s progress packing up his larger apartment and was surprised to see a well-appointed coach parked on the relatively dingy street. Of course, Lyss knew that Col had friends both in the criminal underworld and within the noble families, but she just assumed that the latter wouldn’t be the sort of people to let you leave your stuff at their house.


  Then again, they probably had a lot more storage space than your average con artist or information broker.


  As she walked over, Col exited the stairwell leading to his second-story flat, then turned and helped a woman in an elegant dress down the last few steps to ground level and over to the coach. She was nearly a handspan shorter than Col and slightly past middle age with wisps of gray intermingled with her curly black hair. Most surprisingly her skin was a few shades darker than his.


  Lyss had only met a few dark-skinned people in her life, and except for Col all of them were residents of Oshigard. Their families had come from far-away kingdoms, mostly for trade, and for whatever reason they decided to stay. The city wasn’t terribly welcoming to them, though, so even two or three generations on they received suspicious stares and snide remarks, poor compensation and rougher jobs.


  The effect of seeing a woman with very dark skin in a beautiful ornate gown beside a posh coach was quite striking as a result.


  If she had been thinking clearly, Lyss would’ve stopped a block short. Clearly they were having a conversation and she was interrupting – but she just walked forward automatically lost in her own musings until she was standing side-by-side with Col. She hadn’t noticed at distance but he was dressed in some of his own fine clothing. He still wore the typical assemblage of boots, breeches, shirt and vest, but the ones he wore today looked fresh from the tailor’s shop and each piece sported its own little embellishments of embroidery or studding.


  As she came to a stop she caught a glimpse of the woman’s face, and her lip curled up into a slight sneer as she regarded Lyss and her homemade practice garb. She could’ve dressed up but it didn’t seem like a good idea if she was going to be packing and lugging all of her belongings from one side of the town to the other.


  “Oh, uh … hello.” Lyss looked nervously from one to the other. “Sorry to interrupt.”


  The woman looked Lyss up and down then gave Col a penetrating gaze. “A farmgirl, Nicholas, really? And she’s far too young for you.”


  “Hey!” Lyss might not be adept at navigating high society but it would’ve been impossible for her to miss the derision dripping off the word farmgirl, and her temper flared up immediately.


  Col quickly stepped between the two and gripped Lyss by the shoulders. “It’s okay – I’ll take care of this.”


  “It’s not okay,” she muttered through gritted teeth so the woman wouldn’t overhear. “I’ve been here for all of five seconds and this noblewoman is already insulting me.”


  “Just give me a minute here, okay?” He nodded his head toward the door to his apartment and she begrudgingly stepped aside and leaned on the wall by the door with her arms folded across her chest.


  Col returned his attention to the older woman, and they had a tense conversation out of Lyss’ earshot. Though she couldn’t make out the words, the both of them spoke with similarly animated hand gestures and it wasn’t hard read the emotions behind them – mostly frustration and embarrassment.


  Eventually the conversation calmed down and the two shared a warm embrace, followed by a peck on the cheek before Col helped the woman up into her coach and waved her off. As it passed, Lyss gave the woman an acidic glare, but to her credit the noblewoman had the decency to look slightly abashed.


  “Sorry about that,” Col said as he returned to the door. “my mother has a tendency to speak before thinking.”


  “Your mother? That’s the noble who agreed to store your belongings?” The thoughts tumbled in Lyss’ head for a second. “Wait – you’re a noble?”


  “Eh, … not quite. It’s complicated.”


  “Complicated? Either you are or you aren’t – and since your mother is, you must be.”


  “My mother is the daughter of a baron who married her way up to being a countess. Her great-great-grandfather was granted citizenship and his nobility for service to the crown. She’s a noble through-and-through. But I’m a bastard – she had me when she was still nineteen, before she married her husband.”


  “So you’re not the count’s son. But you’re still a baron, right?”


  “That’s not how it works – I don’t inherit any title at all.”


  “Oh, Col, I’m sorry.” Lyss wasn’t actually all that sorry, especially since it only meant they were of equal rank, but it seemed the right thing to say.


  He shrugged with his practiced nonchalance. “The count’s a good man. He married my mother despite her already having a child and raised me like I was his own son. I can’t complain about that.” He sighed. “My mother thinks I’ll marry back into the nobility, but titles don’t work that way for the groom. Doesn’t stop her from giving me a hard time whenever she sees me with a common girl. She needs to be reminded that I’m a common man.”


  Lyss chafed at the moniker but she was glad at least that he put both of them in the same bin as well.


  He turned slightly so he could look Lyss directly in the eye and took on a much more serious tone. “And you understand that you and I – we’re business partners and, hopefully, friends. But nothing more, right?”


  Lyss nodded, suddenly sheepish under his glare. “I know that.” They were on the same page but that didn’t make this conversation any less weird.


  “Good. You’re a wonderful girl and I’m sure you’ll find someone amazing and all that nonsense but you really are far too young for me.” He smirked. “My mother was actually right about that. There’s a first time for everything, I guess. Wait right here.” He dashed up the stairs and came back a few minutes later carrying a pack of his own and they set off for the ambassador’s compound.


  “So if your mother’s husband raised you like his own son I guess that explains why all the nobles seem to know you ...”


  Col raised his eyebrow, guessing at the question that was coming next.


  “… but that doesn’t explain why you have so many connections with … well … criminals in this city.”


  Col gave her a soft smile to let her know it was okay that she asked. “I’ve come to respect how hard my father tried to be a part of my life – to provide me with a good home and a good upbringing. But when I was a teenager I had a bit of a rebellious streak.”


  “Oh but Col you’re so straight-laced now,” Lyss mocked in her most sarcastic tone of voice.


  “Oh I was much worse back then. At least bounty hunting and mercenary work is legal. When I was about fifteen or so I started sneaking out and occupying my time in the slums just to see what they were like. I made some friends, then fell in with some thieves. From there I moved on to smuggling, where I really flourished.”


  “Why smuggling?”


  “Funnily enough it was all my noble connections. Who do you think pays to have illegal goods smuggled in the first place? Banned texts, stolen art, ill-gotten spoils of war – the commoners can’t afford, nor have any use for those sorts of things. Most of the time, though, it was wine. The duke levies a substantial tax on wine and the nobles love to drink so I’ve done the trip down to Placis and back more times than I can count.”


  “And you just … stopped?”


  “I got caught, naturally. The duke’s guards found four barrels of wine in a hidden compartment in my cart and I spent two years in one of their prisons for it. When I got out I decided I never wanted to go back, and I more or less fell into bounty hunting. Someone was offering a reward on someone I knew – a real piece of work who liked to play rough with the ladies had finally killed one of ‘em – and I knew exactly where he liked to hide. I slipped in while he was sleeping, bound his arms and blindfolded him and dragged his ass down to the nearest guard post to collect.”


  A hint of anger seeped through Col’s affable demeanor. The part he didn’t tell Lyss is that he knew the girl he killed. She wasn’t a close friend, but the three of them had worked together when he was smuggling.


  “Anyhow the bounty work and mercenary tend to blend into each other so once I started collecting bounties, I started getting offers for guard jobs and I realized I’d rather prevent harm than punish it.”


  Lyss and Col stood at he front gate of the Ambassador’s compound for a good while before it swung open to admit them. On the other side they were greeted by Sal, the yellow-haired woman who didn’t speak any of their language. She stood straight as a rod with her feet together and placed her right fist over her heart.


  Lyss immediately copied the gesture and Col reluctantly followed suit. “What are we doing?” he muttered out of the side of his mouth.


  “Military salute, I think. I guess we’re reporting for duty.”


  Sal dropped her hand, then quickly moved around them to close and lock the gate, then said a few words too quickly for Lyss to pick up and started walking away.


  “And now?”


  Lyss shrugged. “I didn’t catch that but I think we follow her.” The two of them hurried to catch up with the tall woman’s extremely long strides that seemed to eat up the distance as they traipsed across the grounds. Once inside the main gate it was obvious why they called this a compound instead of an estate. Instead of one large building in the middle, there was a central green surrounded by a loop of hard-packed dirt rutted by carriage wheels. Across the green at the top of the loop they could see a large house suitable for perhaps a wealthy merchant instead of a nobleman and dotted around the loop there were ten small rustic cottages with decorative flower gardens out front and fruit-bearing trees behind, obscuring the stone walls that protected the compound.


  Instead of taking the loop, Sal led them up the center of the green, which itself was divided into two sections. The part nearest the entrance was a series of vegetable gardens while the second half was an open space filled with tall grasses and wild flowers.


  They’d nearly caught up with Sal by the time they reached the largest building at the far end of the courtyard which itself was just a small multi-room house. Sal said something fast and indecipherable again and after a second an third third try she mimed holding the straps on a pack, then putting the pack on the ground.


  Lyss and Col took the hint and left their packs on the ground before being allowed to enter the house. Sal led them through the small entry way, through a sitting room and into a dining room where they found Zoe seated at a polished wood table which was strewn with assorted binders and documents written in a completely unrecognizable script.


  Zoe looked up at the three of them, muttered something that sounded like a curse and then repeated the same phrase to Sal three times as she stood and circled the table to join them. On the third repetition Lyss caught the meaning – I’m sorry. They had a short but brisk conversation back and forth.


  Zoe composed herself and turned to address Col and Lyss. “I’m sorry – I was supposed to greet you but I was organizing the ambassador’s notes and I got … I got ...” While Zoe tried to remember the remainder of the phrase Sal walked over to her place at the table and started going through the papers.


  Col watched Sal for a moment with his eyebrow cocked. “Not the sort of work I’d expect from bodyguards.”


  “Sal and I do many jobs. We have nobody else and the work must be done. Come – I will show you to your homes.” She walked past them and back out the front door, with Col and Lyss following closely behind pausing only to gather up their packs.


  When they reached the grass, Zoe stopped and pointed at one of the little houses. “The ambassador,” she pointed to another house, “Sal,” her hand moved again, “and me. You may each choose from the other homes.”


  The glaring omission piqued Col’s curiosity. “If the ambassador lives over there, then who lives in the big house?”


  “We do. We all do.”


  Col was utterly perplexed but recognition flashed in Lyss’ mind. “Oh! That’s the common house.” She looked at Col and his face clearly conveyed that he had no idea what she was talking about. “It’s set up like an elfin family would live. Everybody gets their own little space to sleep, but the common house is where the family comes to be together and to have their meals. Everybody in the family is responsible for it.”


  Col shrugged, not really understanding and pointed to one of the nearby unoccupied houses. “I guess I’ll take that one. Sounds like the common house is a pretty big deal, and that’s the closest house.”


  Lyss looked around and pointed at a vacant house next to Zoe’s. “I guess I’ll take that one, if you don’t mind being my neighbor?”


  Zoe nodded. “Please take a moment to unpack. Meet me here in an hour dressed for guard duty.” She smiled and retreated into the common house, leaving Col and Lyss standing alone in the courtyard.


  “An hour to unpack everything?” Lyss asked.


  “They’re paying handsomely for our time, kid. You can’t really blame them for wanting to get what they paid for.” He adjusted the heavy pack on his shoulder. “I guess for now just unpack the essentials. We’ll be here for a while so there’s no rush.”


  Lyss was pleasantly surprised when she opened the door to her new temporary home. Even though nobody was living in it at the moment (and as far as she figured, nobody had lived in it for years) it was in good repair and clean. The main room had a small table with a few chairs, some shelves, a few cabinets along the wall and a small wood-burning stove in the corner with a kettle on top which was probably just as much for heat as it was for the occasional cup of tea. The inner room was clearly just for sleeping with a large bed that could easily fit two people flanked by two nightstands, a large trunk at the foot of the bed, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe. It even had a few things she would’ve thought of as being superfluous – namely a full-length mirror, a plush armchair and a writing desk – but this being a diplomatic compound it made sense that appearances and correspondence would both be important for the occupants. Everything in the apartment was sized for elves – just a little bit too tall, the bed a little bit too long.


  Lyss was already dressed for a fight, so she spent the hour unpacking her clothes at least, knowing that the finery she was now saddled with should be hanging up in the wardrobe instead of crammed into her pack. She then explored her little space in greater detail, happy to find candlesticks and holders in a drawer in the front room since the days were starting to get dark earlier. Outside she admired the flower gardens in front of her cottage and Zoe’s. Both houses had a beautiful display of red roses, matching the embroidery on Zoe’s jacket. Lyss was willing to bet at this point that the ambassador’s house and Sal’s house would be a riot of blue irises and yellow daffodils respectively in the spring.


  Greymane’s book noted that elves wore clothing decorated with flower patterns and that their culture put heavy emphasis on plants and flowers but he never mentioned the flowers having any social significance. He didn’t even mention what types of flowers they grew either. Maybe he just didn’t know enough about plants to distinguish one flower from another.


  Behind her cottage she found a small copse of apple trees which were bearing their golden fruit. She plucked one off a branch, gave it a quick shine on her shirt and took a bite and then waited in front for Zoe and Sal to come out of the common house and out onto the green.


  All four of them assembled in a part of the field where the grass was worn down from frequent use. “I assume this is where you train and spar ...” Col said toward both Zoe and Sal as he approached. His idea of dressing for combat was exactly how he was dressed when she met him several months ago in the basement of a slaver’s ring – leather boots and pants, a loose white linen shirt, leather jerkin and leather bracers with a pair of knives belted to his hip. She was dressed in the same homemade practice garb she’d worn when they broke out, which made the whole thing a bit nostalgic.


  Sal looked them up and down and seemed somewhat displeased with what she saw, muttering a few choice comments to Zoe who replied with a somewhat exasperated tone. The reply made Sal angry but she seemed to swallow it so she could eke out a slightly cowed reply, including the full name L’diyah Zoentielle. Lyss caught that – and combined with Sal’s reaction at the pub she started to wonder if it was something more than a simple title. Had she offended them when she used it that night? Is that why she got so animated?


  Zoe closed her eyes and took a deep breath to shed the weight of the small argument before opening her eyes and turning her attention to Lyss and Col. “We have had some disagreement about the two of you. We need the … more protection and we won’t be able to get more of our kind into the kingdom for some time. Using humans is our only choice.”


  Lyss was a little upset about the reminder that they didn’t really want her there – that her fascination in them wasn’t returned. However, Col immediately saw the deeper meaning behind the statement. “Sal would rather you hire nobody than hire humans, I take it? And she’s in charge of the ambassador’s safety so it really should be her decision – but you outrank her and forced her to take us on.”


  Zoe translated for Sal, the both of them looking pretty surprised, and then they went back and forth a few times before Zoe replied “Sal was outvoted. There was no rank involved in the decision. All of our safety is involved, so we all get a voice.” Col made note that the reply didn’t contest the idea that Zoe outranked Sal.


  Sal muttered something to Zoe, prompting her to speak. “Oh yes. We need to understand how you fight so Sal can decide how to use you. We also need to see if you need training to … fill your voids?” She seemed very unsure of the last turn of phrase.


  “Fill in the gaps,” Col offered.


  “Yes. Fill in the gaps. You will be first Col. Lyss, come with me.” She walked over to the edge of the clearing while Sal used a series of gestures to get Col to stand in a specific spot before drawing a one-handed sword with a slightly curved blade. She said something toward Zoe. “I will translate for Sal. Col, draw your weapons. The two of you will spar so we can get a measure of your skill.”


  Sal, through Zoe, added “Because you do not wear armor for combat, she has decided to go easy on you. When you hear the word iich you may attack.”


  “Iich?” Col asked.


  “It means go.” Lyss added, which brought a smirk to Zoe’s face.


  Col nodded and turned his attention back to Sal, who was in a relaxed but ready stance. “Iich!” she commanded but Col waited for her to make the first move, circling around with his knives at the ready. When it was clear she wasn’t going to get him to attack Sal moved forward with fluid and elegant strikes. Col parried each with his knives but she chained them together one after the other, tiring him out until she landed a strike across his mid-section, leaving a light gouge in his thick leather jerkin.


  Sal backed away and returned to her initial position and got into a ready stance. Col did the same and then she shouted “iich” and they went again.


  Zoe leaned toward Lyss and said quietly “I did not expect to meet any humans who knew any of our words, much less a …” At first Lyss thought Zoe was hunting for the appropriate translation but when she tore her eyes away from Col’s failing attempts to stave off the well-trained and experienced Sal she saw that Zoe’s cheeks had turned bright pink.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I apologize. I did not mean to reference your rank. I understand your people are sensitive about the topic.”


  Lyss’ face turned sour and she immediately thought of the unread note from Miette sitting in her pack and how quickly she was forced to give up her new friend. “I don’t care about my class nearly as much as everybody around me seems to. To be plain: I know I’m dirt and I was okay with being dirt until everybody started pointing it out, L’diyah.”


  Zoe cringed at the use of her own title with such rancor. Her own people would never treat the word that way and she could only guess at whether Lyss had truly figured out its meaning yet or if she had just taken a lucky guess. Nevertheless, she couldn’t think of a way to respond that wouldn’t make matters worse so she turned her attention back to Col and Sal. Col was picking himself up off the ground one more time while Sal returned to her ready position. She shouted something over to Zoe, who relayed “this is your last chance. If you want to impress, now is the time.”


  “I’m impressed I’m still standing, aren’t you?” Col’s effortless good humor and exaggerated shrug were a distraction to hide the fact that he sheathed one of his knives and pulled a glass vial from a pouch on his belt.


  “You are still standing because she is holding back.” Zoe reminded him.


  Sal shouted “iich” and their final face-off started. Surprisingly, he sprang forward at a full sprint instead of being cautious and when Sal cocked a smirk and dropped into a defensive posture he loosed the vial. The fragile glass shattered on impact with her chest erupting into a large, but ultimately harmless ball of flame.


  Sal staggered back at the frightening display but Col continued to charge at her in full-force, using his weight advantage to tackle her to the ground. Despite the shock, Sal maintained her grip on the sword and by the time Col positioned himself on top of her with his knife at her throat, her sword tip was poking dangerously into his unprotected armpit.


  “I guess we’ll call this one a draw.” He said, which Zoe dutifully translated for Sal, whose face relaxed as she dropped her sword. Her reply translated as “you can stay.”


  Zoe patted Lyss on the back which she took as a cue to trade places with Col. “You shouldn’t have held back,” she muttered as they passed.


  “Those concoctions aren’t cheap. I don’t like the idea of wasting them on auditions.”


  Lyss took up her position, drawing her sword and dagger and getting into her ready stance. She only noticed then how similar Sal’s stance was to both hers and Wyster’s and how different this felt to her handful of skirmishes with bandits and thieves. Suddenly Wyster’s comments about her reading Greymane’s travel log made a lot of sense. Know your enemy indeed.


  Sal called “iich” and Lyss sprang forward leading with her sword only, letting loose with an assortment of thrusts and swipes, each one elegantly parried, dodged or countered. It was exactly as she remembered from her daily sparring with the old man, except Sal was faster, lighter and taller. The only deficiency Lyss could find was that the elf, despite appearing to be a prime physical specimen, was noticeably weaker than the old man.


  Zoe stood at the edge with her mouth hanging open seeing Lyss fight for the first time. She managed to mutter to Col “where did she learn to fight like that?”


  Col shrugged. “It’s something to watch, isn’t it? She moves like no sword fighter I’ve ever seen.”


  As Lyss tired from the assault, Sal shifted the balance and went on the attack and Lyss had to shift into parrying and dodging.


  “Now you’ve seen two,” Zoe remarked to Col as they watched Sal return every attack one-for-one.


  Lyss had had a few scrapes since leaving home and she’d kept up with her training, but it felt good to be sparring with someone who really knew what they were doing again. After about ten minutes dancing back and forth she could see her opponent suffering from the same fatigue she felt in her muscles but Sal’s patience appeared to be unshakable. She was, after all, trying to take Lyss’ measure, not defeat her in combat.


  They couldn’t go on like that forever, though, so Lyss decided to change tack and bring the dagger into play. Just as the old man taught her, she parried her opponent with her dagger while thrusting forward with the sword.


  Even though she slowed her motions to avoid the risk of gutting her opponent, Sal only barely managed to dodge the strikes. Judging by how much improvisation Sal had to do, it was clear that what the old man taught her wasn’t purely elfish swordplay. Either he’d blended it with some other style or he’d added his own embellishments.


  Dripping with perspiration and breathing heavily the two circled each other one last time. They were both running out of steam and Lyss was ready to bring this to a close. She considered her options and decided on a showy, aggressive move Wyster had taught her, hoping that the grandiose motions would confuse Sal.


  She dashed forward and began the twirling motion that would lead to two sword strikes in rapid procession – one high to deflect her opponent’s blade up and away and then, following through with the spin, a second strike low after Sal’s defenses had been neutralized.


  Unfortunately, this was not one of Wyster’s embellishments and Sal read the move immediately. Instead of parrying the high strike she dipped low and swept Lyss’ feet right out from under her. Because she was mid-spin Lyss wasn’t able to break her fall when she hit the ground it forced all the air out of her lungs.


  Sal stood over her and tapped her cheek with the flat of her blade before sheathing the sword. She helped Lyss up to a standing position and once Lyss’ blades were sheathed, Sal slapped the girl on the back of the head and said something angry full of unintelligible vocabulary. “That was for disrespecting the goddess of winter,” Zoe called out from the edge of the sparring ring, somewhat unhelpfully.


  Lyss looked back and forth between Zoe and Sal a few times, waiting for some more explanation but none came. “I don’t understand …”


  “That was part of a sword dance performed at the solstice pyre. It is disrespectful to use it in combat, even sparring. It is also very easy to counter.”


  Sal and Zoe conferred for a moment and then Zoe relayed the meaning. “She says you should not feel bad for making the mistake. It is very common among inexperienced sword fighters since we learn the ceremonial dance at a very young age. Every year she has to correct at least a few new recruits. You both should take an hour to rest and …” she eyed Col who was covered in soil from all the times Sal sent him into the dirt and Lyss who was soaking through her shirt “… get cleaned up. Afterward we will meet in the common house for mid-day meal.”


  Chapter 17: Living With Elves


  Lyss returned to her little cottage with a light step. The elves hadn’t indicated to her or Col that there would be any sort of trial and she was worried that after getting this opportunity it would be yanked out from underneath her. At the very least she had serious doubts she’d be able to get her rented room back after releasing it without some sort of penalty for wasting the landlady’s time. Now, however, she felt secure in her new employment and couldn’t wait to learn more about her employers.


  She fantasized for a moment that she would be required to travel with them back to their homeland but quickly dismissed it. She and Col were there because the elves couldn’t get authorization to bring more of their people, armed and trained for combat, into the kingdom. They would have no trouble filling out their ranks if and when they crossed back into Eltah Nell, so they probably had no need for additional protection there.


  She was surprised to find a metal pail with warm water for washing up waiting when she stepped into the bed chamber. It was thoughtful and made her feel welcome, but as far as she knew the only other living soul in the compound was the ambassador himself and she couldn’t quite picture him running around doing manual labor while they were sparring. Greymane’s journal mentioned that elfish notions of nobility were somewhat different from the kingdom’s rules and customs but he was incredibly vague on the point. Maybe his hosts weren’t willing to explain it all to him, or maybe he wasn’t interested in the topic – but either way he merely noted the discrepancy and moved on entirely.


  After a quick scrub she used up her hour to read through Miette’s letter. She appreciated that her friend tried to explain her efforts with healing magic but didn’t really understand any of the distinctions. To Lyss, all magic was impossible - and there’s really no such thing as “more impossible” or “less impossible.” If you can make one impossible thing possible, why can’t you simply do whatever you want?


  She was thankful for the author recommendation but more so for the included book since she had no idea when she’d be able to go out into the city again, much less find time to stop in at the booksellers. She started in on it and discovered that it was far more detailed than she’d anticipated. She felt incredibly brazen to be reading it in broad daylight and decided to tuck it away for a quiet candle-lit evening.


  She made her way over to the common house a little early since she had nothing better to do and because they hadn’t explicitly told her she couldn’t. Despite being able to reason that she wasn’t doing anything wrong, Lyss opened the front door very sheepishly and slipped in without making a sound.


  She stood in the entryway for a minute waiting for someone to notice her but nobody did. Lyss could hear their voices, speaking in their native tongue of course, coming from deeper within the large house along with shuffling plates and the distinctive sound of vegetables being chopped up. She didn’t need to strain to listen in – they were practically shouting back and forth and as she padded farther it became obvious that they weren’t all in the same room.


  Zoe had returned to the dining room, poring over the same folios and parchments she was reading when Lyss and Col first arrived and so completely absorbed in her reading that she didn’t notice Lyss slip by the open door frame. She continued on down the hallway to the kitchen, where Sal and the ambassador were busily preparing the mid-day meal.


  She watched them for a few minutes as they zipped back and forth, both of them completely at-home in the kitchen. It was a heartening sign. Although Lyss was happy to have found a potential friend in Miette it still disturbed her farmgirl sensibilities whenever she saw the nobility rely so heavily on their servants. Even her young brothers, who weren’t expected to take on domestic duties like she was, could probably cook circles around any given noble in Oshigard.


  She listened a little longer to their conversation despite not comprehending any of it, then she knocked on the door frame to announce her presence. The back-and-forth paused abruptly before the ambassador turned to greet her. “Lyss, it is good to see you again. You are a little early. You can wait in the study if you’d like … unless there was something you needed?”


  It was the tone that struck her first. The ambassador should by all reckoning be the highest ranking person in the compound but he was polite and accommodating. She was his employee now – he could simply order her to wait but he didn’t. Maybe this was just a side-effect of having a job where you spend all your time trying to build relationships.


  “No, there’s nothing I need. I just thought that maybe you’d like some help? I know my way around a stew pot …”


  The ambassador stole a quick glance at his own work and Sal’s before replying “thank you, but no. It seems we are nearly finished here.”


  Lyss’ face turned a little sour at the idea of kicking back while people worked around her. “Maybe I can help Zoe clear the table?”


  The ambassador raised his voice to relay the message to Zoe in the other room, but in their native tongue. There was a bit of discussion back and forth and only a few words Lyss thought she recognized. She caught her own name, “see” and “read.”


  “Yes, she would appreciate the help I’m sure,” the ambassador finally relayed.


  “O – okay,” Lyss stammered as she stepped back down the hall and toward the dining room where she found Zoe scrambling to stack a few of the folios looking distinctly like a kid who got caught with her hand in the cookies.


  “Ah, Lyss … you can …” Zoe looked around and then pointed at a map of the kingdom. “Roll that up and tie it with the ribbon.” Then she quickly darted out of the room with her bundle. Lyss did as requested and then moved on to stacking some of the loose documents into a disheveled pile that made Zoe’s face blanch when she reentered the room. “Please, do not. These need to go in a specific order.”


  Zoe swept in and took Lyss’ place, spreading everything back out again and then pulling them up piece by piece until she had a neat little stack that she placed in an empty folio. There was clearly some system of organization at work here that Lyss couldn’t understand, and it didn’t help that most of the documents were written in an elvish script completely unfamiliar to her. As a result she mostly just stood aside and watched as Zoe did all the work anyway.


  In the end, all Lyss really managed to help with was moving Zoe’s nice, neat stacks out to the study. As they were both walking down the hallway with armloads of paper, Lyss tried to make conversation. “So what is all this paper anyway?”


  “Most of it is correspondence. We have ambassadors in each duchy, including the king’s seat. We keep each other informed. We also must communicate back home regularly. We are not free to do whatever we wish – we must represent our lands.”


  “Lands? Not empire?”


  Zoe shook her head. “One of the reasons we despise Greymane’s journals. What we call our homeland has no direct translation, but Greymane thought it sounded better this way.”


  “And you don’t seem to like it.”


  “Empire implies we are hungry to conquer other people and take their lands. This is the opposite of the truth. We believe our lands to be sacred and that we are a part of them as much as they are a part of us. We are not a part of your lands.”


  “And so you don’t want them.”


  “We do not. Most of my people want us to have very little to do with you humans. They tolerate the work we do because they believe it prevents war. They have no desire for any deeper connection between our peoples.”


  Lyss considered it for a moment. “Is Sal in that camp?”


  “… in that camp …” Zoe rolled the expression over her tongue, apparently attempting to grasp its meaning. “Ah, I see. No, she is not in that camp, or she would not have taken this assignment. If you have noticed disagreement, it is because she believes this city to be more dangerous than the ambassador and I do.”


  “Disagreements like hiring Col and me?”


  “Yes,” Zoe replied flatly. “Col was incorrect in his … summary. The choice wasn’t between human guards and no guards. The choice was between human guards and going home. She believes that our efforts are wasted and, honestly, I think she is longing for home. It is not easy to live in a place where nobody speaks your language. Where people eye you with suspicion everywhere you go.”


  They returned to the dining room to find the ambassador and Sal placing dishes on the now-clear table just as Col breezed in through the front door and joined them in the living room. “Ambassador! Good to see you again. That smells lovely.”


  “Thank you Col. Please, have a seat. We are just about to begin.” The ambassador ducked back into the kitchen and came out with another platter and placed it in the middle of the table. Sal and Zoe were already beginning to pile their plates with the assorted foods. “Please, help yourselves. As you can see we don’t stand on ceremony when it’s just us.”


  Lyss was unfamiliar with the prepared dishes so she took a little of each and sat down next to Zoe. Col was across the table with Sal, who didn’t look entirely comfortable with the arrangement, and he copied what she had on her plate as to avoid any unintentional offense. “So,” he said, “I assume you were satisfied with our performance this morning?”


  Zoe translated for Sal and Sal scoffed and muttered something unfriendly. “On the whole, we are satisfied,” said the ambassador in his diplomatic tone, “however we have decided that Sal will work with both of you to become more effective fighters. Sal assumes that you were not properly tutored …”


  “That’s correct,” Col admitted. “I, uh, learned from my peers and from experience.”


  “And Lyss – your tutor appears to have adapted our style, but in doing so they’ve given you a few bad habits that must be broken.”


  Lyss stared down at her plate and simply nodded, suddenly a little queasy at the mention of her tutor. She spent most of the meal doing more or less the same. Col, with his gift of gab, had a splendid conversation with the ambassador about all facets of the city’s politics – a topic on which she was far too ignorant to wade in and start swapping opinions.


  Instead she spent most of the meal listening intently to Sal and Zoe as they spoke in their native tongue. The more she listened the more her ears attuned to it and it became easier to pick out sounds and words. She wasn’t learning any new vocabulary so much as she was starting to build associations to the words she’d learned from Greymane’s journal and the sounds actually spoken.


  She did manage to pick up Sal’s real name, Isalenne, and commit it to memory. Lyss thought it was a beautiful name, though far too delicate to describe what she’d seen of the somewhat brusque woman.


  Over the next few weeks all fell into a new rhythm. Lyss woke early to tend to her exercise regimen, and soon Col was encouraged to join to get his stamina and strength up. The rest of the morning was devoted to training.


  Col was starting to show some reasonable form and discipline. With a few more weeks he could probably hold his own in a street fight without needing to resort to tricks or diversions. Lyss, on the other hand, was fighting against her well-worn bad habits and having a harder time making progress. Whenever she got dispirited, Col would remind her that the reason her steps forward seemed so small was that she had so much less distance to cover.


  Lyss picked up a lot more of the language from Sal. They weren’t to the point where they could converse, but Sal could give orders, instructions and advice in her native tongue and be met with compliance. Sure, Col still needed things translated from time to time, but as a whole they no longer worried about working together in an emergency situation.


  Meals going forward were a lot like that first one, with Col and the ambassador breaking out into their own political and philosophical debates and Zoe and Sal having a sidebar entirely in elfish with Lyss listening in. The ambassador tried a few times to include her but there was no hiding how much more uncomfortable it made her to be asked her opinion about the affairs of nations.


  Unlike that first day, Lyss and Col were now expected to chip in preparing meals and cleaning the common house. It was apparently quite the turnabout for Col, who lived alone in a relatively bare apartment and ate every meal in a pub. Even the lesser noble upbringing he was privileged to receive meant never having to learn how to cook or clean. For Lyss, it made the place feel like home.


  Despite their having been hired for guard duty, afternoons were largely leisure time. The elves relied on the stone walls surrounding their compound for security which whittled potential threats down to just a few. Opening the gate to receive a delivery only took a few moments, and they only needed one person to patrol the wall and look out for any who might surreptitiously scale it and attack – easy enough work when you have three people to take turns.


  The only other possible threat was from an invading force breaking down the gate or toppling the wall, but in that scenario fighting back would be no use.


  And so whenever she didn’t have patrol duty Lyss spent her time in the library of the common house reading the romance novel Miette sent her and flipping through volumes of elfish script that she couldn’t understand.


  She wasn’t trying to spy on Zoe and the ambassador exactly but they were quick to assume she couldn’t understand them and so they didn’t try to guard their conversations whenever she was in the house. A lot of it was still completely indecipherable but Lyss was getting comfortable with the flow and the rhythm of it and she could usually understand the sentence construction if not the meaning. She had pretty much all of the common connecting words down pat but she didn’t have the vocabulary to follow whatever topics they were discussing.


  “It’s puzzling, isn’t it?” Col asked quietly as he dropped into the chair next to her one afternoon, nodding toward the other room where the ambassador and Zoe were having another spirited debate. “I know an eavesdropper when I see one,” he added with a wink.


  Lyss felt her cheeks redden slightly but she responded quietly to make sure she wouldn’t be overheard. “You can understand them?”


  “Oh no, not a word. It’s all gibberish to me.”


  Lyss just looked at him with a puzzled expression.


  Col eventually gave in and explained. “Don’t listen to what they’re saying, listen to how they talk. Zoe is assertive, opinionated. She speaks with conviction. The ambassador, who’s nominally in charge here, replies with deference. It certainly doesn’t sound like he outranks her, does it?”


  Lyss listened to a few more snippets and replied “maybe he’s just really polite?”


  “No, I don’t think so. When he speaks to us, it’s an act. He puts on this diplomatic voice to put us at ease. That doesn’t surprise me – he probably uses the same tone for all humans. But that’s not the tone he’s taking with her. It’s not friendly, it’s compliant.”


  “I don’t know …” Lyss listened some more and she thought she could pick up the intonation Col was referring to but then again maybe she just thought she heard it because of his suggestion.


  “Zoe’s a bit of a mystery. It was clear on the first day that she wasn’t just another guard. I thought maybe she was the ambassador’s secretary or scribe, or maybe even an apprentice. But now … I think she represents some part of their government.”


  Lyss was only half listening to Col before, but now he had her complete attention. She knew L’diyah was a title of some sort, but she hadn’t quite pieced together what it was yet and that missing bit of knowledge was eating at her. Maybe Col had figured out some clue?


  “Think about it,” he explained, “you’ve got the ambassador here to represent his people and to interface with the local nobility but he can’t make commitments or decisions on behalf of his government. And relying on a messenger to send a note back to the elfin lands would make everything interminably long. Wouldn’t it be more effective to send someone with the ambassador who has some limited decision-making ability? Somebody who could back up the ambassadors promises?”


  “Why not just give the ambassador that power?”


  Col shrugged. “Don’t know why they don’t – but I know they don’t. You haven’t been listening to our conversations over dinner but the ambassador has been pretty forthcoming describing his job and his duties.”


  Their routine was disrupted a few days later when they received a very important visitor for lunch, Prince Edward. Most of the morning Lyss and Col were tasked with tending the grounds and cleaning the common house, while the ambassador, Sal and Zoe worked in the kitchen preparing a collection of delectable meals. About an hour before lunch Lyss and Col were called into the kitchen where they grabbed a quick standing meal with Sal and Zoe before laying out the finer foods for the ambassador and the prince.


  While they worked, the ambassador explained how the meeting would commence. He and the prince would sit at opposite ends of the dining table to share a meal, each flanked by their own entourages who would stand behind them while they had their meeting. Zoe was permitted to give him information and assistance during the meeting, as would the prince’s top aide be allowed to assist him but everybody else would remain silent. Once his explanation was completed he dismissed them to change into formal dress.


  Sal greeted the royal procession at the front gate and Zoe escorted them from their coach to the library where the prince would wait a few moments before the ambassador came in to greet him. This contrivance was, of course, to allow Sal time to make her way back to the common house.


  The ambassador ushered Prince Edward into the dining room, followed by five guradsmen and one additional man who must, by process of elimination, be his top aide. It took every ounce of restraint Lyss had to remain standing and stoic instead of genuflecting. As he stepped in he quickly eyed Lyss, Col, Zoe and Sal and smirked. “Ambassador Falafandiehl, these are the shortest elves I’ve ever seen.”


  The ambassador let out a great nearly-convincing belly laugh. “Very funny, your highness. No, I’m afraid this city has become more hostile recently, and getting approval for additional guards from back home will take some time so I’ve decided to hire some local help.” He gestured toward the table and the both of them took their seats at opposite ends.


  “I wonder,” the prince said casually as he buttered a roll, “was this truly for protection, or were you simply running out of patience at seeing our project set back over and over again?”


  “Elves are a patient people. I would not want to rush such things. However, we are happy to share our culture with any of your subjects who care to learn.”


  The prince’s ready smile turned into a slight scowl. “I am not so patient, and we humans are not so long-lived. If I want to see our peoples come together in my lifetime, I need this project to move forward again.” The smirk returned as he added “and I think I have an idea how, though I cannot take full credit for it.”


  Both Zoe and the ambassador looked slightly stricken when he said that. “You have been talking about this project with someone?”


  The prince waved his hand dismissively. “Don’t fear – she’s someone I trust, and someone who is known to you. She has insight into both the people of Stonebridge and their count.”


  Zoe smirked and whispered something in the ambassador’s ear.  “Ah, of course,” he replied. “You must mean the viscountess, then.”


  “Was it so obvious?”


  “Highness, you are besotted with the girl. One need only look at your face to know whenever you’re thinking about her – which I’m sure is often.”


  The prince blushed a deep red. “That may well be, but she’s brilliant and I dare say we can trust her. More than we can trust your new hires at the very least.”


  Lyss couldn’t help herself from wincing at that remark. It was true – she was a complete stranger to him, and being a mercenary only made her less trustworthy. But to be assumed faithless by your own royalty stung her pride in a way she would’ve never expected.


  Either Col wasn’t insulted or he was better at hiding it, because he kept his impassive and stoic demeanor unbroken. And if Lyss hadn’t been so wrapped up in her own hurt pride, she would’ve noticed the prince was staring pointedly at Col when he made the remark.


  “Would you like me to dismiss them, highness? Would you be more comfortable?”


  The prince took a deep breath and slipped back to his dismissive affect. “No, no, it’s fine. Let us not get side-tracked.” He went on to explain to the ambassador Miette’s thoughts about spreading the elfin visitors throughout the city of Stonebridge instead of trying to force them into a single contiguous block of housing. They went back and forth for a while trying to identify and hammer out issues of security and timing, all the while Zoe and the prince’s aid took furious notes for the historical record.


  Winter would be coming soon and getting volunteers to travel between the kingdoms during the icy months would be more difficult, and it was questionable whether they’d be able to secure housing or make arrangements for volunteers in time. They settled on proposing to the count that they aim to have volunteers make the trek after the spring thaw.


  “Oh, one more thing,” the prince said as he called over his top aide. The aide pulled an envelope out of his vest and walked to the mid-point of the room, where he handed it to Zoe who brought it back to the ambassador. The middle of the room, near as Lyss could tell, was like some sort of symbolic border – and crossing the border would be an insult to the other side. “The Count of Stonebridge is holding a ball, two weeks hence. As I was in the neighborhood …”


  “Yes, a happy coincidence. I wonder, would you have delivered this if I had not agreed to your plan?”


  “You wound me ambassador,” the prince said jokingly. “If you had not agreed I would’ve simply used the ball to make my case a second time.” The prince leaned back with an easy grin on his face, but quickly glanced up at Lyss and Col. “It might do well for you to provide your new hires with elfin garb, I think. It would avoid confusion.” He nodded at Lyss. “Though I must say that green is your color, my lady.”


  Lyss blushed deeply. Without thinking she nodded her head at Col and said “he says I look like a rose bush,” then gasped and covered her mouth with her hand while the red in her face only deepened.


  The prince smiled broadly and a few of his men fought to stifle a chuckle. “Yes, I see it now. The resemblance is uncanny.” The prince rose to his feet and everybody seated quickly followed suit. “On that note …” he nodded toward Lyss, who now covered her face with her hand completely mortified, “… I’m afraid I must depart. I have several more meetings I must attend this afternoon, and somewhere along the way I’m going to have to find time to get some real work done.”


  After all the parting words were exchanged and the prince had left the grounds, Lyss rushed to apologize to the ambassador, but he held up his hand to forestall her. “It is all right. Prince Edward takes a casual approach to protocol.”


  “But not every noble does,” Zoe added, “he is a special case. Goading servants and guards into breaking protocol seems to be one of the prince’s favorite sports. It can be … tiring.”


  After the meeting, Lyss and Col changed out of their formal wear and returned to the common house to assist with the cleaning. All three elves were chattering away and Lyss was now comfortable enough with the language to know that they were talking about the Prince’s suggestion to dress their human employees in elfin clothing.


  Predictably, Zoe was in favor of it, Sal was adamantly opposed and the ambassador was willing, but not passionate about it either way. They spoke about Col wearing the ambassador’s colors and then arguing about whose colors Lyss should wear. Sal absolutely refused to have Lyss dressed in her colors, calling it an insult to family, but she was just as angry at the notion that she might wear Zoe’s colors. Eventually Zoe put her foot down and it was decided.


  Zoe explained the situation herself, which cleared a few things up. The designs and colors on their clothing served as a sort of coat of arms, with the flowers and colors signifying different great noble houses. They wouldn’t be able to get new garments made for Col or Lyss within the two weeks, so the ambassador and Zoe would each sacrifice one outfit to be altered to fit the shorter and bulkier humans.


  Lyss decided not to ask too many questions. She wasn’t quite sure she wanted to let on that she understood as much of the conversation as she did. Instead, over the next two weeks she spent her mornings training, her afternoons eavesdropping and her evenings reading and looking forward excitedly to seeing her friend Miette again.


   


  Chapter 18: The Ball


  Miette had thrown herself so completely into her studies that when she received her next letter from Lyss she was shocked to realize that it had been nearly a month since she sent her last communique.


  
    Dear Miette,


    Thank you very much for the book and the recommendation. Col and I have taken on a new job and it hasn’t left me any time to visit the bookseller, but I’ve been reading the novel you included in the last letter. I am enjoying it but I must confess that it’s slightly embarrassing to admit that I’m enjoying it.


    The job we’ve taken is providing full-time security for something like a noble family. It’s a good job. It pays well, our employers are kind and I’m learning so much from living with them.


    I don’t want to give away too much. I can’t wait to see the surprise on your face when we step into your family’s house at the ball!


    I know protocol dictates that we should not speak to each other at the event, but I hope we can find a minute or two in private to catch up anyway.


    I have so much to tell you – so if we don’t speak, expect my next letter to be a long one.


    Your friend,
 Lyss

  


  Miette read over the letter two more times, but fixated on the word ball. There was to be a ball. She was hosting a ball.


  She noisily stormed into her father’s study, slamming the door behind her which startled him away from the ledger he had engrossed himself in that afternoon.


  “What is this?” she demanded, holding the letter up for him to see. “We’re having a ball? Were you ever going to tell me?”


  The count crossed his arms and sat back I his chair, as though he were waiting for this. “You are too smart to be surprised by this, my girl. If I had told you sooner you would have objected. Now, it is too late to cancel.”


  Miette tried to cross her arms to mimic his rigid expression but she couldn’t quite get the prosthetic to go where she wanted it to go and it somewhat blunted the effect. “And when exactly is this event to take place?”


  “In three days. And, for the record, I intended to tell you tomorrow.”


  “Fine,” she scowled, “but I refuse to dance.”


  The count pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration. “One of these days, Miette, you will need to take that leap of faith. But for now … we are hosting. We will find some way to keep you busy, but you must at least converse with the suitors. I’ll not have you embarrass our family by shunning our guests.”


  She chewed her bottom lip for a second trying to formulate some sort of rebuttal but failing to come up with anything she gave her father a curt nod before turning on her heel and storming back upstairs to her own room.


  She sat at the edge of the bed and brooded for a bit, indulging her own anger and trying her best not to admit that it all orbited around Prince Edward. These events were as much political as they were social and this one in particular would be a perfect smoke-screen for the scheme Prince Edward had discussed with her in the library. He already said that he intended to rope her into the planning, and that meant avoiding him at the party would be more or less impossible.


  The agonizing truth she couldn’t ignore is that she loved him as much as he seemed to love her and it pained her to push him away. And it frustrated her endlessly that he wasn’t capable of taking the hint when she did. It was hard enough to try to encourage him to move on without having to do it all over again every time their paths crossed.


  The next three days passed in a too-fast blur as Miette tried wrap herself in her magical studies to blot out the world, but her mother kept tapping her for the considerable amount of work that went into preparing the manor for a ball. Before she knew it she had to trade her day clothes for an elegant blue and white ballgown and make her way down to the coach circle to join her parents in greeting their most punctual guests.


  Her aversion to these events was newly-acquired, of course, and owed entirely to her injury. Before fate intervened she enjoyed these big social gatherings, and she immediately fell into old patterns of small talk and wit. Internally she stiffened her resolve not to dance, but she couldn’t lie to herself anymore by pretending like she didn’t miss it. She also started making a mental roster of guests too old to dance who might provide her with good conversation throughout the night so that she could find ways to stay busy and save face.


  None of that preparation mattered much once Prince Edward showed up. Before she could stop him, he seized her right hand  and knelt down to kiss her knuckles. “My lady, what a pleasure it is to see you again.” He straightened up but didn’t release her hand.


  “And it is a pleasure to see you as well, your highness.” In such an open setting with her parents present she couldn’t exactly tell him to release her. He was pulling social rank and he knew it.


  “I wanted to continue our conversation from the library tonight, if you wouldn’t mind.” He said this while raising his eyebrows as though he were imparting some sort of hidden meaning. Miette couldn’t help but roll her eyes – they’d only spoken once in the library. There’s no way she wouldn’t know what he was talking about. “Perhaps we could take a stroll through the gardens before the sun sets …” he directed the suggestion more towards Miette’s parents since, prince or not, he still wanted to be a respectful courtesan.


  “Why yes, of course!” the count answered too quickly to give Miette any chance of a figuring a way out of it. “We look forward to catching up with you inside later.” He reached his arm over and all but pushed Miette forward into Edward’s embrace.


  True to his word he led her far from any potential eavesdroppers before breaking the silence between them. “I think your father wins no awards for subtlety tonight,” he mused.


  “Don’t think him ambitious, your highness. He’s not so much concerned with marrying into royalty as he’s concerned with making sure I find someone, anyone, to marry.”


  “How cross would he be if he knew it was you who continually rebuffed me?”


  Miette didn’t respond. Instead she kept her gaze upon the ground and kicked at the pebbles on the footpath as they strolled along.


  Edward could tell he wasn’t going to get anywhere by continuing this thread of conversation so he decided to switch topics. “I brought your suggestion to the ambassador and he seemed receptive to spreading his people throughout Stonebridge. There are still details to work out but we’re going to discuss it with your father tonight.”


  Miette nodded. “That’s good. I expect he’ll have his own concerns, but it’s a start.”


  “I want you there when we meet. This was your idea, and you are just as much a part of Stonebridge as your father.”


  “I don’t know about that. I spend most of my time with my mother here in Oshigard. I’ve set my mind to learning magic, and she’s set hers on finding me a suitor. When my father conducts business it’s my brothers who accompany him – it’s the two of them who are back in Stonebridge running the affairs of the county while he’s here for the ball.”


  “Nevertheless – it was your idea and you deserve credit.”


  Miette chewed her bottom lip and said “I’ll come, but only if my father doesn’t object. If you care about me at all, you won’t pit me against my family.”


  Edward started his retort but just then one of his many footmen approached to alert him that Reginald, Duke of Southfield had arrived. Edward loathed the man, but he had his diplomatic relationships to maintain so he escorted Miette back toward the receiving line.


  In her mind, Miette was completely adamant that she couldn’t be with Edward, and because of that she often thought of the duke as a potential consolation prize. He was always kind and attentive with her. Perhaps he was a little overzealous when the swords came out back in Fallsford, calling for Lyss to make quick work of dumb, drunk Gregory, but she could imagine making a life with a man like him.


  It was quite a blow then to rejoin the receiving line just in time to greet the duke and his new fiancee. The woman on his arm was beautiful – tall and lithe with snow-white skin and silky black tresses flowing to the small of her back. She walked with a rail-straight posture and her chin lifted up so she could look down her nose at everybody. It would’ve seemed pretentious on anybody else, but instead she gave off the illusion that she actually was floating above them all.


  “Miette, how wonderful it is to see you again.” The duke laid his charm on thick, no more or less friendly than he had ever been with her. “I enjoyed our discussion about the principles of magic so much last time that I was hoping we could pick up where we left off again tonight.”


  “Yes … yes your highness.” Miette was a little dumbfounded. She thought she had a real rapport with the man – was it all an illusion?


  “I was telling my fiancee Alyssa all about it and I’m sure that she too would love to hear more.” Alyssa gave Miette a polite smile but said nothing.


  “In that case I look forward to all three of us meeting up inside. Please, make yourself at home.” Miette said with a small curtsy, hoping to end the awkward meeting as soon as possible. Edward led the duke away talking about some concerns the king had about transporting goods to and from the duchy and once they were out of sight Miette felt her mother’s hand rest lightly on her shoulder.


  “It is unfortunate,” the countess said half to herself, “but there will be other suitors. Perhaps you’ll even meet someone you like tonight.”


  Miette excused herself and went inside to find something to drink and perhaps a quiet corner to hide in. She knew the house well so she’d already mentally chosen the window bench to retreat to. She took a seat and used her magic to extinguish a few of the candles around her so she could have some shadows to hide in while she watched the nobles mix and mingle.


  For the next half-hour or so she observed them. She tried to tell herself that this wasn’t a loss worth mourning as she never really had the duke to begin with. And, she reminded herself, she’d already decided to give up on finding a suitor and instead pursue the life of a sorceress. But even as she reminded herself of these facts, she couldn’t help locking her gaze on the young nobles as they paired off and flitted about the dance floor hand-in-hand.


  The trance was finally broken by a mild commotion at the front of the hall. Miette glanced over for to see what was happening and spied the elfish ambassador and his two guards head-and-shoulders above the other guests. Even without the height they would’ve stuck out immediately with their pastel-colored hair and stark white suits. She’d met them on numerous occasions as they were regular guests of the count’s but the other guests seemed to run the gamut from fascinated to shocked by their attendance.


  She followed them with her eyes as they slowly made their way into the room and only then did Miette spy two additional guards in the tell-tale white attire, and then another moment still before she recognized Col and Lyss. Lyss had already spotted Miette from across the room and flashed her a great big smile, but couldn’t move away from the ambassador’s side.


  Miette’s heart lifted at the sight of her friend and she got to her feet, smoothed her skirt and started making her way through the crowd toward the ambassador. She didn’t have anything to say to the man but she was sure she’d be able to find some idle chit-chat that would allow her to spend some time in the company of friends.


  “Ambassador, welcome to my home,” she bowed her head slightly as a show of respect, but the motion also allowed her to flash a quick smile at Lyss.


  “It is a lovely home, viscountess, and I’m gratified to see you up and about tonight. We feared the worst after hearing about your attack and subsequent convalescence last fall.”


  This sent a jolt of ire through Miette as she imagined nobles talking about her behind her back. “I would think that an ambassador wouldn’t trade in such gossip.”


  “I’m aware of the wild and spectacular rumors concerning you, of course, but I choose only to believe what I’ve learned from your father, and my impression at the time was that he was extremely worried for you.”


  Miette felt her cheeks turn pink as she realized she’d assumed the worst of the ambassador. She stayed and made small talk with him for a while longer, occasionally stepping back to allow the ambassador to conduct his own business of glad-handing and bridge-building with the other nobles in attendance.


  In one of these moments she noticed that the duke was looking right at her, somewhat displeased. “Curses.” Miette covered her mouth at the outburst.


  “Is something the matter child?”


  “I am sorry, ambassador, but I will have to cut this conversation short. I may have promised the duke and his fiance a primer on the principles of magic.” She broke away and carved a path through the crowd to the duke, who now wore a sort of smug grin.


  For what seemed like an eternity she entertained the duke’s child-like inquisition as his fiance sighed and scanned the room disinterestedly. Miette realized that night that he was always fascinated by the topic, not by her. She was never a potential partner for him, just a glorified textbook patiently walking him through these remedial topics point by point.


  “Reginald, where are your manners? You’ve kept our host to yourself and talking for nearly an hour.” Prince Edward elbowed his way into the conversation, handing Miette a glass of water for which her parched throat was truly thankful.


  “Your royal highness – we were having a lovely conversation about …”


  Edward cut the duke off and continued as if he’d said nothing at all. “This is her party, and the first one in a long while. The least we can do is allow her to enjoy it.”


  “Yes … of course.” It was a strange sight for Miette to see the normally confident – even borderline arrogant – duke cowed by one of the only people in the kingdom who outranked him. “Perhaps, my lady, we can continue this conversation at some later time?”


  Edward put his hand on the small of Miette’s back, which surprised her at first, but ultimately bolstered her confidence enough to contradict the duke. “I am afraid your highness has already exhausted much of my knowledge on the topic,” she lied. “I am only a student, but I can recommend several professors from Whitehall who could give you a much more comprehensive overview if you’d like.”


  The duke glanced quickly at Edward who held his gaze with a somewhat stern expression. “I … yes, that would be most helpful, viscountess.”


  Edward whisked Miette away and they made their way around the floor talking to assorted nobles with which the prince had business. At first he did most of the talking but he seemed intent on including her in the assorted conversations, asking her opinions on all sorts of diplomatic and logistical problems between counties and duchies.


  As they excused themselves from the shockingly petty complaints of one count he leaned toward her and said softly “for all of your protests, you’re making a fine princess tonight.”


  A pall fell over Miette’s face at the reminder of what she couldn’t have. “Perhaps what you want is a diplomat, or a scribe, your highness.”


  “What I want, Miette, is to spend the rest of my life with you by my side – just like this.”


  She missed her opportunity at a retort when they arrived at their next stop and made nice with another set of minor nobles. Edward used his power as a representative of the crown to quash petty squabbles and restore the minor losses that they all seemed to have, keeping the peace between the nobles and preventing the kingdom from falling into internecine conflict. Miette was mentally exhausted and she didn’t really notice the way he withdrew the two of them from the crowd and covertly slipped into her father’s study.


  “Always the last to arrive, Edward.” The count stood at the front of his desk, leaned back against it in a half-sit. The ambassador sat on the couch opposite with Zoe at his side, while Sal, Lyss and Col stood behind him. Near the back of the room, almost invisible, was the prince’s most trusted scribe with parchment and quill at the ready.


  The count glanced briefly at Miette and then shot the prince a questioning look. “And you’ve brought my daughter as a date?”


  Edward smirked. “I have indeed – but more importantly we have a matter to discuss and I thought it would only be fitting if I brought the originator of the plan with me to explain it.”


  The count scowled at the prince. “These are dangerous affairs, Edward, and I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to involve my daughter in them.”


  Miette’s stared at her father in disbelief. “Are you serious?” She strode across the room and jabbed her left hand into his chest with him being one of the few people in the room to recognize the significance of the gesture. “In what world am I not already involved? That’s right – I know the attempts on my life were retribution, and I only know that because I overheard you and the prince talking about it. Keeping this secret from me isn’t keeping me safe.” She pointed behind herself at Col and Lyss “They’re the only people in this room keeping me safe.”


  All eyes snapped around to stare questioningly at Lyss and Col. Lyss shuffled her feet nervously under the high ranking gazes locked on her and Col stood his post, completely unreadable.


  “You may speak,” the ambassador prompted Col. “In these meetings we do not worry about protocol.”


  Col explained briefly “we were with the countess and viscountess on the way back from Fallsford. The coach was attacked and we were able to capture four bandits and drive the rest away. Well, us and five more mercenaries, that is. We aren’t that skilled at fighting.”


  Since Zoe was with the ambassador, Lyss did her best to translate for Sal. Even in the few weeks they’d been under the ambassador’s employ Lyss had been absorbing the language like a sponge, but even then the translation was essentially “us, from Fallsford, travel with Miette. Fight men.” Sal nodded, as she’d become quite adept at filling in the missing details from the conversations she mostly missed, then muttered back to Lyss “you’re improving.”


  “The prince has already discussed this idea with me,” the ambassador interjected, trying to return them to the topic at hand. “I did not know its origin but I believed it to be a worthwhile proposal. I think that you should allow him to present it and we can all consider its merits.”


  Seeing that the entire room, more or less, was set against him the count gave in and permitted Edward to go through the outline of the plan, which only took a few minutes. The next half hour or so was devoted to figuring out all of the assorted logistical niggles – which neighborhoods would welcome elfin residents, which had available stalls for artisans and craftspeople, making sure no one elfin family was too isolated from the others, and finding some building to serve as a sort of common house and embassy.


  When they were home in Stonebridge, Miette often ventured out into the town wearing unassuming clothes and without an entourage so she had a better understanding of the situation on the ground than her father. Throughout the conversation she drew shapes in the air with her index finger as though she were consulting a mental map, and soon enough they had several dozen potential apartments and stalls to follow up on.


  Despite all the apparent forward progress, the count’s face slowly turned into a frown. “The only problem now is that we’re now talking about using about ten times the amount of space for this project than we were originally considering. It’s going to be very difficult to ensure your peoples’ safety as they travel the streets of the city with the number of soldiers I have at my disposal. I think I could probably convince Reginald to part with a company of his guards and that’ll get us about halfway there …”


  “We can’t turn to the duke,” Miette said firmly. “His men are connected to the Red Hand and if we ask for volunteers we may be recruiting assassins instead of guardians.”


  Edward looked at her questioningly. “That’s a serious accusation to make, Miette, even behind closed doors.”


  “I … I have my sources.”


  “Sources?” the count scoffed.


  “Sources. Once I overheard that the Red Hand was claiming credit for attacking me I had some people look into it. They discovered that the Red Hand and the guard were closely linked – enough to warn me that I shouldn’t trust any member of the guard.”


  “Who are these people?” Edward asked.


  “People I trust.” Miette defiantly, but carefully, folded her arms and thrust her chin forward, challenging Edward to press the issue.


  After an awkward silence, Zoe broke the tension. “I think we should believe what the viscountess has told us. We have  heard the same from our sources.”


  Edward turned his attention to the elf and cocked his eyebrow. “Your sources?”


  “There are several servants in the noble households of this city who are willing to make friendly conversation – and occasionally pass along a little gossip,” the ambassador said. “It’s remarkable how easily your nobility discount the idea that the army of servants they’ve hired to let them live in comfort are also people. People who hear. People who talk. People who have just as much reason to fear the Red Hand as we do.”


  The prince considered this for a moment and replied “there’s nothing I can do to stop gossip mongers from spreading rumors. But I would be remiss if I didn’t remind you that my father looks very poorly on attempts at espionage.”


  “Of course, your highness.”


  “That still leaves us with the original dilemma – how to provide security for the …” the prince trailed off as a great commotion reached them from the other room. They could hear frantic yelling and shuffling and furniture being knocked about.


  Marcus burst in through the study’s double-doors. “Fire! Quickly, we must evacuate!” He waved his arms as if he could compel the occupants of the room to follow him.


  Col leaned to Lyss and whispered “keep close – this could be a set-up.”


  The whole group moved into the foyer which was already blazing and started heading for the front door. Miette broke form them and held up her right hand, collecting the fire from around the room into a ball. “Go without me! I can quench the fire, but I need time to work.” Her voice was strained with effort and sweat was already beading up on her forehead.


  The count protested but Edward and Marcus were able to drag him bodily out through the front door. Lyss and Col shepherded the ambassador and his entourage out into the fresh night air where they had no choice but to blend in with the crowd of fellow party-goers and servants staring up at the burning building.


  Slowly but surely they could see the flames waning instead of spreading and consuming the structure. True to her word, Miette was steadily quenching the inferno but it was going to take some time yet.


  Col kept them moving through the crowd and out toward the street. Keeping together was difficult in the dense mass of people and Lyss lost sight of him several times as they made their way off the manor’s grounds. Somewhere along the way he seemed to have gotten hurt but he gritted his teeth and pushed through the pain. They didn’t stop until they found themselves safely within the walls of the ambassador’s compound and barred the gate behind them.


  They all took a moment to catch their breaths before the ambassador spoke. “I appreciate your dedication to your craft, Col, but perhaps it was unnecessary to flee.”


  “Oh I wouldn’t say that.” Col pulled his hand away from his side, which was covered in blood. “I think this was meant for you.”


  Chapter 19: Regrouping


  “Set a fire as a distraction, then knife your target in the ensuing evacuation. No points for originality.” Col had been moved to one of the unoccupied houses nearest the main gate and laid out on the bed. With his shirt off they could see that the cut wasn’t life threatening, though it needed to be cleaned and stitched shut.


  This task fell to Sal who appeared to have some experience with field medicine. Lyss asked about it in her broken elfish but all she could make out in the reply was something about an army and soldiers. Whatever the answer was, Sal was apparently experienced enough that the conversation didn’t slow her work one bit and soon enough Col was all set.


  Sal slapped Lyss on the shoulder, then pointed at Col and said “translate.” She kept it simple so there wouldn’t be any failure in communication. “Rest now. Don’t move.” Col would’ve talked back but Sal’s tone left no room for negotiation. “Rest now.” It wasn’t advice, it was an order.


  Sal commanded Lyss to stay and then disappeared out the front door of the small cottage and that was the moment Lyss realized that neither Zoe nor Falafandiehl were present anymore. She assumed they must’ve left as soon as they saw Col would be all right and were probably having a spirited argument in the common house. She wasn’t sure exactly what they would be arguing about but she’d seen them have their disagreements a few times to know that sometimes it didn’t matter. If something set Zoe off, she’d argue with whoever she could find, regardless of how much that person agreed with her.


  “Guess we failed pretty hard tonight.” Lyss sighed and sat back in the armchair she’d dragged over to his bedside, mentally exhausted.


  “On the contrary.” Col’s voice was weak, and he was clearly on the verge of sleep. “There was a real threat, and the ambassador’s still alive. And this? Just a cut. I’ll be fine.” He gave her a weak smile to emphasize the point.


  She patted him on the leg but said nothing, then waited quietly as he dozed off.


  Over the next several days Zoe nursed Col back to the point where he could stand and walk on his own without reopening the wound, leaving the guard work to Lyss and Sal, who were much more adept at it. Soon Col was back to sleeping in his own bed and taking meals in the common house.


  Lyss fell back into training with Sal who pushed her harder than she ever had before. The attempt on the ambassador’s life had breathed a new intensity into the woman who was determined not to allow anything like it to happen again. “We are one less. We must be strong.” The elfish was simple enough for Lyss to catch the meaning, and it was all the explanation she needed from Sal.


  Lyss convinced Col to spend more time with her in the common house as well. She wasn’t lying when she told him it was so he wouldn’t feel lonely or isolated, but she also wanted to be able to watch his health while keeping an ear open for snippets of elfish conversation firing back and forth between their employers. They tried to go back to their normal routines and topics – news and politics from back home, communiques between other ambassadors within the kingdom, and meetings with the assorted nobility of Oshigard – but there was a sort of pall over everything now that transcended language.


  After three weeks cloistered she was finally allowed out into the city for supplies, which gave her a chance to send a letter to Miette and collect her mail, where she found that Miette had already beaten her to the punch. She was pleased find out that Miette was able to quell the fire entirely and that they were able to save her home from it. They would need to hire an army of builders to get it patched up before the winter snows moved in but all things considered it could’ve been much worse.


  Packaged in with the letter as another book, but this time not a story. Miette was impressed with Lyss’ ability to learn the elfin language and she’d dug out a book from her father’s shelves that the ambassador gave to him years ago – a vocabulary book that taught not only hundreds of elfin words, but also how to write in their alphabet. The count could never make heads or tails of it, and the ambassador had no difficulty speaking their language so he couldn’t see the sense in forcing himself to study it. In Lyss’ hands it would certainly find a lot more use.


  Oshigard was blessed with an unusually warm winter that year and the first snows didn’t arrive until just a week before the solstice. Col was much more ambulatory and had even resumed some of his training with Sal in the courtyard. Lyss was becoming more and more fluent by the day and couldn’t hide from her employers that they could no longer speak openly while expecting to keep secrets. Either they would have to find actual privacy or trust her. In the daylight hours she spent time with them and tried to join in on the conversation whenever she could while sneaking the odd elfin-script book out of the library to study by the hearth fire back in her own little cottage.


  Everything seemed to change slightly after the meeting with Prince Edward and the fire. Any notions that Zoe was a part of the ambassador’s protective force were stripped away. Clearly she was just as much of a representative of the elfish empire as he was and this rouse was necessary to get her allowed into the kingdom (since the king only allowed one ambassador and two guards in each of their assorted diplomatic outposts). With Col still recuperating that meant only two guards to protect two targets, even though one of those targets was somewhat covert.


  The Red Hand had been either emboldened, enraged or both after the failed attempt on the ambassador’s life and they moved on to open hostility. Most times they ventured out into the city to take a meeting with a count or baron some goon would attack them.


  Col convinced the ambassador at least to randomize the routes he took through the city and to stay away from choke-points and places where they could be easily ambushed or surrounded.  As a result the attacks were frequently crimes of opportunity – some random member of the Red Hand spotted the ambassador’s procession and took action with no opportunity to plan. The Red Hand, of course, were mostly a bunch of regular folk with a belly full of hate and didn’t stand much of a chance against Lyss’ and Sal’s well-trained blades.


  Their concern was of course to protect the ambassador (and, secretly, Zoe) and not vengeance or bloodlust, but that frequently meant handing a live assailant over to the increasingly begrudging Duke’s Guard, who took each man into custody but loudly doubted the attack was an indication of any sort of coordinated effort and then promised nothing before leaving. Even if Lyss hadn’t seen for her own eyes the overlap between the Duke’s Guard and the Red Hand, it would’ve been fairly difficult to miss from the way they were acting now.


  Despite his need to heal, Col couldn’t sit still and so he became a sort of morale officer for the winter. He put himself in charge of bringing the solstice holidays into the compound. The elves had their own rituals and traditions, and this little patch was their own land – so a full week after the shortest day of the year they had the traditional feast and games celebration. Col somehow managed to get the ambassador to invite his mother, her husband, and their three sons to the compound for the feast and for Lyss, who had never celebrated the solstice without her parents and brothers, it felt a lot like home.


  Lyss found Col’s relationship with his family fascinating. Despite his mother being born noble and marrying a count, Col was born a bastard before the marriage and he held no title. He didn’t resemble his stepfather at all, so Lyss was fairly certain that he was not just born outside of marriage, but also the result of some other relationship entirely. However, in ever other respect these people were his family – his stepfather was just his father, his half-brothers just his brothers.  


  While they were watching the way Col’s family got along, Lyss remarked to Zoe (in Elfish for extra secrecy of course) that she couldn’t understand why he refused to claim his title and rejoin the family. But Zoe had a better mind for these sort of things and she sussed it out pretty quickly. Col wasn’t the count’s blood relation, but he was the eldest son. If he allowed his father to confer upon him the title of viscount, there would be a very real conflict when it came time to talk about inheritance. Col was giving it all up so that he wouldn’t drive a wedge between himself and his brothers.


  All this stuff about nobility and titles and inheritance seemed incredibly silly to Lyss, and she gave Sal a slightly drunken earful about it later that night. Sal mostly just nodded along, either politely agreeing or hoping the verbal barrage would end or just failing to comprehend Lyss’ slurred elfish.


  In mid-winter Col surprised Lyss, first by remembering her birthday from some throw-away conversation they’d had months earlier, but also by marking the occasion with a party at the common house. They all celebrated with sweets and games, but mostly they shelved all the important discussions kingdom/empire relations for a night around the hearth as friends sharing funny stories from back home.


  Lyss overheard later that the party came as a bit of a shock for the elves, who only realized right then and there that when they’d hired Lyss they were entrusting their safety to a sixteen-year-old girl. All three of them seemed to have difficulty figuring human ages from appearance – they could recognize children distinct from adults and adults distinct from the elderly, but with teenagers and young adults they’d be hard pressed to pin anybody down to a specific year. Elves were generally longer-lived than humans as well, and for them sixteen would be squarely in the domain of childhood.


  Eventually the equinox came bittersweet to Oshigard. While most people were reveling in the warmer weather and melting snows, Lyss grew withdrawn and introspective as she approached the anniversary of the day the duke revealed Old Man Wyster as the Black Butcher and executed him for his crimes. She wasn’t very adept at masking her mood, and both Col and Zoe asked her repeatedly what the matter was, but she pushed them away. Only Sal seemed to take the hint and in that difficult time Lyss was happy to share a little companionable silence with her.


   


  Chapter 20: Petty Magic


  Though she was confident in her magic training and skills, Miette never intended to handle the fire all on her own. When she stayed behind she figured she’d keep it at bay as best she could while waiting for reinforcements in the form of Oshigard’s fire brigade.


  The brigade was, in fact, a special detachment of the duke’s guard and they didn’t arrive on the scene until a full hour had elapsed.


  Miette didn’t have to do it all by herself, at least. With her being a student at Whitehall, her father thought it would be a nice gesture to invite the regents to the soiree. One accepted, and when he learned that one of his best students was still inside the building keeping the fire at bay, he rushed around to the back of the structure to tackle it from the other side. After half an hour of sustained effort they were able to collect and dissipate enough of the fire’s energy that the house servants could form a bucket brigade and finish the job.


  The house itself was a mess, and smelled something awful, but they were able to salvage almost all the important books and documents her father stored in the study as well as those secreted away in his chambers upstairs.


  Miette didn’t sleep a wink that first night. Apart from the smell, the house just didn’t feel right anymore and she doubted it ever would again. Prince Edward offered to let her use his private apartment as he would need to leave town that night and report all of this to his father, and she nearly accepted, but ultimately she refused. It felt entirely too personal, and she would either need to vacate or live scandalously with him any time he came to the city on business.


  Within the week they’d come up with a plan – the count and countess would travel to Placis and take up residence in their cottage on the lake for the remainder of winter and into the spring and, unlike most years, they would bring any and all servants who wanted to join them. Miette, intent on continuing her studies, would take up residence in the dormitory at Whitehall. And one of Miette’s brothers would come to Oshigard from Stonebridge, rent an apartment, and oversee the repair and restoration of their manor. If things went according to plan they would likely be able to move back in before the start of the social season.


  It all seemed so neat and easy, but the wheels fell off the wagon about a week after Miette moved into her dorm room. She was already a bit of a wunderkind – remarkably advanced for a second-year student, at least – but now after working side-by-side with one of the regents to quell a massive fire she had attained a sort of legendary status. Some students regarded her with reverie, which meant that they kept their distance and wouldn’t talk to her even on a dare.


  The winter months that followed were especially lonely as the snows fell and forced everybody indoors. Miette’s daily routine had her traveling from her bedroom to the classroom to the dining hall to the library and then back to bed. The only exception to the routine was when she needed a bath, but that meant finding a moment where the dormitory’s communal bath was unoccupied, and that was entirely unpredictable. This isolation was, of course, exactly what she wanted. The more people paying attention to her, the more likely she’d be found out. The students at Whitehall weren’t all part of the elite social scene, but they had a knack for gossip and spreading rumors in and among themselves.


  If it were just the loneliness she probably would’ve been just fine, but with her moving in late without any friends, the notoriety (and barely-disguised favor from her instructors) that came out of quelling the fire and her reclusive behaviors she quickly became a sweet target for some of the meaner students. It was only a handful of girls, a clique third-year students that felt Miette was getting ideas above her second-year station, but they were enough to shatter her plans of staying invisible until the manor was rebuilt and she could move back.


  At first it was easy enough to pretend she didn’t hear the too-loud stage whispering behind her back, or that she wasn’t hurt by the nicknames they gave her. Their first attempts – “teacher’s pet” and “hermit” – fell far short of keeping the girls entertained so they kept throwing ideas out hoping one would eventually stick. One week, when Miette simply could not find a moment where the baths were completely unoccupied, the girls landed on something that they liked: Miette the Mess – or just “Mess” for short. It wasn’t terribly original, nor was it anything like clever wordplay, but after an embarrassing week of stewing in her own funk Miette couldn’t keep the displeasure off her face whenever she “overheard” them using it.


  As spring approached and the snows began to melt the girls grew more and more bold. They talked behind her back loudly and proudly, abandoning the stage whispers entirely. One of the girls, Bridgette, passed by her each day – an unfortunate aligning of their class schedules – and she never missed an opportunity to thrust a snide comment as they passed. Miette was sure she knew the girl from somewhere but even though she couldn’t recall where, she was certain that if they’d met it must’ve been ages ago when they were just children. Maybe they were both dragged to the same ball or sporting event by their parents or something. The only thing she was certain of was that Bridgette was just as annoying and smug then as she was now.


  “Out of my way, Mess.” “Ew, stinko – what’d you eat?” “Gross … It’s called shampoo, Mess.” The comments were stupid and infantile and they would’ve rolled off Miette’s back if not for the smattering of giggles from the other students crowding the hallway with them.


  “Oh come now, Mess, you can’t make the hallway a pig sty like that.” The fourth-year girl smugly smirked at Miette as the two stood with every other student’s attention focused on the confrontation. She’d found a new way to bully Miette that day – by crashing into her and sending her books and parchment crashing to the floor. “You’d better clean up your mess, Mess.”


  Miette stared daggers at her tormentor, but made no motion to retrieve her possessions. One part of her brain knew that if she bent down to pick them up, she’d have to do it all with one hand and with a growing audience someone would surely notice that and start asking questions. The other half of her brain was running through all the magical curses she’d read about in her spare time (they don’t teach that stuff to second-year students) and fighting the urge to cast all of them on Brigette simultaneously. So instead, she stood silent, but seething for far too long.


  “Well, uh …” Bridgette would’ve been able to handle a snappy comeback or even a slap in the face, but didn’t seem to have a response for the null reaction she was getting. “Good luck with that mess, Mess.” And she marched away toward her waiting class.


  After a minute or so, people started moving again and the typical murmur returned to the crowd. A meek first-year boy Miette didn’t know stepped forward and reached for the books, trying to lend a hand.


  “Stop.” It came out as a command, harsh and tinged with the bitterness she felt toward Bridgette, and the boy froze in place. Miette closed her eyes and reached out with her senses, touching each book and sheaf of parchment individually. The clutter rose up in to the air and sorted itself into a neat little stack, then returned to her waiting hand, where she grabbed it and cradled to her body once again.


  When she opened her eyes again she noticed that a smattering of students in the crowd had stopped to watch, there eyes round and their mouths agape. All of them learned to levitate objects – all of them knew the difficulty and the limitations – and for most, carefully moving one object at a time was the best they’d ever manage, and that was with slow and careful concentration.  Miette, on the other hand, had just demonstrated a master-level control over the art.


  There were plenty of times she felt inferior and inadequate – but never when she was practicing magic. She had a natural talent for it, the drive to learn as much as she could both inside and outside of the classroom and the dedication to practice her way to perfection. She could even cast spells without the use of a wand or a staff or through incantation – a rare feat for someone so young. This was her true talent. This was where she excelled.


  And standing there immobile in that hallway as students rushed around her now late for their classes, she had the single worst idea of her life. Bridgette had just escalated her hostility from verbal to physical – so instead of passively coping with the abuse, Miette would escalate from physical to magical.


  This was, of course, entirely against the rules at Whitehall. Students must never use magic on other students without an instructor directly overseeing and authorizing the activity because, obviously, this brought wholly new dimension of peril into bullying and pranks. So, for the next week, Miette dived head-first into her extra-curricular studies at the library, not only learning a new arsenal of spells that they’d never teach in class, but also planning how not to get caught casting them.


  Subtlety was the key to it, of course, so Miette started small. She erected an invisible barrier around herself, so when Bridgette tried to knock her books to the floor again, she simply bounced off the shield and stumbled, crashing into the other students in the hall before eventually stumbling to the floor. She literally didn’t know what hit her, but from Miette’s self-satisfied expression there was no doubt in Bridgette’s mind who hit her.


  She kept her distance in the hallway for a whole two days after that incident, but when she came back Miette was ready. The only indication Miette gave that she was up to no good was the intense concentration she leveled on Bridgette as they walked toward each other. When they passed, Bridgette leaned in to say something snide only to find her voice had abandoned her completely. For the following two days, Bridgette stewed in silence, unable to manage anything above a hoarse whisper, which her bullying friends found to be hilarious.


  To all parties involved, though, it was clear that the war had escalated and magic was now on the table. The older girls never resorted to outright casting, likely incapable of doing so covertly, so they relied on enchantments and concoctions to do their dirty work. Miette should’ve known something was up when she saw the group glancing at her and snickering in the dining hall, but it caught her completely off guard when she put down her tray and sat in a chair that immediately bucked and threw her to the ground. In fact, no chair in the hall would allow her to sit, throwing her bodily to the floor if she tried.


  In retaliation, if they wouldn’t allow her to sit, then she wouldn’t allow them to stand. After Bridgette finished her meal she got up to leave only to find that she suddenly couldn’t feel or move anything below her belly button. She didn’t slam to the floor or anything quite so undignified (since she couldn’t get up enough to fall down), but the girls had to call on the school’s healer, who recruited one of the larger upperclassmen to carry her out of the dining hall in his arms. The healer could find nothing wrong, of course, and Bridgette was confined to her bed until the spell dissipated the next morning.


  They traded blows back and forth for weeks. Miette grew overconfident in her ability to covertly cast direct magic and failed to realize her one critical weakness – her dorm room was not nearly as secure as she believed it to be. While she was in class, or in the library, or outside enjoying the early spring weather, one or more of the older girls would sneak into her room and enchant her possessions. Ink would disappear from her work an hour after writing, and she failed several assignments as a result. Three of her quills spontaneously burst into flames in the middle of class. Her books would open for anybody except her.


  She hit back with her own pranks, of course, but they were always more direct. She could see and concentrate on the girls, but unless one of them left her bag unattended she couldn’t return the favor of enchanting any of their belongings. Surprisingly she found herself thinking of Col as a result – he was crafty, she thought, maybe he’d have some advice on how to sneak the items away long enough to set a trap. But she knew better than to put any of this into writing because if this little war was made public she’d be harshly reprimanded by the regents. Instead she retaliated by robbing Bridgette of her coordination, which for a day or so had her tripping over her own feet, crashing into walls, dropping things she tried to carry and dribbling food down her chin and onto her dress.


  The subtlety was all in the service of keeping their little war covert, of course. Now that they were in it, it was too late to report any of the other girls to an authority figure without exposing your own culpability. Miette refused to use any spells on her targets that would effect any long-lasting or even permanent change in them, nor did she want to do anything ostentatious enough to draw scrutiny from above. It also behooved her to keep the other girls’ enchantments secret and more than a few times she’d swallowed her pride and postured that she’d tried to enchant the items herself but must’ve screwed it up somehow. None of this would work if the effects weren’t so mild and transient.


  That’s why, when the girls enchanted her pillow to keep her asleep while they sneaked into her dorm room in the middle of the night and chopped off the hair on one side of her head, Miette felt they’d crossed an invisible line into open hostility. She stalked though the hallways, ignoring the stares and whispering as she passed by and she tracked Bridgette and two of her cronies chatting under a tree in the courtyard, sipping from a flask they passed back and forth.


  “You did this!” Miette shouted at them. “You were in my room and you did … this!” The courtyard was far from empty and the outburst drew attention from all around.


  Bridgette pocketed the flask and leaned in with a self-satisfied grin. “Suppose we were, Mess. Suppose we were in your room last night.” It wasn’t quite a whisper but she kept her voice low enough that the gathering crowd couldn’t hear. “Suppose we came in last night to give you a fresh new style and we gathered around the bed over your prone and defenseless form.”


  Miette stewed in her anger, all too aware of the fact that Bridgette still acted as if she had the upper hand here.


  “Can you picture it? The three of us, standing there over a defenseless Miette the Mess in her pretty little sleeveless nightgown, sheets and blanket all tousled and pushed aside … can you picture it? What do you see when you picture it, Miette? What do you think we saw?”


  The revelation should’ve stopped her dead in her tracks and chilled her blood with fear – but she was just so angry already that it only helped to fan the flames of fury growing inside her.


  “You’ve got quite the secret, Miette the Mess. It’d be quite the shame if it got out, and it’d be quite wise of you not to anger anybody who holds the secret, wouldn’t it?”


  “I swear on the goddesses Bridgette, I will …”


  “You won’t, though. You won’t do anything to us I think – instead you’re going to do everything in your power to keep us happy, aren’t you? You’re going to do our homework, clean our rooms, fetch our food, and most of all – you’re going to keep your mouth shut or else we’re going to have to open ours and …”


  There was no warning. Miette’s anger boiled over and she lost control entirely, yelling “Shut up” and swiping her hand through the space in front of all three girls and when they tried to toss a smug retort back, they found that the three of them no longer had mouths on their faces to retort from.


  Technically, it was an impressive display – no incantation, no preparation, no wands or staffs to focus the power – just a flick of the wrist and she literally wiped the smiles off their faces. Unfortunately an impressive display is still a display and the feat was witnessed by about a dozen students and two instructors who were already watching closely due to her impressive storming and shouting, and that earned all four girls a disciplinary hearing with the regents.


  The girls were made to wait in an unused classroom together for about two hours while the regents gathered and consulted with the faculty who were in contact with these girls every day.  It was Miette’s turn to wear a self-satisfied grin while the other three sat silently and stewed. She reached into her bag and pulled out a few pieces of candy she kept stashed there and popped them one by one into her mouth, making quite the display of how much she enjoyed rolling them around and chewing on them, all the while never breaking eye contact with  Bridgette.


  They were called into the regents’ chambers one at a time, with Bridgette going first and then her two friends. Each one came back with her mouth restored and while it made sense to Miette that the regents would need to reverse the spell to question them, a part of her was disappointed that they were let out of their punishment so easily. When it was her turn, she entered the room almost defiantly and quickly scanned the panel for the regent who helped her stem the blaze at the manor in the fall. She caught his eye, then gave a him a smile and a nod of acknowledgment, but he stayed perfectly still and looked down his nose dispassionately and followed her with his gaze as she made the trek from the door to the center of the room where she would stand and face judgment.


  “Your side of the story, if you please.” The head regent didn’t bother to look up at her as he shuffled his notes and readied a quill.


  She laid it all out from the teasing to the shoving to the pranks and the eventual break in and confrontation in the courtyard, doing her best to paint herself as the victim, and admitting that in retrospect she may have let things get a little out of hand. They peppered her with a few questions to clear up the things they didn’t understand. How did she cast spells on the girls without them noticing? (She had to confess to her ability to cast spells without a wand or incantation.) Was she certain that the girls had been the ones to enchant her belongings? (Apparently the three of them weren’t quite so forthcoming with their own guilt as Miette was.) Even if they had sneaked into her room at night, why was she so angry? (She quickly made up something about feeling terrified about being completely at their mercy while unconscious.)


  When she was done the regents looked at each other and seemed to confer without speaking. When they all seemed satisfied, the head regent spoke for all of them. “Viscountess, you have put us in a rather awkward situation. It’s clear from the accounts given to us by your instructors and from your fellow students who witnessed these proceedings that your telling of events hews closer to the truth – but without any direct proof of these enchantments you describe, we are unable to take any disciplinary action against the vice-duchess Bridgette.”


  There it was – the words were like a combination unlocking the vault of Miette’s memory. Bridgette wasn’t just some anonymous noble she’d met at a party when they were kids. She was the new duke’s younger sister and even when they were five years old she knew she outranked everybody in the room and treated them accordingly. She was sent away from the capitol to attend an elite finishing school somewhere out west and must’ve returned to Oshigard to attend Whitehall when her father died. She knew the vice-duchess was back, but Miette was cloistered in her bedroom when the old duke died and so they hadn’t crossed paths at any social functions.


  Bridgette was, in a word, untouchable. The regents might see Miette’s side of things. They might respect her as a hard-working student. They might even take pity on her. But Whitehall was utterly dependent on Oshigard, and it was the duke’s city. Any action they took against Bridgette might be construed as an act against the duke, which would carry serious repercussions for the school.


  “You, on the other hand, have confessed to several instances of misusing magic against your fellow students, one of which was witnessed by no fewer than ten students. We cannot allow that to go unpunished as it would set a bad example for the student body.”


  Miette swallowed hard, fearing the worst, but what she got was leniency.


  “For the next month you are to report to Archmage Fenlow and do whatever she requires of you – whether it be meticulously organizing and inventorying the school’s alchemical supplies or mopping out the lavatories. You will be put to work in service of the school and you will do so without complaint or you will be brought before us once again. Let this serve as your warning. If you are caught using magic against any student of this school again you will be expelled.”


  Miette chafed at the injustice, but understood the predicament and accepted the punishment with a nod. She was ultimately dismissed to return to the unused classroom where she and the other three girls were given a moment’s privacy in which they were supposed to apologize.


  “I’m sorry.” Miette said, trying to get this over with. “I over-reacted when I found out you’d been in my room and I shouldn’t have cast that spell on you.”


  Bridgette stood with her arms folded and made the best of her newly-recovered mouth by contorting it into the smuggest grin Miette had ever seen. “And … ?”


  “And what?”


  “And how are you going to make it up to us?”


  Miette sighed. “Look, I think maybe it’s best if we just … don’t cross paths anymore. If either of us casts any magic on the others we’re all going to get expelled.”


  “Who said anything about magic? You forget, I know your secret, Miette the Mangled. If you wanna keep it a secret, you’re gonna have to keep me very happy from now on.”


  Chapter 21: Turning Point


  As the weather warmed, Col returned to his full strength and was able to rejoin Lyss and Sal in guarding Zoe and the ambassador on their trips through the city, and just in the nick of time, too, as the Red Hand was growing ever more brazen in their attacks.


  He was thankful for the training he’d received at Sal’s hand, and he was a much more adept fighter than he’d ever been in his life, but he had his own methods for ensuring the ambassador’s defense. While Lyss continued to wear the white suit she’d gotten from Zoe denoting her as part of the entourage, Col usually walked ahead of the group in his everyday town clothes and covered with a thick riding-cloak. When danger reared its ugly head, he struck at it unseen from behind while it was distracted by Sal and Lyss.


  These outings were becoming ever more worthless as well. Clearly the nobles they’d gone out to meet had been pulled aside by the Red Hand at some point and they were all suddenly very unwilling to work with the ambassador on anything at all. Several went so far as to outright cancel their meetings and the group was spending more and more time hanging around the compound. Even the duke, who by all measures should have been on good terms with the ambassador as a representative of the king had gone so far as to exclude the elves from his wedding – arguably the largest and most important political function that would come for the next several years.


  Lyss continued her language studies, of course, and was becoming fluent in everyday conversation, though some of the more intricate topics Zoe and Falafandiehl discussed were still too jargon-filled and heady for her to understand in their entirety. She knew the words, but at the same time it was like listening to Col and Falafandiehl conversing over dinner – the topic was just too far outside of her experience.


  At the same time, she continued her covert efforts to learn to read elfish script and those efforts were starting to pay off. She could read easily enough to scan the shelves and pick out titles. There were plenty of books about political theory and history, as one would expect from an ambassador, but they were just too dense for her to grasp so she stuck to volumes containing elfish tales and short stories.


  It was in one of those stories that she finally found the answer to one of her questions. In the story, an elfish princess was seduced by a spirit of the woods and forced to live with him for ten years lest the spirit unleash his power and lay waste to the king’s lands. The princess’s name was L’diyah Dinalah. Zoe wasn’t the ambassador’s assistant or some government functionary – she was a princess, there to represent the interests of the royal family.


  Lyss debated whether or not to clue Col into her revelation, but ultimately decided against it. She knew Col to be a cunning man, but a good man. She wasn’t afraid that he’d use the information to exploit Zoe in any way. But he was a noble, born and raised, and Lyss thought it would be almost impossible for him to dole out orders to someone of such high rank. Col’s resourcefulness and planning kept them safe whenever they ventured outside the compound walls, and if his judgment was clouded in any way, it would put them all in danger.


  That being said, Lyss was just as susceptible to that way of thinking. The young girl who had to fight the urge to genuflect whenever the duke entered the room found herself struggling to treat Zoe as she normally would.


  One warm spring night, as Lyss sat reading by candle light there was a soft knock on her open door. She looked up expecting to see Col stopping by to say hello, but instead she saw Zoe sheepishly waiting to be allowed in.


  “Zoe … I, uh …” she put the book on the table, face down, hoping to hide the fact that she was reading elfish script. “Is there something you need?”


  Zoe opened her mouth to start, but then reconsidered her words and tried again. “Would you have a moment to talk? I feel that we’ve been having some … difficulty recently. I feel like there is suddenly a wedge between us.”


  “Wedge?” Lyss said while getting to her feet and then awkwardly trying to decide whether to put her hands casually on her hips or to let them hang at her side. “No … there’s no wedge I can think of.”


  Zoe raised one eyebrow suspiciously then took a step into the cottage and walked over to the wood stove. “Perhaps we should spend a night getting better acquainted then.” She filled the kettle and lit the flame. “Let’s have a cup of tea.” She leaned up against the small kitchen counter while she waited for the water to boil, which was itself a funny mental picture for Lyss. Everything in the cottage was just a little too high or a little too tall for her, even though she was considered pretty tall for a girl. With Zoe in the space, suddenly everything seemed to fit. “Please, sit – I’ll take care of this.”


  Lyss sat as the princess commanded and as soon as Zoe turned her attention back to the stove she snatched the book off the table and placed it in her lap. Then she waited patiently while Zoe served the tea and took a seat at the chair across from her before speaking again.


  “Lately I’ve noticed that you’ve been very … nervous when I’m around. I’d just like to know – did I do something that offends you? I am still confused by some of your customs, especially those of the common people. The only humans we ever spend time with are counts and barons and … well … Lyss … if I did something to wrong you, I want to apologize.”


  Lyss looked at Zoe in a kind of crooked daze and then “no … of course not. You haven’t done anything to wrong me. You and Sal and the ambassador – you brought us into our home and you treat us like guests instead of servants. Heck, you all treat me better than most people I’ve known – both noble and common.”


  “Is it the danger of the job, then? When we hired you even I didn’t expect it to get this bad. And you’re so young … it’s too much to put on the shoulders of a child. You must resent me for that.”


  Lyss scoffed. “That’s not your fault – the Red Hand are the real assholes here. And don’t worry about my age. I’m old enough to make my own decisions and this is what I chose.” Lyss took a sip of the tea before continuing. “Although … it might’ve been helpful if you had been more upfront about who you are.”


  Zoe took a sip of her tea, but said nothing in response to that.


  “I just mean … you do just as much of the diplomatic work as the ambassador, and you’re nowhere near as skilled with a sword as Sal. I think it’s pretty clear that you’re not a bodyguard – that that’s a ruse to get you past the king’s restrictions.”


  “Ah,” Zoe said. “That’s what you mean.” Zoe took a slow sip of the tea, clearly trying to formulate a response. “It’s true – the ambassador’s duties are more than one man can handle. I am afraid I must confess I’m not much of a guard at all.”


  “You should’ve told us earlier. We should’ve known we’d be three protecting two, not four protecting one.”


  Zoe nodded but didn’t say anything at first. When she finally opened her mouth again she tried to change the topic. “So, what were you reading when I interrupted you? Anything good?”


  Lyss let slip a beleaguered sigh and figured she may as well lay it all out. She picked the book up off her lap and tossed it on the table.


  “You can … you can read this?”


  “Slowly, but yeah. I’m getting there. There’s a bunch of fun stories in there. I really liked the one with L’diyah Dinalah.”


  “A classic. I know it well.” Zoe didn’t let any shock or surprise show on her face. “You know, it started a tradition with my people. To this day, all l’diyah leave the family for a period ten years once they reach adulthood. Ten years of service before they’re allowed to come home and rejoin the family.”


  “So … this is your service? You have to leave the empire and play assistant to the ambassador?”


  “That is the service I chose, yes. I’m just as curious about your people as you are about mine. Coming here was perhaps a little self-indulgent, and the ruse that got me into the kingdom was, I now recognize, an unnecessary risk to the ambassador.”


  They were quiet for several minutes after that before Lyss broke the silence. “I guess … I guess I don’t know how to act around a princess.”


  “You shouldn’t think of me in that way, Lyss. In this kingdom I’m just Zoe.”


  “You’re not, though. You’re still Zoentielle, just as much as Sal is really Isalenne and Col is really Nicholas. I might be a mercenary now, but I’m still farm girl and the daughter of a wood carver. You don’t just stop being what you are because it’s inconvenient.”


  “That’s how the service works,” Zoe said dismissively. “I forswear my title for the decade. For the remaining two years, I am a commoner, just like you are. It would be unthinkable for any to treat me as  more.”


  “I wonder, if you died to human hands while protecting the ambassador, would your service stay your father’s hand? You don’t stop being the king’s daughter because you have other things to do.”


  “My father knows better than any how the service works.”


  “So what? You think he wouldn’t mourn? You think he wouldn’t feel grief and anger? Think, seriously, how much does your father love his little Zoentielle, and how far would he be willing to go to avenge her death?”


  Zoe froze for a moment, then slowly put her cup down on the table. The service was a part of her culture, a tradition stretching back nearly a millennium. Unquestioned and sacrosanct. But with only a few minutes’ dissection from a fresh perspective she realized what terrible danger she’d put both nations in.


  Lyss was right. If the ambassador was killed, it would sour relations for a hundred years. But if she were killed, it would spark a war. She could forswear the title, but she couldn’t forswear grief or a desire for personal vengeance, and she was stupid to put herself into a dangerous situation where she couldn’t bring any bodyguards of her own.


  “This … this has been a lovely visit, Lyss.” Zoe rose from her chair. “You have given me much to consider.” And then she walked out the door into the night as if in a trance.


  Zoe avoided Lyss for the next week and when they ventured out into the city to meet with the nobility, she stayed behind, suddenly all too aware of the danger she put them all in. Eventually she had to give in to her worry and have a hard conversation with the ambassador and Sal. Lyss had a way of cutting through the issue directly but as one elf speaking to two other elves, it was very hard for her to explain to the ambassador the realization she’d come to, and she had to eat a lot of crow as Sal chided her for taking so long to figure it out. It took more than an hour going back and forth and when they finally came to consensus the ambassador called for Lyss and Col to come meet with them in the common house.


  “As you may have noticed,” the ambassador began, “our meetings with the nobility in this city have become less productive, and our travels have become more perilous. As a result, I have decided that we will temporarily abandon this post and return home to confer with our government, perhaps to re-attempt diplomatic relations at a time that’s less hostile to our kind.” He made no mention of Zoe’s royal status or the fears of war – he’d concocted this cover story to see them through to the very end.


  “What you’re saying then is that we’re out of a job.” Col cut to the bottom line immediately.


  “Your employment with us will come to an end soon, yes. But, if you’re willing, we have one last thing we’d want from you. Given the dangers we’ve faced moving about within the city, we’d like to keep you in our employ until we reach the border and arrive safely in our own lands.”


  Col considered it for a minute, and said “it’s a long journey – and it’s probably a bad idea trying to make it with piles of money.”


  “We will have our belongings shipped ahead of us, and we will travel light.”


  “It puts us in a difficult spot, ambassador. Even if you pay us now and we put the money away in a lock box, that won’t do us much good when the job ends in Stonebridge. We won’t have the supplies or the coin we need to make the fortnight journey back to Oshigard.”


  Zoe made a quick comment to the ambassador in elfish, and he checked with Sal for any sign of disagreement but she had none. “There is a small military encampment just beyond the border. We can allow you entry into our nation so that you can rest at the encampment and restock your supplies for the journey home.”


  Col seemed satisfied with this, so he leaned forward and shook the ambassador’s hand. “We always knew this was a temporary assignment, but it’s been a pleasure working with you ambassador.”


  “Likewise.”


  When Col sat back down, he shot a glance at Lyss who’d been suspiciously quiet and he found her sitting with her arms tightly crossed and tears welling up in her eyes as she made an effort to stare at nothing in particular.


  “So that’s it, then? A handshake and it’s just … over?” Lyss managed to stifle her sobs long enough to get the words out.


  Sal stood and came around the room to sit next to Lyss. She placed her hand on her shoulder and with a mother’s warmth she said “We will miss you too, my young friend.” Lyss gave her a brave smile, but she spent the next month in the doldrums, going through the motions but feeling nothing.


  They took scant few meetings with the nobility in Oshigard after that – only with a select few who the ambassador felt would be key to reestablishing relations between their lands when tensions cooled. They were granted an audience with the duke himself at his estate so the ambassador could inform him of his plans to vacate. The duke didn’t exactly roll out the warm welcome Lyss would’ve expected for a foreign dignitary and they got a lot of dirty stares from the duke’s guard.


  The duke, though, seemed preoccupied with Col. Lyss caught him giving her compatriot his best death glare several times throughout the meeting. It was very clearly different from the disinterest he showed Lyss and the elves.


  Only when they finally made it out of the duke’s estate and back to the elfish compound did Lyss allow herself to question how many of the duke’s guardsmen they encountered that day were also a part of the Red Hand and when she did it sent a shiver up her spine. She’d never encountered real hate until she left home – prejudice and ignorance, yes, but not hate. Here it felt like it was ever-present, hiding in every corner and waiting to strike.


  Maybe it was because she was confronted with losing her three newest friends (well, really two – she never got that close to the ambassador) but Lyss felt the urge to fire off a quick letter to Miette just to keep her informed.


  
    Dear Miette,


    It looks like I’ll be out of the capitol for a while. The ambassador is planning to return home for some time so Col and I are going to escort him to the border, then make our way home. He says it’ll be about a month there and back, so if you don’t hear from me for a while, try not to worry.


    We’ll be passing through Stonebridge along the way. I’ll make sure to give it your love.


    Your friend,
 Lyss

  


  She dropped the letter off at Whitehall directly, and was surprised to receive a reply just two days later at the elfish compound.


  
    Dear Lyss,


    You’ll have to send me a note to let me know the moment you get back so I don’t worry about you, even though I’d be more piteous of any bandit that dares to approach you.


    You’re going to love Stonebridge in spring – it’s absolutely beautiful, especially if you travel along the river.


    Make sure you stop by the count’s manor and say hello to my brother Jacques. Show him this letter and he’ll treat you as a guest.


    And if you don’t, Jacques, I’ll sic old Rufus on you.


    Your friend,
 Miette

  


  When the day finally came, the compound was a poor shadow of its former self, with each room gutted. They planned to leave all the furniture, but all the documents, books, decorations, cookware and assorted knick-knacks were gone. Even the larder was cleared out and donated to the local soup kitchen to feed the destitute. They would carry just enough coin to keep them all fed and housed to the border and no more.


  Lyss retreated into her old habits, paring down and packing her whole life into a single ruck-sack. As she collected books over the course of the last year the sack got heavier – but at least with this trip she wouldn’t have to carry any food, so that gave her just enough space to make up the difference. In the end, the only things she owned not packed in that bag were the clothes on her back – the leather breeches and linen shirt she tailored herself for training – and the swords bestowed upon her by the old man.


  The ambassador hired a coach for the journey, but since everybody was traveling light they loaded up the luggage rack with everybody’s rucksacks, leaving them free to move about and defend if necessary. They departed the compound at midnight, hoping the darkness would allow them to pass completely undetected and unremarked, with the driver up on his seat, Zoe and the ambassador inside. Lyss and Sal flanked the coach trying to look imposing enough to keep the smarter bandits at bay. Col dressed in his darkest clothes scouted ahead through the shadows in case anybody came along who couldn’t take the hint.


  Due to the need to keep feet on the ground, it was a slow trek across the center of the city toward the eastern gate on the opposite end. There were few paths through the city that could accommodate the coach, especially in the older districts near the center, so it didn’t come as a surprise to anybody when Col suddenly appeared out of the darkness next to Lyss and said as quietly as possible “it looks like we might have a problem.”


  “What is it?” Lyss muttered back.


  “Duke’s guard – looks like a full patrol. Ten men in steel plate.”


  “You think these guys are with the Red Hand? We never found out how many of them were …”


  “They’re massed in the courtyard at Whitehall, prepared to cut off the road.” He pointed ahead to an eight-foot-high stone wall with a large wrought iron gate, suspiciously ajar for the middle of the night. “Given that it looks a lot like an ambush, that’s a pretty safe bet.”


  They continued to march forward, though, with no other options. Col slipped back into the shadows since that was where he worked most effectively. Lyss did her best to communicate the danger ahead for Sal, and to her incredible relief it seemed like Sal understood as she quickened her step and took up a position in front of the horses, ready to serve as the group’s first line of defense.


  There was a hushed argument from inside the coach, and then Zoe stepped out of the door to stand on the runner on the side where Lyss was marching. “Zoe! What are you doing?”


  “You’re vastly outnumbered. You’ll need my help.”


  “But if they kill you, you know it’s gonna mean war.”


  Zoe gave Lyss an icy stare. “If I stand by and do nothing, it only makes that outcome more likely.”


  “But … but … the whole point is to get you out of the city!”


  Zoe sighed and unslung her bow. “I will stay as far back as I can, then – but I can’t use this seated in a coach.” She gracefully stepped off the runner and moved behind the large wooden box for cover, nocking her first arrow.


  A few seconds later, one guard stepped out into the street ahead of them trying to do his best to seem nonchalant. “Halt. What business have you out on the roads at this time of night?”


  Sal stared the man down, but since Lyss was the farthest-forward person the guard could understand, it fell on her to respond. “We’re travelers leaving the city.”


  “In the middle of the night?”


  Lyss did her best to channel Col’s ability to talk his way out of any situation. “We, uh, have to leave now or we won’t arrive at our destination before supper.”


  The guard nodded and asked. “And where is that destination?”


  Lyss cursed quietly to herself, and tried to remember what towns might be a day and a half from the capitol, but she came up blank.


  “I think,” said the guard in a loud stage-voice as he rested his hand on the pommel of the sword, “you folk might be up to no good. I think you all might be planning something nefarious.” He locked eyes with Sal. “I think there might be treason afoot here.”


  The air filled with tension as the guard and Sal stared daggers at each other. They hadn’t put words to the conflict but everybody involved knew exactly where this was going. Surprisingly it was Zoe who made the first hostile move. She stepped out from behind the coach with her bow at full draw, trained on the guard. “We seek only to leave this city. You will let us pass.”


  The guard smirked and shouted “boys!” off to his right, and true to Col’s word nine other guardsmen came pouring out from the courtyard ready to fight. They got into position and drew their swords. The guard’s smirk had turned into a full-on shit-eating grin. He drew his sword as well and said “Stand down now, and we can offer you a quick death.”


  Sal drew her sword and steeled herself for the charge, and Lyss followed suit. It was so quiet in that moment you could hear a pin drop – or even a glass vial shattering against the cobblestones an instant before the guards were enveloped in a cloud of noxious fumes.


  The battle was on. Zoe loosed her bow and it struck the first guard in his collarbone hard, stunning him and laying him flat on his back. She immediately reached for her quiver to nock the next, all the while scanning the opaque cloud for her next target.


  Three men had the good sense to charge forward out of the cloud where they were met by Sal’s flexible contortions and spins. The elfish style was focused mostly on evasion and redirection but with three well-trained soldiers using brute human force, there was only so much she could absorb and deflect. She took a few shallow cuts on her ribs and a nasty looking gouge across her left cheek before Lyss was able to rush in to even the odds.


  Lyss and Sal moved together like poetry in motion. Lyss was the stronger of the two, so she deflected the soldier’s attacks, but she did her best to do it in ways that would force them open to Sal’s strikes. It was tough work, but pretty soon they had one on the ground just in time for another guard to stumble his way out of the cloud and take his place.


  “We aren’t making much progress.” Lyss said to Sal as they measured up the three men they now faced. Two were exhausted from the combat and one was fighting to contain his cough.


  “Keeping the L’diyah and the ambassador alive is all that matters, not felling these idiots.” Sal stabbed forward and nicked one of the men, but his armor deflected most of it, leaving only a shallow cut. The fighting resumed, more furious than before, but Lyss and Sal’s synchronicity kept them safe while they picked away at their attackers. Within a few minutes they’d dropped all three and Lyss finally got a moment to look around and take measure of the situation.


  Up ahead she could still see the cloud hanging low, but starting to disperse. Within she could make out a few characters trading swipes, including Col with his distinctive knife style holding his own against a pair of disoriented swordsmen.


  Under the cloud there were three men on the ground – the first one that Zoe dropped and two that Col took by surprise. Now that the remaining soldiers had a bead on him the situation had devolved into a war of attrition and against multiple opponents it would only be a matter of time before Col was overcome.


  “I could use a few more of those arrows!” Col shouted, but he dared not look away from the men he was fighting.


  Lyss heard the cry and realized that Zoe was conspicuously absent from the battle. She and Sal managed to take down one more of the guards, evening things up a little, which gave her the opportunity to steal a glance back at Zoe and she didn’t like what she saw.


  Five guards had been hiding behind them that had somehow escaped Col’s notice as he scouted ahead of the coach. Two of them lay on the ground with arrows lodged in their necks, but the remaining three slowly inched forward with shields raised to deflect Zoe’s arrows.


  Zoe did her best to keep her weapon trained on all three without backing down since backing down would mean pulling the line of defense behind the coach and the ambassador hiding within.


  The three men were aware of their advantage and moved to press it, slowly spreading out and forcing Zoe to divert her attention in multiple directions. She took pot-shots at them whenever she thought she saw an opening, but even though her aim was true, the openings were quickly closed by a turn of the shoulder or a subtle movement of the shield.


  Lyss chose the only option she could see available to her at the moment. Col was too far away for her to help, but she trusted he still had several more tricks up his sleeve. And now that they were down to two guards, she was sure she could leave Sal’s side for a moment and Sal would be able to keep them at bay. But if Zoe fell, the death of an elfish princess ensure war between their nations.


  At least she was able to inflict a few quick wounds on the soldiers she and Sal were fighting to slow them – and give Sal a fighting chance – before running off.


  The situation behind the coach had become a little more dire since the last time Lyss was able to look up. Zoe was still facing down three swordsmen, but they’d fanned out considerably and she was unable to keep her bow trained on all three at the same time. As Zoe spun and took a pot shot at the soldier on her far right, she left her back exposed to the soldier on her far left, and he advanced to take advantage of the opening.


  Lyss ignored her complaining muscles and charged in. She’d done her best not to kill anybody thus far, but these men clearly weren’t going to give them the same consideration. So, with the urgency of Zoe’s mortal danger, she drove her sword through a gap in the man’s armor below his armpit, driving through ribs and lungs and critical arteries. When she drew her sword back, he dropped to the ground only a few strides short of his target and he didn’t move again.


  “You should’ve shouted for help, Zoe.” Lyss took up a defensive position in front of the archer, who could still strike at the swordsmen over her shoulder if they dropped their guards.


  “I was a little busy.” Despite the danger she’d been in, Zoe managed to sound sardonic.


  Lyss switched to elfish so the guardsmen wouldn’t overhear. “I don’t know how much longer Sal and Col can fight. They’re both outnumbered.>”


  Zoe hazarded a glance over her shoulder and for the first time she could see that they were all in their own desperate situations. “We need to find a way out of …”


  She was cut off by a sound like an explosion and a wall of fire erupting into the street from one of the buildings opposite the courtyard.


  The sound brought all the humans and elves on the street to a standstill, but it scared the living daylights out of both the horses pulling the coach, which reared up and charged forward in a blind panic. Sal leapt up onto the runner and grabbed hold of the side of the coach as it sped by her, rolling over one of the men she was fighting.


  The team galloped through the flames as Col and the men he was fighting all scattered for fear of being trampled under hoof and then the coach sped away into the night.


  Lyss regained her composure and resisted the urge to look for the source of the explosion. Instead, she quickly and easily disarmed a guard Zoe’d already injured. He’d dropped his defenses when he saw the explosion and she’d managed to take advantage of the opening. One-on-one the last man was really no match for Lyss at all. A few well-placed swipes to his legs and belly disoriented and slowed him enough that she could jab the hilt of her sword into the back of his neck, dropping him into a stupor.


  When she finally gave in and turned her attention to the still-burning blaze, she couldn’t believe what she saw. Miette in a full-blown magical duel with three sorceresses.


  Chapter 22: The Other Side


  Bridgette was true to her word, and used her knowledge of Miette’s disfigurement to press the girl into service. The day after the disciplinary hearing, Miette was forced to move out of her room in the dormitory to take up residence with Bridgette as her new live-in servant.


  Even for a vice-duchess, forcing this sort of labor on a viscountess would be well beyond the pale, and if word ever got back to the duke he’d surely come down on his sister like a ton of bricks (since invoking his rank by proxy to press a viscountess into servitude would sour his relationships with all the counts in the duchy who would have ample reason to be afraid of being the next to be stripped of their station on a whim). So, despite her new role as servant, Miette still attended every class and carried out her punishment with Archmage Fenlow so that nobody would be wise to the arrangement. She even managed to make her way to the library several times a week, though she spent most of her time there not doing research, but writing essays for Bridgette and her two best friends, Ariel and Philomena.


  The move brought Miette off campus as Bridgette didn’t live in the dorms, but not very far. Her brother had purchased a large and expensive residence across from Whitehall’s courtyard and decorated it with only the most lavish and gaudy furnishings. The house was easily large enough for a family six or seven, with a full complement of servants, so Ariel and Philomena each had their own rooms upstairs while Miette was housed in the basement with the rest of the house staff.


  The house staff didn’t know the full story but they caught wind of the notion that Miette and Bridgette had some sort of conflict that landed Miette in the basement, so they did their best to treat her as invisible. Bridgette understood the world as “us versus them,” and only in the most absolute terms, so they knew better than to risk warming up to somebody the vice-duchess despised.


  Bridgette already had a full staff and there wasn’t realistically anything that needed doing in the house because of it, but nevertheless she assigned Miette the most demeaning and menial tasks she could find.


  Most nights Miette would be pressed into service as Bridgette’s handmaiden for bath time. The act of luxuriating and relaxing in a hot bath coupled with the knowledge that Miette would have to watch and that she couldn’t do the same brought her immense satisfaction.


  Bridgette also took a perverse glee in tasking Miette with sweeping or mopping the floors. Miette could use magic to make the floors clean in seconds, but that wasn’t allowed. The whole point was to lean back on the chaise longue and watch Miette wrestle with the two-handed mops and brooms.


  The one silver lining on this rain cloud was that Archmage Fenlow felt just as strongly as Miette did that the one-sided punishment meted out by the regents was unfair. She understood without needing to be told that while Miette would be effectively de-fanged, Bridgette had just been shown that her political station gave her license to flagrantly violate the school’s rules and prohibitions regarding the use of magic against other students.


  So, alongside the cataloging and cleaning duties that served as Miette’s punishment, the archmage also put Miette through an intensive crash course on detecting and dispelling enchantments as well as assorted methods for defending oneself from direct magical assaults.


  These lessons proved to be invaluable over the course of the next several weeks. Not content to merely keep Miette as a lowly house servant, Bridgette, Ariel and Philomena would all, from time to time, steal away into the basement, to the dankest corner of the servants’ quarters, and place enchantments on Miette’s belongings. As far as Miette could identify, it was more of the same old stuff they were doing before – attempts to embarrass her should she try to use any of her books, parchment or quills in class. Disarming these little traps became just another part of Miette’s bed-time routine.


  The other servants in the house did eventually warm up to Miette. She never figured out how much they really knew about her position, but the rumor mill had already distributed the highlights – a viscountess laid low by the combined might of blackmail and Bridgette’s political rank. They were all loyal to their mistress, of course, but they also knew exactly how petty and vindictive she could be, and not a one of them actually liked the vice-duchess.


  So, while the accommodations themselves were little more than a jail cell that she’d frequently have to scan for enchantments to disarm, at least she shared that space with a bunch of people who treated her with compassion and kindness – so long as they could do so without getting caught.


  The one person she never got compassion or kindness from was Bridgette – so when it finally did happen it brought along a vibrating tension that set Miette’s teeth on edge.


  It was late at night in the spring, an unremarkable day in the middle of the week. She’d just cleared her room of all curses and enchantments and was in the process of unlacing her boots so she could get ready for bed when one of the house’s maids knocked on the door to let her know that Bridgette had requested her presence in the parlor.


  Miette sighed and rolled her eyes, but nevertheless laced back up and headed upstairs to the city house’s front room so she could see what new and, undoubtedly, demeaning service Bridgette intended to press her into but instead she found Bridgette and Philomena sitting on the sofa facing the entryway, greeting her with smiles plastered on their faces. Ariel was standing, but casually leaning against the lintel above the fireplace behind the other two girls. Each one of them had a cup of what appeared to be herbal tea in their hands, with a fourth cup set conspicuously on the low table in the middle of the room.


  “Miette, please, come in. Have a seat.” Bridgette gestured to the empty wingback chair in front of the fourth cup. “We have something to discuss.”


  Alarm bells rang in her head, but the one thing Miette couldn’t do was refuse Bridgette. Whatever the nature of this new game Bridgette seemed to be playing, Miette would have to see it through to the other side.


  As Miette crossed the room to the chair, she silently cast an array of detection spells she’d learned. The chair, the cup and its contents were all free of enchantments and curses. There was still plenty of magic in the room, though. All three of the girls facing her down were also in training to become sorceresses and each one regularly wore her own magic wand as well as a few enchanted objects concealed on her person.


  None of them would be able to cast a spell without vocalizing it, so she wasn’t so worried about the wands. She would have time to counteract anything they tried to do with them. However, the enchanted items were much more alarming. Any one of them could be deployed without warning, so as she sat and took the cup and saucer in hand, Miette erected a magical barrier in front of herself just in case.


  “Please, try the tea. It’s a special blend, imported from the far west – beyond the sea. I think you’ll find it has the most delicious spice to it.”


  Miette took a sip, as instructed, but didn’t break eye contact with Bridgette. She set the cup back in the saucer and said “It’s delicious, but I doubt you called me up here to have a tea party.”


  “Indeed I didn’t.” Bridgette took a long, slow draw from her own cup. “I wanted to have a conversation with you about our arrangement …”


  Miette glared. “I did everything you asked.” She was furious – but not surprised that Bridgette would never be satisfied. “What more do you want from me?”


  “Oh dear, Miette, you’ve got it all wrong. Perhaps I should explain – you remember my  brother, right?”


  Miette nodded, since there’s no way anybody would forget their dealings with the duke. Her head bobbed a little more than she’d intended.


  “Well yes, of course you do. You’ve had several conversations with him. Did you know, Miette, at one point my brother was quite smitten with you. He thought you’d make an excellent duchess, what with your magnetic personality, raven-black hair and alabaster skin. You’re the very model of a Southfielder.”


  It seemed to Miette that Bridgette was talking nonsense – or at the very least she had no idea where this conversation was going. She was feeling very sleepy, and it was close to midnight – maybe she was just too tired to follow the thread.


  “Do you understand what that means Miette? In another life, perhaps, you and I would’ve been sisters instead of,” she gestured at the space between the two of them, “all this.


  “Now, I’m not disappointed by that. Not in the least. The girl he ended up with is, at least, unobjectionable even if unremarkable. She’s no sorceress adept, of course, but she fits the role well enough. And instead, I get to have you as my pet. My plaything. And these last few months have been fun, have they not?”


  Miette wanted to retort, to push back against the notion that any of this was enjoyable for her, but when she went to open her mouth it was like she was sliding along at the pace of a glacier while the world went on about her. Her vision faded and as it did her mind focused naturally on her hearing – the crackling of the fire, the clinking of teacups against saucers, servants shuffling about in the hall doing their work, and some sort of scuffle on the street outside. By the time Bridgette started up again she was frozen in a slack-jawed expression  as drool trickled down her chin.


  “Unfortunately it has to come to an end. Your father crossed my brother – committed treason against his duke. But Reginald  believes a trial would be too time-consuming and costly and leave too many loose ends, so my brother has decided it would just be simpler to eliminate the Ruisseau clan in its entirety.” Bridgette reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small glass bottle, half empty, and placed it on the table. The midnight-purple liquid inside looked like some sort of strange wine. “I must do what my brother asks of me, Miette, but know that I never truly hated you like he does. In truth, our little rivalry was the most fun I’d had in years. This extract will give you a peaceful death, at least. They say it’s just like drifting off to sleep one last time.”


  Bridgette and her two lackeys waited in silence and watched Miette slump limply in her chair, eyes closed, the remaining tea in her cup spilled across her lap. They watched her breathing grow shallower and shallower and in a few minutes, her skin started to turn slightly blue.


  Bridgette took a deep breath and exhaled out the tension that had been building in her back and shoulders. She’d never killed anybody before, not even through subterfuge, and it didn’t agree with her at all. Ariel and Philomena also relaxed as though coming out of a trance. Bridgette and Philomena placed their cups and saucers on the table and stood up, and Ariel placed hers on the lintel – props in a play that had no further use.


  “Was that true?” Ariel broke the silence from the fireplace. “Your brother actually considered marrying that?”


  Bridgette smoothed out the wrinkles on her dress and turned to face Ariel. “They met several times at various balls and parties. Apparently he enjoyed her company – and she’s good, pure Southfielder stock. Bear in mind she wasn’t always mangled like she is now.”


  “Yeah, but … would you really have called her your sister?” Ariel shivered at the thought.


  “If my brother chose her – yes. I was truthful when I said I bear her no hatred – but even if I did I’d bite my tongue, swallow my pride, and treat her with all the respect owed a duchess. Do you really think I like my sister in law? And unlike her, Miette was at least a talented sorceress – she could’ve been a powerful ally. Forcing me to kill her has got to be the dumbest thing Reginald’s ever done.”


  As Bridgette and Ariel gabbed about all of the new duke’s faults an foibles, Philomena inched closer to Miette, morbidly curious about the dead body sitting in the chair. She’d seen a person turn blue from lack of breath before – a man who nearly choked to death on a piece of meat  – and this didn’t look quite right.


  She stepped in close, feeling a shiver wash across her as she got within a yard or so, and inspected the dead girl’s face. The skin was pale, but it hadn’t turned blue. Underneath, it was just as healthy as it had ever been, but it was coated in a sheen of deep purple perspiration. And worst of all, the dead girl still drew shallow breaths which grew deeper and deeper by the moment.


  “Bridgette …” Philomena called over her shoulder. “You should come look at this – I don’t think that poison’s doing what it’s supposed to be doing.”


  Most of Miette’s focus was still trained inward, seeking out the poison in her bloodstream and forcing it out through pores in her skin, but with each droplet expelled her mind was becoming ever more aware of the world around her again.


  “Hmm …” Bridgette took a hard look at Miette from across the room. “Perhaps she didn’t drink enough of her tea to get a full dose of the drug.” She bit her lip then tried to don a more flippant attitude. “Just strangle her instead.”


  Philomena gasped and stammered for a bit before sputtering out “what … me? You want me to strangle her? With my hands?”


  “It’s a mercy. Better to kill her quickly then let her sit in pain for hours.” She hoped she could convince her to see this as the only moral way forward because, honestly, she couldn’t imagine doing it herself.


  Philomena swallowed hard and closed her eyes before reaching out place her hands around Miette’s neck, unsure of how to make this happen. When she opened her eyes to check her grip,  the supposedly dead girl glaring back at her.


  For just a moment, Miette diverted her attention away from the work of clearing the poison and trained it on Philomena. There was no time for fancy spells or inventive comeuppance – she just wanted this girl away from her as fast as possible, and the next thing Philomena knew she was tossed through the air and slammed into the wall on the opposite side of the room, knocking the portraits off the walls before collapsing onto the sideboard and tumbling to the floor.


  Miette struggled to her feet, but had to catch herself on the chair to keep from crumpling into a pile of uncooperative muscles. She would’ve preferred to have more time to purge her blood but not wanting to be strangled to death robbed her of that luxury.


  Philomena was down, either unconscious from the impact or too injured to move through the pain – at the very least the impact could’ve broken a few ribs – but that still left Miette at the mercy of two sorceresses in training who’d brought wands and enchanted objects.


  “Look out!” Ariel called, then reached into a pouch tied at her waist. She pulled out a stone and threw it at Miette, and in mid-air it turned into a massive fireball, which collided with Miette’s wards, erupting into an explosion with sent her crashing through the front wall of the building and out onto the street, a wall of flame following along.


   


  Chapter 23: Reunion and Escape


  Miette teetered unsteadily to her feet. She’d cleared most of the poison but the little that remained had an effect on her not unlike being a little tipsy on warm mead – a little dizzy, a little unfocused and very sleepy. The sorceresses would be on her in a moment, which meant she’d have no time to purge the remainder. Instead she hastily rebuilt the shield that had protected her from the blast and cushioned her fall onto the street.


  The fire died down a little at the front of the house, clearly through some magical quelling, and Bridgette, Ariel and Philomena all jumped down from the destroyed remains of the front wall – Philomena very clearly limping and cradling her side.


  Given their personalities, Miette would’ve expected witty banter from the three girls or at least some insults and challenges. But out of all of them, she was the only who’d learned how to cast spells without verbalizing them or using some sort of focusing implement, so instead they all reached for their wands and began their incantations.


  Miette’s focus was solely on the three as they lobbed spell after  spell her way. The barriers would be her last line of defense as she concentrated on deflecting each spell individually. Raw, pure light streaked through the air as spells and counterspells collided before taking their intended forms. Fireballs that failed to materialize, shards of ice, tornadoes.


  Bridgette changed her timing, making her attack more difficult to anticipate, and Miette missed the counter. As it crashed into her shields, crackling lightning flowed around her in a giant orb and continued onward into the ground.


  And while Miette couldn’t afford to divert her attention away from her defense, likewise Bridgette, Ariel and Philomena couldn’t afford to see anything aside from their target, seeking out any holes or failings in that defense.


  If they’d looked, they’d have seen the street ablaze, a crowd of the duke’s guardsmen stunned by the display, a horse-drawn coach galloping off into the night, and a red haired girl and an elf standing over five felled guards and staring at them with their mouths agape.


  But even if they’d looked, they might not have noticed Col slipping into the shadows to approach them from behind – leastwise not before the moment his blade pressed up against Bridgette’s throat.


  “That’s quite enough of that, wouldn’t you say Bridgette?” Col grabbed her by the arm to prevent her from turning around and pressed the blade in just enough to make sure she knew it was there.


  “Nicholas?” Bridgette stammered when she heard the voice. “You? You’d put a knife to my throat?”


  “Oh come now, you can’t be surprised to know which side of this I’d be on. Your brother hates me just the same as he hates them.”


  “But … but we’re …”


  Col slid the knife gently across her throat, drawing a trickle of blood and causing Bridgette to suck in a hissing breath through her teeth. “Break your wands girls – all three of you. Now, or face the consequences.”


  Bridgette complied, breaking her wand in half but the other two girls hesitated. They stepped away and kept their wands trained on Col. “What are you doing?” Bridgette desperately pleaded with her friends, fearing the hatred she assumed Col fostered for her. “Don’t let him kill me!”


  Philomena, still limping and furious from the pain, stared down Col. “Little man, you’ve got two sorceresses with their wands trained on you now. Why, for a spot of entertainment, we could turn you into a frog, leaving her untouched,” which was a lie, since that sort of high-level transfiguration required decades of study, but most non-mages would be too scared to call the bluff.


  “It would be wise to drop the knife and step away,” Ariel added.


  “Ah, perhaps it would,” Col said as a smirk played across his lips, “were I alone.”


  Lyss crashed into Ariel’s back, lifting the girl up into the air before slamming her face-down on the ground. She twisted the girl’s arm behind her back – a little too hard, causing one of the bones to snap – then pulled the wand from her now-limp hand and cracked it in half.


  Philomena spun toward the new attacker and brought her wand up, ready to begin chanting, but drew in a sharp, shocked breath as the arrow entered her abdomen and came out the other side. She dropped the wand and clutched her belly, with a few inches of the arrow’s shaft sticking out of it and bright yellow fletching on the end. She looked out into the street to see where it could’ve come from, only to find a pink-haired elf standing guard over Miette, arrows now trained on several of the duke’s guardsmen.


  Col’s gaze followed Philomena to the ground as her legs buckled and she dropped to her knees, clearly stunned that death could come so quickly. She probably hadn’t seen enough injury or fighting to know that Zoe’s arrow was very carefully aimed to ensure that the girl would probably survive just fine. “I did warn you, didn’t I? Honestly Bridgette, I would’ve expected your friends to be smarter than this.”


  “What now, then, Nicholas? Are you going to slit my throat? Drain me like a chicken? It’ll be open warfare. Reginald was content to leave you be – but it was only at my insistence.”


  “Look around you, my dear.” Col grabbed her by the hair and forced her to gaze out at the chaos on the street. “It’s a little too late to be threatening the duke’s violence visited upon me. We’ve clearly already crossed that bridge.” He let go of her hair and reached into his vest with the free hand, keeping the blade of the knife pressed against her throat. “But you know I have no lust for blood. No – I have something else in mind for you.” Col cleared his throat and then shouted out into the square at the remaining guardsmen. “For any of you who don’t already know her – this lady here is Bridgette, vice-duchess of Southfield and sister to Duke Reginald. Surely you’ll all face dire consequences should you abandon her in her hour of need – and right now, she and her two friends here are in desperate need of medical attention.”


  He withdrew his hand from the vest, holding a glass vial with a  dark green liquid inside it. He popped the cork with his thumb, then waved it around under Bridgette’s nose. Her eyes went wide when the scent hit her nostrils, but then her eyelids grew heavy and she collapsed to the ground unconscious.


  Col quickly made eye contact with Zoe and Miette and jerked his head back, then he took off running through the ruined house (which was still smoldering as a bucket brigade of house servants rushed to put out the few remaining flames inside). He hoped that was enough of a message that Zoe and Miette would know to follow. He could hear Lyss, who had already meshed into synchronicity with him in these sorts of situations, fall into step just a few paces behind him.


  He burst out through the back door and flattened his back against the rear wall of the building, peeking back through the door to see who was following. Surprisingly, it was Zoe who came next, and when she popped through the door she took up the same posture but on the other side of the opening. “Lyss has the viscountess. I … I could not lift her.”


  “Was she injured?”


  “She appears to have had too much to drink.”


  Seconds later, Lyss appeared through the doorway of the back room supporting Miette with her shoulder as the two stumbled their way out into the alleyway.


  “She’s not doin’ so well Col – muttered something about poison and she’s barely moving.” Lyss summarized. “We can’t flee the city with her like this. There’s no way she can keep up.”


  “Just need … a few minutes …” Miette managed to whisper in between deep, gulping breaths.


  Col looked up and down the alleyway quickly and consulted the map of the city in his mind’s eye. “Okay, if we can make it just a few more blocks I know a place we can lay low – but we need to be gone before daybreak.” He eyed Miette, who could barely stand. She’d ignored the poison while she defended herself from magical attacks and it had gone to work on her again. The dosage was lower this time given all that she’d manged to expel, but she could feel sleep attempting to claim her. “We need to move fast, and quiet, though.”


  Lyss reached down and scooped Miette into her arms. “You think you can hold my neck for a few minutes?”


  Miette didn’t say a word, but she nodded and her arm tightened  around the younger girl’s neck and shoulders.


  “Your physical strength continues to astound me …” Zoe remarked.


  “Pssh … she’s hardly heavier than my rucksack.” She’d walked clear across several counties carrying that sack – the sack which held everything she owned, which was on the roof of a coach being pulled by spooked horses careening through the city streets.


  Col killed the conversation by darting forward and the other two fell in behind him. He ran swiftly through the back alleys, side-stepping all manner of uneven pavement and obstruction. He only stopped momentarily each time the alleyway opened out into the city streets to ensure the coast was clear and then darted across the street into some adjoining alley.


  That late at night there were still some people out but they weren’t the sort of people you’d want to meet in the dark – so Col kept both knives drawn and visible as he ran hoping the flash of cold steel would be enough to deter any shady characters long enough that they would dart past before they even thought of robbery.


  At last, they came to the front gate of some count’s manor and, surprisingly, Col didn’t go around or scale the wall or have some sort of secret entrance. Instead, he sheathed his knives and headed for the one guard posted overnight at the front gate.  Col spoke a few words to him outside of Zoe’s and Lyss’ earshot, and the man quickly opened the gate and let them onto the grounds, a mask of concern etched into his face.


  Col led them right up to the front door of the manor house, and behind them the guard at the gate rang a bell with a distinctive tone to announce their presence. By the time they got to the front double-doors they were swung wide open as a servant bade them to enter.


  Once they’d all made it inside to the entryway, the servant shut the doors tight and said “Master Nicholas – at this hour? Is everything all right?”


  Col placed a hand on Lyss’ shoulder and aimed her to the first door on the right. “There’s a parlor in there – you can make Miette comfortable on the couch.” Lyss stepped away and Col turned to the servant. “Timothy, you’ll want to wake the count and my mother. I need to tell them what’s going on. Also – the belongings I left with my mother for storage – where did she put them?”


  “In your childhood room, sir. It is currently otherwise unused.”


  Col didn’t know if that meant his mother still expected him to move home someday, despite his being thirty years old, or if they just hadn’t found a use for it yet. “Okay, you go ahead. I need to collect some items but I’ll meet them both in the count’s study.”


  Col and Timothy disappeared up the stairs and then moments later Timothy came back to the parlor to watch over Lyss, Zoe and Miette. All things considered, he didn’t seem to be too shocked to have Col bring this kind of chaos to their doorstep. He looked over Miette, who was more peaceful now that she was laying down, but her face was deep set in concentration and she looked a little blue.


  “What has befallen the viscountess?” he asked.


  Lyss looked up, surprised he recognized Miette. “She, uh … she said she was poisoned.”


  “Oh dear! I shall fetch the doctor!”


  “No, no, no … it’s okay. She’s using her magic to push the poison out of her body.” She grabbed a white doily from the table and wiped it across Miette’s fevered brow and it came away stained lavender. “See? That’s pure poison – but she said she needs time to sweat it out and then gather her strength.”


  “I see … nevertheless a physician would …”


  Zoe stepped between the man and Miette, her height lending her an imposing air. “An assassin has made an attempt on her life and failed, which means there is somebody out there looking for her. It would be wise if none were informed of her location.”


  “I … yes, that seems wise. Please, excuse me for a moment.”


  Timothy left and Lyss was sure that Zoe had scared him away for good. If there was one thing she learned in the last several months it’s that even though only a small portion of the city actually hated elves, an embarrassingly large number of the remainder were either unnerved by or outright terrified by them. However, he returned only moments later with a tray in hand with three glasses of cool water and some pastries, then went to stand by the door.


  “This is Col’s family’s home?” Zoe muttered to Lyss in elfish. “Why would a man with these means choose to work as a mercenary?”


  “It’s complicated. His mother is his mother but his father is not his father.” Lyss looked pleadingly at Zoe hoping that she’d understand since she didn’t know the elfish words for “step-father” or “bastard son,” or even if those concepts existed in their society.


  Thankfully Zoe seemed to comprehend. “We met his father at solstice, remember? He seemed to truly love his added-son.” Lyss took mental note of the odd verbal construction. “I understand why he refused to claim a title, but I have no doubt he would welcome Col to live here. I assumed they hadn’t the money or the space, but they keep a room for him.”


  Lyss just shrugged at that. “He hasn’t explained his whole family to me. I know he lived here as a child, but he didn’t tell me why he left.”


  “Lyss … is that you?” Miette was laying on her back on the sofa, the crook of her arm covering her eyes. She thought she heard her friend’s voice, but figured her head was still a little hazy because she couldn’t make out any words.


  “Oh thank the goddesses. Miette, how do you feel?”


  The girl didn’t stir, but she answered hoarsely “like I fell off a cliff.”


  “And the poison?” Zoe asked, brusquely.


  “It’s gone … just tired.” Miette had a pretty good idea of what happened, but there were holes in her memory where she’d concentrated the hardest against the toxin. She didn’t remember half of what Bridgette said to her back in her front room, and nothing after Lyss picked her up to carry her like a sack of potatoes. She had to assume that they’d arrived somewhere safe given how calm everybody was acting.


  They could hear shuffling feet and voices from upstairs, but the house was too well built to make anything out of it. At some point, a tinkling bell called Timothy away and they were alone. After about half an hour or so, Col came down the stairs and into the room. He tossed a pile of clothing on one of the chairs, and said “traveling cloaks. I couldn’t really find inconspicuous clothing for you ladies so I figured the best bet is to cover up. That is, unless you wanted to run from the guard tripping over my mother’s ballgowns.”


  “Yeah, safe bet.” Lyss retorted. “So that’s the plan? We just put on the cloaks and stay in the shadows?”


  “We need to get out of the city and head east. We’ll head for Stonebridge and hope that Miette’s family can keep us safe there, and then from Stonebridge we can get Zoe across the border. As for getting out of the city – that’s the best part. The count may be a fine, upstanding member of society but his grandfather, the man who built this manor, he was a bit of a scoundrel. Made his money in all sorts of less than legal ways.”


  “So? What’s that got to do with us getting out of the city?” Lyss asked, too exhausted for Col’s verbal gymnastics.


  “Smuggler’s tunnels.” Miette was apparently awake and listening, despite still having her eyes covered.


  “That’s right … there’s a locked gate in the basement that leads to a series of tunnels that we can take out to one of the outskirt villages.”


  “I don’t think I can walk that far tonight,” Miette said without looking up. “And no, Lyss, you can not carry me from here to the neighboring village.”


  Lyss, who had just been about to suggest it, closed her mouth.


  “Does she have to go with us at all?” Zoe asked. “The guard is after me, not her. We can leave her with your parents and they can see her home after she recovers.”


  Miette struggled her way into a sitting position and took a sip from one of the glasses of water. “No, they’ll be after me too. Bridgette poisoned me on the duke’s command. The last people who tried to kill me were working with the Red Hand, who  turned out to be part-and-parcel with the duke’s guard. And now you say the guard is after you directly. I think it’s a safe bet that all these commands are all coming from the duke.”


  “I agree – it certainly seems like we’re all in this together. He wants you dead because you’re an elf and he wants you dead because your father works with the elves.” Col crossed the room and offered Miette his hand so he could pull her to her feet. Once he was satisfied that Miette could at least stand on her own he said. “Don’t worry about making it to the next town. The duke’s guardsmen don’t know about the tunnels – I’ve used them to hide from them loads of times. Once we get underground we’ll be safe, and there are a few places I know where we can make camp. Sleep in the day – travel under cover of night.”


   


  Chapter 24: Into the Tunnels


  Although old and disused, the smuggler’s tunnels were still in excellent condition. Dirty, of course, and the walls had crumbled and partially collapsed in places, but the stonework was well laid and they had withstood the test of more than a century.


  Miette didn’t want to be a burden on her friend, but she still wasn’t fully recovered and she had to drape her arm over Lyss’ shoulder for support as they walked in the near-darkness. At least for this leg of the journey, only Col and Zoe had hands free for holding lanterns but the floor was still relatively smooth and even and they kept a good pace.


  After about an hour of walking, and several meandering turns that Col took with confidence, they came to door tucked away into a recess in the wall. Col reached into his vest to withdraw some implements, made quick work of the lock and ushered the rest of them inside.


  “Stay here, and be quiet,” he announced in a whisper. The place they came to was a large, empty subterranean room. There were a few crates cracked open in the corner, all rotted with age, and several blankets tucked away with holes bitten-through by rats. On the opposite side of the room from where they entered, there was a second door with its own impressive lock. Col immediately crossed the room and picked that lock too and thankfully the door swung in toward them because the opposite side was blocked by much newer crates and boxes stacked up nearly to his chest.


  Col grumbled to himself, but climbed over the crates anyway and explored the other side for a bit. When he came back, he dragged a few of the crates out of the way to create a walkway. “Okay – the shop’s closed for a few hours yet. If anybody wants to use the privy, this is your last chance.”


  Zoe went and came back while Miette sat and gathered strength, but she still needed Lyss to help her move around. The door led into the basement storeroom of an apothecary’s shop who had apparently blocked off the unknown door that they didn’t have a key for anyway. It’s entirely possible that the shop’s owner had no idea what was behind it.


  Once they returned, Col moved all the crates back into place then climbed over them and reset the lock on the door. He seemed almost possessive of the tunnels and Miette couldn’t help but wonder about them. Where else did they go? Was it just the one manor and a network of shops, or did several wealthy families have access to them? Did her family’s manor have a door in the basement just like that?


  But curiosity wasn’t enough to keep her awake anymore and soon enough she dozed off with her back on the stone wall and her head on Lyss’ shoulder, who’d supported her all the way down to the ground. Lyss leaned her head to rest on top of Miette’s and dozed off as well, tired from the exertion of a full day before a pitched battle with the duke’s guard, then a harried escape with a whole extra person’s weight to carry around.


  “You know these tunnels well,” Zoe said to Col, inviting him to elaborate.


  “Yeah … I found that door in the basement when I was maybe seven or eight years old. Once I learned to pick the lock I would come down here and explore when I needed to get away from people.”


  “You are a very social man. I can’t picture you wanting to get away from people.”


  Col shrugged. “I think at some point, every teenage boy has a period where he just wants to be alone.” He pondered for a minute before adding, “maybe it’s different for elves?”


  “Perhaps. Our compound is a good … similarity? … to how we live at home. We share the common house with several generations of the family. When a child is old enough that they desire privacy they are permitted their own house. Perhaps that is something you would have wanted when you were that age.”


  Col agreed, but stayed silent. Though they were cut off from the sun, nearest he could figure it was roughly dawn. It being spring they had about as much daytime as nighttime to contend with. He and Zoe would need to get some sleep as well so they could resume travel before dusk and exit the tunnels with as much time as possible to travel in darkness.


  Miette was the first to wake, but when she stirred, the motion disturbed Lyss since the two were propped up against each other.


  “Morning already?” Lyss joked.


  “Evening … I think …” Miette looked around at the almost pitch-black room now that Col and Zoe had extinguished their lanterns. “Actually – I have no idea.”


  Lyss yawned and stretched as best as she could without getting up. “You feeling any better? You sound better.”


  Miette nodded. “Yes, much better. I told you I just needed rest.”


  Lyss reached around Miette’s back and put her hand on the girl’s shoulder and pulled her a little closer. She held her friend there for a moment before she quietly admitted “I thought we’d lose you.”


  Miette leaned into the embrace, reminded of the way her mother tried to comfort her while she slowly recovered from having her hand severed. As countess she could be imperious and cold, but as a mother she was always full of warmth and love. Miette could only hope that her parents either weren’t attacked all the way down in Placis, or that they’d managed to get away or repel it.


  Desperate to think about anything else, she asked Lyss “did you ever get any use out of that book I sent you?”


  “I did, actually. I’m still a very, very slow reader – but I can get some meaning out of it now.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. And the rest of it? When I heard you relaying the conversation to, oh … I forget her name …”


  “Sal.”


  “Yes … when I heard you relaying the conversation to Sal I was so impressed.”


  Lyss blushed, but nobody could see it. “I’ve picked up a little more since then. I think I’m better at complete sentences now.”


  “That’s not modest Lyss, that’s a lie.” The voice came from Zoe, who at some point woke up and silently listened to the conversation. “You’re a fluent speaker now.”


  “Oh come on,” Lyss replied. “I’m learning but there’s still so many words I don’t know.”


  “You speak my language as well as I speak yours,” Zoe said in elfish.


  “That’s not true. You’re so much better at this than me.”


  Zoe sighed. “I wish it were so, Lyss. Because of my position I’ve been studying since I was ten years old and my two decades of study is only equivalent to your two seasons.”


  Miette bopped Lyss on the kneecap with her wooden hand. “You know it’s rude to cut me out of the conversation like that.”


  “Ow … sorry, it’s just kinda reflex.”


  “Exactly my point,” said Zoe from across the room. “Two seasons, Lyss. Just two seasons and you can swing between Lantel and Nellish with ease. You may be a well-trained sword fighter, but your true talent is for language.”


  “Don’t worry,” Col added out of the darkness. “If you decide being a mercenary isn’t your thing I promise I won’t be insulted if you leave me for the academic life. It’d be a shame to lose a partner who won’t stab me in the back, though.” He let out a yawn and lit his lamp. “Since it sounds like everybody’s awake, maybe we should head out.”


  “Is it the right time?” Miette asked. “I don’t know how you can figure it out down here.”


  Col shrugged nonchalantly. “I have no idea either. We won’t know what time it is until we reach the tunnel exit. If it’s still light out, we’ll rest there until it’s dark. If it’s dark, we’ll just keep going.”


  Once they reentered the tunnels, Col made sure to reset the lock on the door to the secret storeroom. They may have been built decades before he was born, but he treated the tunnels as his own and made sure to safeguard their secrets should anybody stumble into them.


  The quartet traveled much more quickly this time, with all four rested and moving under their own power. Miette was the least athletic of the group by far, but whenever her legs tired and she fell behind she drew upon a little magic and levitated herself for a while. Moving things around was the one area of magic in which she was the most practiced since she frequently used it to make up for her missing hand. Unlike the entirely new experience of purging poison from her blood, she could keep this up for hours without tiring.


  Nevertheless, she made judicious use of the ability. If the others caught wind she was tiring they might slow their pace and the sooner they made it out into the wilds and eventually to Stonebridge, the better off they’d all be.


  The tunnels ended in a non-descript steel door that looked just like a dozen or so they’d passed along the way, and for this one, Col had the key. He unlocked it and eased it open and weak daylight filtered in.


  They stepped out through the door and into a little cave, only a few strides deep, whose entrance was obscured by lush shrubbery, but not so overgrown that they couldn’t see the sunlight streaming in through the branches. All four of them breathed a sigh of relief, not just because they were happy to be out in the open air, but also because it meant they would get some respite before carrying on through the night.


  Once the sun set completely and they had true darkness, Col led the group out from the cover into a sparse forest that had just enough cover to keep them undetected until they reached a fresh-water brook where they could refresh themselves.


  They followed the stream as far as they could, and when they encountered a village that had obviously sprung up around the water source, they diverted south and gave it as wide a berth as they could manage. They eventually rejoined the stream, but by the time they did the sun was threatening to rise ahead of them so they found a place to bed down, exhausted and hungry.


  “We need food,” Miette said plainly toward Col, who originated the escape plan. “Is there anywhere on this route we can get some?”


  “I’ve never had to make this trip covertly. I used to pop into that town back there and stay the the inn after I got out of the tunnels.” He shrugged. “There’s probably game around here but I’m no hunter.”


  “Do we have any money?”


  Col reached into his cloak and tossed Miette a pouch about the size of her closed fist. It wasn’t very large, but it was filled with high-value gold coins. “I took that from my belongings when we stopped at my mother’s house.”


  Miette took two coins out and handed the remainder back to Col. “If there’s a baker in town, he probably opens up early. I’ll go get us some bread.”


  “You can’t go alone …” Lyss challenged. “It’s too dangerous.”


  “And who can go with me? It’d be impossible for Zoe or Col to hide in a crowd, and with those trousers and swords you look like a bandit – or a pirate.” Miette opened her cloak, revealing the perfectly ordinary dress she’d worn to class the day before. “If I keep my hood up, nobody will give me a second look.”


  Lyss stood up, dropped her hood and wrapped the cloak tightly around herself. “And if I walk around like this, nobody’ll give me a second look either.”


  Miette chewed on her bottom lip before giving in. “Okay, fine. Just … don’t follow too close. If the guards in this city have descriptions of us it’ll be too obvious if we’re standing side-by-side.”


  The trip to town was largely uneventful. Because it was still so early in the morning, Miette could easily avoid the other people on the street while Lyss stayed a good twenty yards behind and made sure nobody tried to sneak up on her friend. When they arrived at the bakery, Lyss kept on walking as though they weren’t together, then took up position leaning against a wall a little ways down the street so she could tail Miette all the way back.


  A gold coin was a lot of money, so Miette not only got plenty of bread, she also bought a wicker basket off the baker to carry it all in and walked away with a pile of change.


  The way back was equally uneventful and when they came upon the place where they’d set up camp, Zoe and Col were seated back-to-back so they could watch for anybody approaching and so they could converse quietly to pass the time. Col spotted them first so he nudged Zoe with his elbow and the both of them stood up to greet the conquering heroes.


  Hunger took hold of the group and they dove into the feast of bread and nobody spoke again until they’d each finished a loaf.


  That day they slept by the edge of the brook, taking in turns to keep watch over the sorry excuse for an encampment. When dusk fell they began to move again, sticking to the water’s edge and the copse of trees that surrounded it.


  Thankfully they’d moved into full night before the forest gave way to plains and the water flowed through open fields. The land was so deserted at night that they joined up with a main thoroughfare and chanced cutting through a village instead of going around it.


  As it turned out, rumors of elves having superior eyesight were slightly exaggerated, but Zoe did have an edge of the rest of the group in low light. The roads and villages weren’t totally devoid of activity, but she spotted people at such long range at night that they had no trouble avoiding them altogether.


  The sky slowly turned from a field of stars to a soft, dark blue, signaling the approaching dawn. “Col, I think we’re in trouble here …” Lyss looked far and wide in the growing light. There was a village up ahead, but open plains in every direction otherwise. “We’re gonna need a place to hide in the daytime.”


  “Don’t worry about that – this here is the village of Olfuts. I’ve got friends here who can help us out.”


  There was a wavering in Col’s voice that told Lyss even he wasn’t quite sure of that, but as far as she could tell they didn’t have any alternatives.


  They managed to arrive in the town only a short time after sun-up and Col led them through the maze of narrow streets that comprised the center of town, down an alley, to a plain wooden door. He knocked, but nobody answered, so he knocked again – it was incredibly early after all.


  On the third knock, a bleary-eyed man with a bushy red beard opened the door. “Col? Izzat you? What in the name of the goddesses brings you to my doorstep?”


  “Hey Kyle … you wouldn’t mind terribly if I made use of your basement for a few hours, would you?”


  Kyle yawned and sleepily looked over Col and his entourage. “Fine, fine, get in here. Who’d you piss off this time?” He waved each one of them through and closed the door. “And how’d you get yourself involved with so many lovely ladies?” He said that with a showy, charming smile.


  “Oh, you know – just the usual suspects.”


  “Col, m’boy, I’m a little disappointed. Word was you gave up smuggling – went on the straight-and-narrow. How’d you go and get yourself all tangled up with the constabulary again?” Kyle didn’t seem fazed by the notion that Col was in trouble with the law, but when Zoe took off her hood and stood at her full height, he did raise an eyebrow inquisitively.


  “Not so concerned with the local lawmen this time – it’s the duke’s guard, and the new duke himself. Though I guess I should say it’s the Red Hand since it turns out they’re one and the same.”


  Kyle took a moment to digest it, his focus darting back and forth between Col and Zoe a few times before he put together all the ramifications of that statement. “I can keep you hidden for a while, and so long as the locals don’t have an issue with you, you lot should be safe to move about the town. The duke himself came through with his soldiers not two days ago – collected up all his men and went east.”


  Concern furrowed on Col’s forehead. He was pretty sure he knew the answer but he had to ask. “East toward Stonebridge?”


  “Aye, seems likely. Heard the name on the lips on some of the soldiers’ wives.”


  Miette’s heart was thumping in her ears. “Why? Why is the duke marching his men to Stonebridge?” She barely managed to get the words out in her panic.


  Col pinched the bridge of his nose. “The only reason I can see for him to ride out with his soldiers would be to sack the county seat. He’s not just after you, Miette, he’s after the entire Ruisseau clan.”


  Miette nearly collapsed to the floor but Lyss caught her and eased her down. “Jacques … he’s there now. He’ll …” she couldn’t get the rest out through the sobs. She didn’t protest when Lyss got her up to her feet and led her into an adjoining room so she could have a little privacy.


  “We will need as much information about this as you can give us,” Zoe said to Kyle in a tone so brusque it bordered on intimidating. In times of stress, she had a bad habit of letting her the commanding tone she’d learned as a princess creep back into her speech. “If the duke amasses his soldiers on the border, my people may see it as a precursor to a military strike. If they do, it will in turn lead to war.”


  Kyle frowned. “If what they say about you elves is true, we’ll all be wiped out.”


  “Most of what they say is false – ridiculous stories meant to make humans fear us. We aren’t capable of an offensive that would topple your kingdom.” Zoe’s words did little to ease his fears. “But if it comes to war, many soldiers would die on both sides. I don’t want to see my countrymen killed in battle any more than you do – and especially not because the Red Hand tricked them into a quarrel with your king.”


  “Damn you, Reginald,” Col muttered under his breath. He took a deep breath to re-center himself, then turned his attention to Kyle. “My friend, thank you for keeping us safe for today. If it’s not too much trouble – could you see to it that these ladies get some food in them and a place to sleep.”


  “Aye – my sons are away on business at the moment so we’ve beds to spare.”


  “Okay, Zoe – stay with Lyss and Miette, and have Lyss keep her sword at the ready just in case. I’m gonna go out and get in contact with a few friends in town, see what information I can get from them.”


  “We should not separate the group.”


  “Needs must – If we keep heading toward Stonebridge like we were, we might be better off walking into a bear’s den. But if we’re gonna change our plans now, we need to gather intelligence and move strategically.” He patted Zoe on the shoulder and headed for the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Don’t worry about me unless I’m late – just try to get some rest.”


  True to his word, Col was only gone for about two hours before returning. Lyss had fallen asleep sitting up on one of the beds, her back against the wall, with Miette curled up against her. When he checked in on them he opted not to wake them up, but he could see that Miette’s cheeks were still wet and he suddenly felt extremely sorry for the girl – the only one of them who hadn’t chosen to put her life in danger and perhaps the one with the most at stake personally.


  In the adjoining room he found Zoe, soaking wet and half dressed from the bath. “Whoa, sorry!” He said, then shut the door. “I’m … uh … I’m back,” he stammered out.


  After a moment or two, her voice came muffled through the door. “You may enter.”


  Col cautiously turned the handle and cracked the door open a little, peeking around the corner as though he wasn’t sure whether she would be dressed or not. She was sitting on the edge of the bed wearing an obviously borrowed nightgown (since it ran out of length just above her knee) running a brush through her long, pink hair. He’d never seen any of the elves in anything but the white embroidered pants and jacket combination that, as far as he could tell, also served as a sort of family crest. He was surprised at how, even with her elongated frame, Zoe still had soft, feminine curves hidden underneath the form-concealing garb.


  “The water’s still warm,” she said to him, while nodding toward the washbasin in the corner of the room behind a privacy screen. “I do not wish to insult, but you need it. I can smell you from here.”


  He watched her for a moment as she pulled the brush from her scalp, around her dagger-length ears and down to the end of her long tresses. She looked up and saw him staring and challenged him with a peaked eyebrow.


  “Oh, uh, sorry – it’s just, I’ve never seen you like … like this.”


  “And I would normally never allow it. But, to put it in your words, needs must. Now, as your employer, I command you to get clean.” She did her best to reorient herself on the bed so her back faced the basin, but Col didn’t make any move toward it. She hazarded a glance at him, not wanting to invade his privacy were he disrobing, but instead she found him meeting her eyes.


  “I will, but because we’ve been marching for two days and I feel like garbage, not because you ‘command’ me to.” Only after he said his piece did he cross the room and place the privacy screen between them.


  The room was silent save for the sound of ruffling fabric as he disrobed and the swish of water as he stepped into the mildly warm basin. He soaked for a few minutes, letting his muscles relax (and wishing the water were truly hot) before scrubbing himself clean and toweling off the excess moisture. Kyle had left for him a change of undergarments and, though he didn’t love the idea of wearing another man’s he didn’t really have any other choice. He wouldn’t be able to do anything about his breeches or his vest as the cloth was too thick, but at least he could give his shirt and stockings a quick scrub and set them over the privacy screen to air dry while he slept.


  He came out from behind the screen with bare feet, bare chest and breeches, with the towel wrapped around his shoulders. Zoe was already watching him as he continued to dry off.


  “I’m sorry,” she finally said. “it was meant to be a joke, but I don’t think it translated.”


  Col chuckled a little at that, his mood much improved after the relaxing bath. “Yeah, I figured that while I was soaking. You know sarcasm really isn’t your thing. Though, for a moment, I was wondering if that sort of command would be acceptable in your culture ...”


  “No, it would also be rude of me, assistant to the ambassador, to order elves around in that manner. But in my own tongue, they would’ve known I did not truly intend what I said.”


  “It’s okay,” he said with a deep exhale. His earlier anger had faded and now he just wanted this awkward conversation behind him. He glanced around the room, not wanting to meet Zoe’s eye contact, but then noticed something that should’ve been immediately obvious were he not so busy looking at Zoe when he entered. “There’s only one bed in here, isn’t there?”


  “Yes – one of us will have to sleep on the floor, and since I have insulted you I think it should be me …”


  “No. You take the bed. You need to be as rested as possible for the journey ahead. We have a lot of ground to cover.”


  “You need your rest just as badly as I do – more so since you seem to be the only one of us who knows enough about this land to formulate a plan. It’s only logical that you should have the bed.”


  Col let out a deep sigh and tossed the towel over the side of the screen. He crossed the room and sat down on the bed next to Zoe. “Look, I’m a responsible adult, you’re a responsible adult, and this is hardly the time to worry about propriety … let’s just share the bed.”


  Zoe considered it but didn’t say anything. Of course, a princess sharing her bed with … a human … it seemed scandalous to her sensibilities. But right here, right now, she was exhausted and even though she had offered, she really didn’t want to sleep on the floor. “Give me your word – you will keep your hands to yourself.”


  Col put his left hand over his heart and held up his right. “I swear that all I want to do in this bed today is sleep.”


  Zoe built up the courage to speak, then said “very well – but you will face the wall and I will face the door.”


  “Deal.” Zoe stood to allow him access to the bed, and he suppressed a small snicker when he saw just how short Kyle’s wife’s nightgown was on her, as though it had shrunk to half its size in the wash. He swung his legs up and curled onto his side facing the wall and scooted as far forward as he could to give Zoe space to get in. A few moments later he felt her sit down and then curl up facing the other way, her back touching his. “I, uh, hope you have enough space, ‘cause I’m literally up against the wall here.”


  “I have just enough. But only just enough.”


  They were silent for a little while, each one feeling the other’s back move in and out with each breath.


  “I’m sorry if it’s awkward,” Col finally said. “It’s a weird situation for me too.”


  “Being so close to an elf, you mean?”


  “No, it’s not that – I mean being this close to a woman, even if it’s completely chaste. Is that … is that why it’s awkward for you? Being in close contact with a human, I mean.”


  “Yes. I find all humans revolting.” They were silent for a moment, then Zoe added “that was a joke.”


  “Lady, we have got to work on your delivery. Sarcasm just isn’t your thing.”


  “But it has worked so well for me tonight …” She couldn’t get that line out without a little giggle.


  “Oh absolutely,” Col replied with his most exaggerated voice. “You’ve got me laughing so hard I can barely breathe over here.”


  Zoe kept on giggling and even let out a little snort, caught up in one of those fits of laughter that only comes with exhaustion. Col could feel her back convulsing with laughter pressed up against his. It was a good feeling – joyous – in a dire time.


  “See. That’s how you do sarcasm.”


  “Are these lessons? Are you going to teach me?”


  Zoe felt Col’s shoulders move up in a shrug. “If the pay’s good enough,” he said.


  They laid there for a minute while Zoe’s giggle fit subsided, then a few minutes more in silence.


  “Hey, Zoe. Can I ask you something? It’s, uh, something only an elf can really answer.”


  She was surprised by the sudden change in tone, but she agreed nonetheless. “You may ask.”


  “Okay … what I want to know is … exactly how far are your feet hanging off the end of this itty-bitty bed right now?”


  The stupidity of it got a guffaw out of Zoe, and she had to cover her mouth to make sure she didn’t wake the others. She reached back and gave Col a gentle punch in the thigh. “Go to sleep, Col. I command you,” she said with a giggle.


  Chapter 25: A Change in Plans


  When Col woke, the sun was still fairly high in the sky but it had definitely shifted from morning to afternoon while he slept. Of course, it was hard to tell exactly what time it was since he only had a very close view of the wall abutting the bed. Both Kyle’s sons were teenagers and old enough to travel on business for their father, but odds were that their bedrooms, and their beds, hadn’t changed since they were toddlers.


  As Col recalled all this, he noticed that he didn’t feel Zoe’s back pushed up against his, but he still wasn’t alone in the bed. He could feel her leg brushed up against his, and her arm draped across his torso, and her face nuzzled up against the nape of his neck. He reached down and stroked his hand gently along her forearm. “Hey Zoe,” he said, barely above a whisper. “Are you awake?”


  “mmm” she replied – awake enough to respond to her name, but not quite roused from sleep. “I’m awake” she muttered back, but in elfish.


  He continued to stroke her forearm idly, pondering its length and its narrowness. He expected her to be bony under the jacket – all elbows and joints – but she turned out to be surprisingly human in form. Sure, a little elongated, but not at all as alien as he’d pictured.


  All at once, he felt her muscles tense and heard a sharp intake of breath right behind his ear, signaling that she was now truly awake and aware of her surroundings. “Col … I  …” she withdrew her arm, but because she was so close she could only perch it uncomfortably on her own hip to avoid touching him. “I’m sorry … I …”


  “You rolled over in your sleep.” He gave another of those nonchalant shrugs, and she was so close that his shoulder muscles grazed across the tip of her nose. “It’s okay.”


  “But my hand …”


  “Was resting on the blanket. Don’t worry so much – it’s not like you groped me in your sleep.”


  Zoe was glad Col couldn’t see her face turn red as she pictured putting her hand on his shoulder. Because she was a princess her life had been one of deep scrutiny and strict rules. As such, this was the closest she’d ever been to any man – human or elf – that wasn’t a member of her family. No amount of chivalry was going to ease her embarrassment, nor the sense that she was doing something wrong. “I know – in my head – that I’ve done nothing to be ashamed of. But I feel – in my heart – that I’ve been … inappropriate.”


  Col rolled over to face her, and her blush only deepened when she was forced to stare into his eyes and feel his hot breath crashing against her lips. He stared back, seeming to search her eyes for a few moments, before smirking and saying “wow – I think the pillow’s even more undersized than the bed.” Zoe let out a little giggle as he brushed the tip of his nose against hers, then he added in his exaggerated tone “we should probably get up now, or else Miette and Lyss will start spreading rumors about us.”


  He sprang up and straddled Zoe, pausing in the middle of the motion to say with a smirk “Okay, maybe this is a little inappropriate,” before setting his foot down on the floor and climbing out of the bed completely. He really was trying his best to be chivalric both in deed and in thought, but he still caught a glimpse of her laying in the bed, the ill-fitting nightgown too billowy for her slender frame having shifted in the night. He didn’t slow as he crossed the room and retrieved his now-dry shirt and stockings from the privacy screen but in the back of his mind some part of him knew he’d have a hard time looking at her as only his employer from that point forward.


  Since he was already dressed from the waist down, he threw the shirt on over his head and gathered the rest of his belongings, and headed out into the hallway to finish getting dressed there.


  Although the little city house wasn’t opulent by any means, it did still have a sitting room near the entrance, and that’s where he found Lyss and Miette who cut their conversation short as he approached. He dropped down heavily into one of the cushions on the other end of the sofa from where Miette was sitting while Lyss, perched in an armchair, followed him with her eyes.


  “Did you girls get enough sleep?” he asked while he went to work slipping on his stockings and lacing up his boots.


  “We did,” Miette said. “And you? Did you … sleep well?”


  The implication was clear. The rumors were already in motion. “It took me a few hours to get some information out of my local sources, but once I was in bed I slept soundly.”


  “I bet you both did in that little bed.” Lyss wasn’t one for mere implication. “I came to see if you were awake yet and there the two of you were wrapped around each other.”


  He tried his best not to let on how insulted he felt to be lectured by a teenager about this topic, but he didn’t do a very good job. “There was only one bed. And even if we had done more than sleep, Lyss, the two of us are both adults. We’re both free to make our own choices without consulting you first.”


  “That’s not the problem Col – this isn’t any other woman, this is Zoe we’re talking about.” She chewed on her lip and added “just … don’t get too close. Everything changes when we get her back to her countrymen and if you get close now, you’re gonna get burned.”


  “What do you mean?” He was prepared for the sort of moralizing that comes out the mouths of headstrong teenagers, but this sounded like something else entirely.


  “It’s not my place to tell. But I assure you, there’s no way the two of you can end up together.”


  Zoe stepped around the corner and into the room. None of them had heard her walk down the stairs, either because elves tended to be light-footed or because they were so wrapped up into their disagreement that they weren’t paying attention. She looked just as she did when they first met, with her long pink hair back in its tight braid and sporting the fresh, crisp white slacks and jacket she always wore.


  “It is as Col says. We merely shared the bed because the floor would only make our tired muscles too sore to travel at speed.” She added in elfish so that only Lyss would understand her “I am fully aware what my people would say about me having relations with a human – or any man – outside of marriage. Col may not know who I am, but do not think for a moment that I would forget.”


  That last bit blunted Lyss’ fervor somewhat. “I didn’t think you would, but it’s just …”


  “When we reach the border to my homeland, we will have to part ways.” Zoe cut Lyss off, signaling an end to their private exchange. “We are both too old to start a relationship we know to be doomed in just a few days – especially when we have so much else to worry about in the meantime.”


  “Yes,” Miette was happy to take the segue out of a conversation that had clearly a lot going on below the surface she didn’t understand. “What are we going to do? Did you find anything out about the soldiers marching on Stonebridge?”


  “I did,” Col said, “and it’s not all bad news. The duke is marching on Stonebridge, and clearly his goal is to sack the county. Given his attempt on your life it’s safe to assume that he plans to kill your parents and install someone else as count. Some people say that Gregory, viscount of Fallsford, was traveling in the duke’s entourage so he’d be a prime candidate. Fallsford and Stonebridge are both known for mining and producing fine steel, so Gregory, for all of his failings, is probably a good choice to keep the miners digging and the smelters smelting.”


  “That doesn’t sound like good news …” Miette’s face had already taken on an ashen tone. “Only my brother Jacques is in Stonebridge right now but I doubt that he and my father’s men will be able to withstand the duke’s guard.”


  “The majority of the duke’s guard remains in Oshigard. Remember, they’re the city’s main method of law enforcement, so he doesn’t want to withdraw them and come back to chaos. Instead, at each village he passes, he’s absorbing whatever contingent of his guard he has stationed there to keep an eye on the local count or baron and pressing them into service in this slap-dash army of his. That’s the good news – out here, the duke’s guard is untrained, undisciplined and under-equipped. Critically, they aren’t used to long marches, and they don’t have horses, so they’re trickling across the countryside like cold molasses.


  “More good news for us: either the duke assumes we all died in Oshigard or nobody’s bothered to report in yet because none of us have bounties on our heads – not by name, not by description. We can travel by day without much cause for concern, so long as we avoid the duke’s so-called army. I’ve procured some horses for us at the local stables. Nearest I can figure it, if we keep a good pace, we should arrive in Stonebridge two or three days ahead of the duke.”


  “Yeah, but then what?” Lyss interjected. “Whether his army is poorly trained or poorly equipped – there’s still only the four of us. What difference does it make if we get there first or not?”


  “I haven’t quite figured that part out yet – if we arrive first, it might still be too late. If we arrive second, that’s guaranteed.”


  Once they’d gathered their belongings, Col said his goodbyes to Kyle, slipping a few gold coins into his palm as they shook hands and promising to to truly pay him back someday.


  It was a short walk to the stables but a nervous one. Despite the report that nobody would be looking for them, each one of them felt a little exposed after their night-time escape. Soon enough, though, they’d arrived to find four horses saddled and ready for departure.


  After everybody mounted up, they moved out at a slow walk. Although Zoe and Miette had both learned how to ride horses as part of their respective noble upbringings, neither one had ridden solo in a very long time and they needed to get reacquainted with the activity. Miette doubly so – with the reins held normally in her right hand and wrapped around her wooden left everything felt just a little bit different from what she remembered. It came back quickly enough, though and by the time the sun had started setting they were moving at near gallop, making the most of what little travel time they had left that day.


  About an hour after sunset, when even the meager light of dusk finally failed them, they slowed their advance and ventured into a tiny little hamlet to find an inn and stable to rest both themselves and their horses. To make sure they would have enough resources to reach Stonebridge Col only rented two rooms and because Lyss was the only one of them who knew Miette’s secret she had to swallow her objections and allow Col and Zoe to spend the night together again.


  The whole point to scrambling to the border with Zoe was that if she died at the hands of the duke, there was a very real chance that her father, in his grief, would attack the kingdom and start a bloody war. She could only imagine his reaction should his daughter have a scandalous tryst with a mercenary – a human mercenary at that. Lyss didn’t know what the elfish king was like first-hand, but she could recall maybe a dozen stories where vengeful kings waged wars over pettier slights than this. She had to trust that Col would keep his wits about him and play the gentleman, but he was playing a dangerous game while only seeing half the field.


  The most frustrating part to her was that even though she was finally face to face with probably the only real friend she’d ever had in her life, she couldn’t share those concerns. Just as she pledged to keep Miette’s secrets, she’d likewise pledged to keep Zoe’s, and because of it she was stuck in the middle of it all.


  “You have to stop being so prudish,” Miette said when they were finally alone together in the rented room. Without bedclothes, they’d both stripped down to their underclothes so they could sleep more comfortably.


  “I’m not being prudish,” Lyss replied. “I just … I just think it’s a bad idea for them to get close right now.”


  “It sounded like Zoe agrees with you given what she said earlier. But even still, they are adults, unmarried and unconcerned with the pettiness of noble courtship. What does it matter if they, well, desire one another? Or are you jealous?”


  “Jealous? Of what?”


  “Of Col.”


  “Eugh.” Lyss’ face puckered up at the insinuation. “He’s over thirty – almost twice my age.”


  “And that’s why you shouldn’t presume to …” Miette paused mid point as some part of her brain did the math. “Wait … what? How old are you that thirty is ‘almost twice’ your age?”


  “Seventeen this past winter,” she replied as though it were the most normal thing in the world.


  “Curse it, Lyss – you’re still a child.” She never would’ve guessed. Lyss’ height and musculature suggested a woman of at least 25, as did her headstrong confidence. And, much as she was ashamed to admit it even to herself, Miette had chalked up Lyss’ moments of naivete to her common farm girl upbringing. “What happened to you … did … did you lose your parents? Did someone force you into this life?”


  “No … nothing like that. Look, you don’t really know what it’s like for common girls. You work for your family, you get betrothed, you work for your husband, and that’s your life. That’s your whole life. And I probably would’ve been happy with that, just like the other girls in my village, if not for the old man.”


  “The man who taught you to wield a sword?”


  Lyss nodded. “He also taught me to read and his books – they taught me about the world out there. I guess at some point I started picturing a future for myself somewhere in it.” She took a deep breath and fought back the impulse to sob. “And when he died, all that future seemed to die with him and my options whittled down to just marrying Thomas – a life spent as the wife of a baker who only considered marriage with me because he couldn’t get the girl he actually longed for.”


  “So … you left? You decided you’d rather be a mercenary than a wife?”


  “No, that came later – when I met Col. I was just traveling for the sake of traveling. I didn’t know what I wanted – still don’t – but Col saw me fight and asked me to join up with him, even if just to see if I liked it.” She shrugged. “I’ve only been at it about a year but it’s a good enough life. More exciting than the alternative, at least.”


  “That doesn’t sound like a ringing endorsement …”


  “I don’t hate it, but – I think it might be time to try something else. Not that it matters. Col and I are gonna have to flee the whole duchy of Southfield after this.”


  “Unless we get a new duke – but even if duke Reginald were to choke on his steak tomorrow, we’d just be saddled with Bridgette and she’s fairly odious in her own right.”


  “Bridgette? That’s the girl that tried to poison you, right? She’s, what, … duchess?”


  “Vice duchess – she’s the duke’s sister. The duke’s wife is duchess.”


  “Right.” Lyss vaguely recalled reading something like that in the old man’s library but that suddenly seemed so long ago. “Did you notice how … personal Col was with her? And it’s not just him, they both called each other by name. Recognized each other instantly.”


  “What? When?”


  “In the street – when we were fighting the duke’s guard and you came whooshing out in a ball of flame.”


  Miette could catch glimpses of it but shook her head in frustration. “It’s the poison – I don’t remember much of anything from when I was trying to expel it.”


  “He also said something about the duke hating him – you think maybe they slept together?”


  “Hmm …” Miette considered it, absentmindedly cradling her stump and rubbing it with her thumb. “I can’t imagine. I don’t really know Col, but I’ve known about him since I was a small child. There was a time he’d attend balls and soirees just like any other noble of betrothal age. It’s common knowledge that he’s a bastard, but the older girls considered him charming and handsome. I’m sure my view of it as a ten year old was limited but we were always trying to insert ourselves into the older girls’ gossip so we could feel more mature than we really were. Col left society functions not long after that – well before Bridgette was old enough for courtship. And if he had that kind of relationship with her then, surely the duke wouldn’t just hate him, he would’ve had him executed.”


  Lyss nodded and tried not to stare at Miette’s arm but, yet again failed. Instead she nodded her head toward it and asked “is your arm okay?”


  Miette smirked and replied “I’ll let you know as soon as I find it.”


  Lyss blushed and stammered. “No … no I mean … you’ve been holding it and I know sometimes when people lose a limb it feels like it’s still there, but in pain. And you’re rubbing it a lot …”


  “I know to what you refer, and the surgeon who sewed up the wound warned me about it just in case the worst should strike – but thank the goddesses that particular curse seems to have passed me by. It’s just … my skin’s a little raw from being encased in that wooden apparatus for two uninterrupted days and nights.”


  Lyss nodded, not quite knowing how it felt, but imagining it to be similar to how her shoulders felt when she first set off from home, walking from dawn to dusk with a heavy pack strapped to them, and remembering what a relief it was to set the burden down and feel the cool air against her skin. “You should travel without it.”


  Miette stared hard at Lyss for a second before replying “you know I can’t.”


  “Sure you can. I already know, and Col’s a gossip but if he gives us his word I think he’ll keep it. As for Zoe – I’m sure I can work it out with her.” She didn’t want to divulge too much, but she wagered Zoe would keep Miette’s secret in exchange for Lyss keeping hers.


  “It’s not about whether or not I can give them my confidence. They’ll look at me differently if they know. They’ll pity me, and they’ll see me as something weak – something less.”


  “Nonsense. I’m sure they …”


  “No, Lyss.” Miette capped the conversation. “No.”


  Lyss was cowed by it, but added. “You shouldn’t have to.”


  Miette nodded, looking down at the floor. “I know.”


   


  Chapter 26: Stonebridge


  The next few days were uneventful and routine, perhaps even peaceful, belying the fact that they were catching up to an army they must stop but still had no idea how their meager numbers could accomplish such a feat. Col stayed quiet on the matter, but he somehow fell into being the leader of their little fellowship and the other three occasionally pressed him for answers.


  Those answers were always the same – they would first need to find the army. Once they knew its size and its resources and how much time Stonebridge would have to prepare, they would need to speed on toward the county seat and deliver the intelligence to Miette’s brother Jacques. Hopefully he would be able to use his own men to repel the duke, but even though Miette knew all sorts of information about the city, its geography and its people, she lacked any detailed information about the her father’s men in the city guard. She did at least know the locations and sizes of their barracks, from which Col could roughly estimate their numbers – but he desperately hoped his figuring was wrong because the number he arrived at wasn’t exactly indicative of an overwhelming force.


  By day, they rode hard across the countryside, only stopping at mid day for a quick bite and to rest the horses. By night, they stopped at whatever inn they could reach to rest up and resupply. Though all four of them would’ve preferred to continue on through the night, such a pace would’ve surely killed the horses before they reached their destination. And so they ate their meals in silence each night, feeling guilty that they should be allowed to rest in comfort while the world was in such a dire state.


  The only money they had was what Col had managed to grab during their brief stop at his mother’s house – and after greasing palms for information and then buying four healthy, strong horses for transport, the well was starting to run dry. They continued the pattern of only renting two rooms. Lyss concocted some story about wanting to be there to defend Miette (despite her prodigious magical ability) to keep anybody from guessing at the secret. It worked well enough, but it also meant that she couldn’t object to Col and Zoe sharing a room since her cover story made any other configuration impossible.


  Lyss’ only encounters with royalty had been with Zoe (who had to hide her status) and Prince Edward (who she was still utterly afraid to talk to). She didn’t really know much about people with such lofty stations firsthand, but all the stories and rumors and hearsay she’d absorbed throughout her life told  her they were mercurial, especially when it came to family, love and sex. There were plenty of tales of kings and queens moved to do beautiful things in the name of love, but even more of them doing terrible things for the same reason.


  She wasn’t just worried that Col would get his heart broken at the border when Zoe had to reveal that they could never be together. She was worried that Col would lose his head should Zoe’s father should he catch wind and disapprove – and she would be an accomplice to the crime.


  Zoe had already said that she knew full well she couldn’t have a relationship with Col – but that statement didn’t seem to mean very much since each day they sat a little closer, shared a few more whispers and laughed a little more openly.


  It was early on the fourth day that they finally caught wind of the duke’s makeshift army. As luck would have it, where they crossed paths, the army was marching through a wide crescent-shaped ravine, chosen for its relatively flat and steady surface, whereas the four riders could opt for a rockier but more direct route that circumnavigated the ravine. Not only would they overtake the army, they would be able to spy on it from their elevated position as they passed.


  They decided to pause for an early lunch, resting the horses under the scarce trees growing in and among the crags while Col and Zoe ventured to a cliff’s edge on foot to surreptitiously get a read on their foe. The report that came back was a mix of good and bad news.


  The bad news was that the duke had recruited far more men to his cause than Col had anticipated. Given what little he knew about Stonebridge’s forces, defending the city would be incredibly difficult and a lot of lives would be lost on both sides.


  The good news was that was basically all the duke had – men. He’d recruited whoever he could dig up along the way, and that meant mostly guardsmen he’d stationed in towns and hamlets along the way to maintain order and represent his interests. That meant a lot of doughy men in questionable shape with swords. Even with Zoe’s slightly superior vision they could find only a handful of mounted soldiers, pikemen or archers – and not a single siege weapon in the procession.


  This was not an army equipped to sack a city – this was a large mob. The size of the mob may be daunting, but if the count’s men were better equipped and more cleverly apportioned they might stand a chance after all.


  They couldn’t find the duke within the crowd, nor Viscount Gregory of Fallsford, and they had a clear enough view of the entire force that neither could have remained hidden. Either Col’s intelligence was off, or they’d separated from the main group. Perhaps camping with the soldiers was just a little too rough for nobility like them.


  They continued on past the guard and put some distance between them but Col made the tactical decision not to seek shelter at the local inn that night. If the duke hadn’t been through yet, that meant his guard would still be garrisoned in the town, and there was no way of knowing if his men would be on the look-out for any of the four of them, and both Col and Zoe were too conspicuous to hide. Instead they found a dense patch of forest, made their way about a hundred yards into its interior, and made camp camouflaged by the foliage.


  They even chanced to light a small campfire to sit around, which naturally led to storytelling and chatter, but with the enormity of the situation they all regressed into stories about the past instead of discussing their current situation.


  Lyss was, for the most part, withdrawn from the conversation. Truthfully, she had very little to add. Col, Miette and Zoe were all born into privilege and wealth and their stories revolved around travel, parties and leisure. Life on the farm was depressingly mundane and routine by comparison. Her fond memories and stories involved time spent with her family, doing mundane things but together.


  Well, that and stories about the old man.


  As she looked from face to face, all she could think about were the secrets they held. Miette, despite the warmth of the fire and the occasional ribbing from Col, continued to wear her opera gloves well into the night.


  Zoe sat only a hand span or two apart from Col, the pair of them occasionally catching each other’s eye. They shared their own little jokes and even in the dim evening light Zoe’s blushing cheeks were easy to spot against her fair complexion. Either she didn’t think there would be any consequences for this relationship, or she decided she’d simply accept them – but keeping her secret from Col meant he was walking into a potentially perilous situation wholly uninformed.


  And then there was Col. Lyss knew Col to be a man of many secrets. He’d told her all about his life before they met – that he’d been the bastard son of a countess, raised as a noble before falling into crime, jailed for those crimes, and then rebuilding his life doing good, legal work as a mercenary. But even though he had divulged all that, there were details missing – details that, when pressed, Col would always find some way to change the course of the conversation to avoid. The bastard son of a countess and who? A life of crime doing what, exactly? And now the latest one, the one she hadn’t pressed him on yet – How did he know Bridgette, the duke’s sister, and why were they so chummy?


  And she was no better, of course. And in that moment she hated herself for it.


  “Lyss … you still there?”


  Lyss glanced up at the source of the voice to find Col eyeing her with concern. She’d been staring into the fire for some hazy amount of time thinking her own thoughts and she had no idea what the others were talking about. She glanced at Zoe and Miette quickly but just found the same concerned looks there. “Yeah. Sorry. Just … thinkin’.”


  Col’s curiosity piqued – that was a very pregnant pause. “Thinking about anything in particular?” Whatever the task was ahead, it was going to be difficult and dangerous, and he couldn’t afford to have Lyss distracted when the time came to act.


  Lyss didn’t answer at first, instead diverting her attention to the ground in front of her. She sat cross-legged on the grass and as the fire danced she watched the shadows of each blade waver back and forth. “Just … just thinking about secrets.” The moment the words left her mouth, she wished she could take them back. Sure, it was true, but entirely too late she realized it would bait the hook for an avalanche of questions.


  But they didn’t come at first. Miette stared at Lyss with worry on her face, and Zoe with anger – very different reactions but the source was the same: they both clearly thought they were about to be unmasked. Col just kept his impassive stare on Lyss, patiently waiting for her to continue. When she didn’t he egged her on with a gentle touch. “Is that why you’ve been so quiet?”


  She wasn’t contributing to the childhood tales because compared to the rest of them her childhood was completely alien. Even Zoe, who grew up with dances and festivals, parental pressure, public appearance and elite politics had much more common ground with Miette and Col. But she didn’t like being reminded of her lowly station so she nodded at Col’s suggestion just to keep the conversation from heading in that direction. “I was just thinking – You three are like family to me, and … it’s not right for family to keep secrets from each other.”


  The mood around the fire had grown tense. Miette and Zoe were both terrified that their secrets would soon be laid bare, and Col’s poker face took on a slightly more suspicious flavor, beginning to suspect that she may have intuited one of his. All three of them gave Lyss their rapt and somewhat hostile attention and she would’ve given anything to reverse time to unravel this situation.


  But she knew the only way out was through. The only chance she had at at clearing the air now would be if she sacrificed hers and they followed suit. Nevertheless, it was terrifying so she started in somewhat obliquely. “You know … I met the duke once before. Before I met any of you. He came to my town once and … uh …” She took a moment to screw up her courage, glancing at Col’s face. He managed to urge her forward with nothing more than an expectant expression. “He killed my mentor. He killed the old man that taught me how to read and write and fight.”


  Col’s expression didn’t change but he tried to tease out a little more, as though he could sense that wasn’t the whole secret. “So this whole thing is a chance for revenge for you then?”


  Lyss didn’t answer at first, but she shook her head in the negative. “He was right to do it,” she eventually conceded. “The man was a monster.”


  After a moment to collect her thoughts Lyss figured out where to begin and she decided to start at the beginning. “When I was a little girl – maybe seven or eight years – an old man moved into our little village …” She told them the whole story. How he encouraged her woodworking through his kindness, the first time she saw the inside of his cabin adorned with swords and books, learning the written word and lazy afternoons buried in his books, carving the practice swords and goading the old man into teaching her how to wield them, and how he had given her the swords she still wore on her hip and how much they meant to her.


  And then coming upon the cottage fearing it would be ablaze, fighting with the bandits, and learning that the old man was really the Black Butcher.


  And how she watched the life drain from his body before helping the duke bury the evidence.


  And how, even knowing what the old man was and what he did and the people he killed, she still missed him. She still mourned his death. She still felt love and friendship for him. And how that meant she must be a monster too.


  “Bullshit.” Col said in an uncharacteristically blunt manner as Lyss wiped the free-flowing tears from her cheeks.


  Miette scooted herself over next to Lyss, and cradled the larger, but younger girl against her shoulder, at which point she allowed herself to finally break down. She gave Col a deadly glare. “Are you accusing her of lying? About something like that? Why would you say something so cruel?”


  “Oh, I’m sure it’s all true – don’t misunderstand me – but this notion that just because you liked him you’re somehow responsible for his sins? That’s ridiculous.”


  “But …” Lyss choked back a sob. “He killed so many people …”


  Col sighed. “Lyss … I try my best not to treat you like a child but right now …” He leaned forward and tried to engage her, but she continued to look down at the ground. “Almost as a rule, every terrible person – every murderer and thief and brute – they’re good people to someone. They’ve got moms and wives and kids and friends and they treat them like gold. They don’t spend their days stealing candy from babies and robbing grandmothers of their savings – they’re doing their jobs or eating supper or even just relaxing at home.”


  “So?”


  “So he’s not some evil demon from a fairy tale – he’s a normal man with an evil streak. He seemed like a nice person to you because he was a nice person – to you.”


  “But … but everything I know, I know from him teaching me. What if I’m like him now? What if I’m a monster too?”


  Miette shhh’d her rubbed her shoulder. “You’re no monster Lyss. We all know you well enough to know that.”


  Zoe added “if you are sickened by his actions – if you understand them to be an act of evil – then you have not been …” She struggled for the word, but ultimately had to resort to elfish but she landed on something well outside of Lyss’ vocabulary.


  “Indoctrinated,” Col suggested. “And if nothing else, this explains the timing … Bruchard was one of three men who founded the Red Hand. The other two died naturally of old age about a decade ago but there were always rumors and whispers of the Black Butcher surviving. Reginald isn’t one to care about what’s just – only what’s politically beneficial. With Bruchard out of the way, it must’ve allowed him to take full control over the group.”


  Reginald. Lyss caught it – now that she knew what to listen for it was obvious. He spoke of the man’s disposition as though they were casual acquaintances. She just couldn’t yet see the connection.


  At least the hard work was over. She’d broke the dam and released the flood waters. She’d put her own emotions on the line and gave them all an example and Lyss waited for them to divulge their secrets too. But instead they sat in companionable silence and listened to the crickets chirping in the tall grass and the little woodland creatures skittering through the undergrowth.


  “We should get some rest,” Col said as he stood and reached for his canteen to douse the flame. Even through the thick foliage it would be too visible at night.


  Lyss watched the other three move away from the fire and find places where they could lay out their traveling cloaks and get some sleep. She, instead, sat there slack-jawed in stunned silence as her plan crumbled to bits before her eyes. All that fear, all that pain, and she still bore the burden of concealing everybody else’s truths.


  In the early morning they mounted up and carried on as though nothing had happened. By Col’s estimates, they could push forward into the night and arrive at Stonebridge just before dawn on the next day. The horses would probably hate them forever for it, but they would get a nice long rest at the end. It put them about a week ahead of the duke, whose men moved at half the speed, for half the time, and would need a day to recuperate before attempting to sack the city.


  And so they did – taking supper at an inn and buying up just enough supplies to allow them some overnight meals with the meager remains of Col’s gold coins. In the day they chattered back and forth sparingly, though Lyss was in no mood to join in, despite Col’s occasional attempts to engage with her. Overnight, after twelve hours of riding, they were all too tired to keep it up so they moved with only the sound of steady hoofbeats beneath them. The horses showed signs of fatigue after midnight, and their progress slowed a bit, but as the sun peeked over the horizon ahead of them they could make out the rooftops of the clustered buildings of Stonebridge.


  They stopped on a hill overlooking the city – the land sloped down on this side until it reached the banks of a wide river running from northeast to southwest. The buildings grew in height and density as they reached the river and, in the middle of the city, the eponymous stone bridge that connected its distant banks. The other side was like a mirror image, with large and dense buildings giving way to small dwellings as the land sloped up and away into the foothills of the mountains that separated their kingdom from the elfin empire.


  Col and Miette conferred, with her pointing out facets of the geography of the city, and the locations of certain key places. Thankfully the count’s estate was located to the east of the river. It looked like it had good strong walls from which to mount a final defense, but if they could manage to order all the various peoples’ ferries over to the east bank the duke’s men would be forced to file through a single choke-point at the bridge.


  It would be best to avoid a slaughter, but if worse came to worst they could erect a barricade to trap the soldiers on the bridge and use archers to fire into the crowd from the rooftops of the various waterfront warehouses.


  Feeling confident for the first time since their escape, Col led them all down the slope and into the city. They stayed as nonchalant as they possibly could, and drew their hoods close to maintain their anonymity.


  As the people in the city went about their early morning business there was a palpable sense of nervousness. Miette assured the group that the people there were warm and welcoming to outsiders, but more than a few times Lyss caught people eyeing them with nervousness only to hastily avert their gaze when spotted.


  It continued no matter which neighborhood they were in – from the poorer quarters on the outskirts to the merchants’ rows to the elite townhouses to the riverside shippers. Crossing the bridge made no difference, and if anything it only got more intense as they approached the front gate of the count’s estate.


  Lyss wasn’t quite prepared for the bridge, and it took her breath away. The whole journey she’d pictured a small, arching stone bridge across a brook, or even one with multiple arches across a wider stream. This bridge had two massive towers on each shore and a span that soared above a wide, rapidly churning expanse of deep water below.


  Col and Miette rode point with her explaining as much of the city she could as they passed by while also keeping her face hidden. It would’ve been impossible for most to do without drawing attention, but she used a pair of magic spells to help. The first obscured her face in such a way that she appeared completely normal when you looked, but that prevented your mind from connecting the face with her identity. The second allowed her to speak at a whisper and throw the sound of her voice directly into Col’s ear. It meant she couldn’t speak at a normal volume for risk of blowing out his eardrum, Col couldn’t respond without raising his voice, and her friends wouldn’t recognize her if they got separated, but these were the drawbacks to using simple spells that required little of her stamina – they tended to be quite dumb.


  “Be careful. I don’t know these men,” Miette whispered as they approached the gate. They could just be recent additions to her father’s staff in the full year that had elapsed since her last visit, but these last few days had her jumping at shadows.


  Of course none of that showed in Col’s demeanor. He sat upright and proud in his saddle with a warm smile and spoke with a gregarious voice. He convinced the guards that he represented a merchant from some small town to the west. He sought his own space at the waterfront from which he could ship his wares up and down river and needed an audience with the count to finalize arrangements he implied had already been discussed at a prior meeting. His confidence had a way of convincing people to see things his way, and despite the fact that the count was extremely busy with pressing matters they were allowed onto the grounds since this would surely take only a few minutes of his time.


  Lyss was gobsmacked by the estate, which she would’ve called a palace. Before she’d traveled away from her little village she’d never seen a count’s estate and, while the one in Fallsford was plenty grand it was nothing compared to this. No wonder Miette could rebuff the prince’s advances, she thought. What could he offer her when she was already living the life of a princess?


  Once inside, Miette dropped her spells and when the maids and butlers inside spotted her their reactions didn’t exactly fill her with hope. Some gasped, some started, but almost all huddled in plain sight and gossiped at a volume far above the normal whisper. She was no fool, she knew they shared secrets like this, but never where they could be seen. “Something’s definitely wrong …”


  Col would’ve agreed but he was interrupted by a guard that insisted they surrender their weapons before proceeding. Clearly Jacques knew something was coming because he had the entire estate on edge.


  The guard handed off the bundle and ushered the group into the foyer, through the main hall, past the grand staircase and into the study where they were greeted with a terrible surprise.


  Seated behind the desk wasn’t Miette’s brother Jacques, but instead Duke Reginald.


   


  Chapter 27: Dungeons


  “Well, well, well. Isn’t this a lovely surprise?” The duke sat behind Miette’s father’s desk poring over an assortment of scrolls and folios and, underneath, a detailed map of the county. At his right hand stood Gregory, Viscount of Fallsford and clearly the reason Col and Lyss hadn’t been able to spot them within the army’s ranks is that they’d ridden on ahead.


  Col kicked himself for his critical failure of imagination. He’d been seeing things entirely from his own point of view. Clearly the duke didn’t need an army to enter a county within his own duchy – and nobody here would know that he’d orchestrated an assassination attempt on Miette on the same night as an attempt on the elfish ambassador. And if those were coordinated intentionally then surely he’d done the same here … and in Placis …


  “It seems our sister failed in her simple task. I told her a dagger to the throat while you slept would be foolproof but she insisted on that poison of hers. All she had to do was get you to drink a cup of tea – how hard can that be? But perhaps it’s a blessing that you survived.” He glanced at Gregory and then back at Miette. “Yes … the peasants here might revolt against Gregory alone, but your marriage will lend him an air of legitimacy.”


  “I suppose that where Bridgette failed, your other assassins were successful, then?” Col stepped forward, cutting off the duke’s view of Miette and making himself the spokesman for the group.


  “I haven’t heard from all of them yet, Nicholas, but I’m sure the other two will be reporting in shortly.” Likely Miette’s brother in Oshigard who was overseeing the reconstruction of their city estate was dead, as were her parents down in Placis. That Jacques wasn’t there to greet them left little room for hope, and Miette began to hyperventilate as the realization struck her.


  “So it was an amazing stroke of luck, then, that you happened to be traveling here when the local viscount was suddenly found dead and the county left leaderless. And what a boon that you happened to have brought along a viscount from a land that also happens to have deep expertise in mining and steel production. Let me guess – to visit with his friends and seek advice on production?”


  “Very good – but you missed the part where he also came to court the young viscountess here, despite her embarrassing him so thoroughly last summer.” The duke said this with unvarnished disgust. “His mourning was going to make the story more complete – reluctantly taking up the mantle of Count in honor of his slain love. But now it’s become a beautiful story about the triumph of romance over impossible odds, don’t you think?”


  Miette glared at Gregory, not the duke. “I’ll never marry you,” she said flatly. Gregory didn’t react, but instead kept his gaze on the floor.


  “Oh my dear viscountess,” the duke said, “you will do exactly what I say, or you and your friends will face the most dire of consequences.” He called out to the hallway and ten of his personal guardsmen filed into the room with swords drawn. The duke stood and came forward, drawing a knife from his belt as he walked, secure in the notion that his men would protect him.


  He put the knife to Zoe’s throat. “I would slaughter you like the animal you are – but for the time being, you’re collateral.” He glared at Miette. “You will obey my orders.” He flicked the end of the knife and cut a deep gouge across Zoe’s face, from the hairline just above her ear down to her chin. She dropped to her knees from the pain and three of the duke’s men advanced with their swords to ensure she wouldn’t retaliate.


  The duke walked past Lyss, eyeing her briefly and continuing onward. They’d met twice before, and both times were incredibly memorable for her, but her status as a common villager and then a servant blanked her from his memory.


  He stopped in front of Col and studied his face for a moment. “Nicholas … it was a pleasure seeing you again.” He thrust the knife into Col’s side at almost the exact same spot he’d been stabbed while escaping the fire. “Escort our guests to the dungeon.”


  Gregory took a half step forward and stammered “but … your highness … the viscountess can surely …”


  “Once the viscountess has had some time to digest the reality of the situation she’s in, then we will have a conversation about your impending union.” He glanced back at Gregory. “Besides, it would be premature for the two of you to join until we get word from Placis.”


  The duke’s men prodded them into motion with the tips of their swords, which stayed drawn the entire time. Lyss forced her shoulder under Col’s arm and bore his weight as they were led through a hidden hallway, down a flight of stone steps, through a series of storerooms and into what could only be described as a legitimate dungeon. The notion that this would only be called a manor struck her as ever more ridiculous by the second.


  Lyss and Col were ushered into one cell and as she laid him down against the near stone wall as the iron-barred door clanged shut behind them with Miette and Zoe shut away in the cell across the walkway.


  “Hold still,” Miette said as she reached up and put her hand next to Zoe’s face. “I can heal this.”


  Zoe grabbed Miette’s hand at the wrist. “Can your magic reach Col?”


  Miette frowned, but then closed her eyes and concentrated. Healing spells worked best if you could lay your hands directly on the injured, but with enough brute force behind them they could still be used at range. “Yes. Just barely but yes.” She could feel the sting of his injury just barely on the edge of her magical perception.


  “His wound is much more dire than mine, and it threatens his life. You must tend to him first.”


  Miette understood. This wasn’t just a time for healing, this was a time for triage. She withdrew from Zoe and returned to the iron-bar door and stretched her hand as far out into the walkway as she could manage, not even reaching a quarter of the way across. Without needing to be asked, Lyss shuffled Col over so that he was pressed up against the door with his wound facing out and Miette began the long and draining process of knitting his organs and flesh back together at range.


  While she worked, Zoe stepped in to the recess of the cell, away from the door and hidden by stone. She stripped off her cloak, jacket and the tight white undershirt beneath then used her teeth to tease at the shoulder seam. In a few minutes she was able to get her fingers between the two pieces of fabric and pull it apart entirely, giving her a one-armed undergarment and little less than a yard of elastic cloth to work with. She put on the remaining undergarment so she wouldn’t have to stand around half naked, then pressed the detached sleeve up against the gash on her face to help slow the bleeding.


  It was about two hours later when Miette’s arm finally dropped to hang limply on the ground in the hallway, completely drained of her magic.


  “How is he?” Zoe was now seated at the door beside Miette, and she directed the question at Lyss.


  Lyss lifted up his shirt and took a look. The skin was mostly knitted together, but with ragged scar tissue. He’d lost a lot of blood, though, and though his skin was still several shades darker than hers he struck her as looking distinctly pale. “He seems okay. He’s weak though. Gonna need water and food to regain his strength.”


  “I’m sorry Zoe.” Miette could barely talk above a whisper. “I can’t heal you. I’ve got nothing left.”


  Zoe pulled Miette’s arm back in through the bars and propped the girl up against the stone wall beside the door. “Shhh … you did well, young one. Rest.” In just a few minutes, she was just as unconscious as Col.


  “How’s your face?” Lyss asked from across the hall.


  Zoe pulled the makeshift bandage away, sticky with congealing blood. It was sopping wet, but as far as she could tell the bleeding had slowed considerably. “I’ve had worse.”


  “What?” Lyss was incredulous. “When?”


  “It’s a joke. I guess Col’s sense of humor is … rubbing off on me.”


  Lyss was quiet for a moment, but then said in elfish “You’ve been spending a lot of time with Col recently. Are you sure you’re not going to break his heart?”


  Zoe laughed – a dark and defeated laugh. “This is what you worry about? Now? Locked in a dungeon by a man who would be happy to execute us all?”


  “I’m not ready to admit defeat.”


  “You are so young …” Zoe said that remark mostly to herself. “I know we can’t be together, and we’ve talked about the notion that we will separate at the border. But … but we are enjoying the time we have.”


  Lyss wanted to press, but they were interrupted by footsteps approaching from the end of the walkway – one man, with good hard-soled boots. She was surprised when the man came into view and instead of the duke coming to gloat over his victory, it was Gregory looking considerably more sheepish.


  “I’ve come to speak with Miette …” he said, peering into the cells trying to figure out which one she was in.


  “She is asleep,” Zoe answered quietly. “Exhausted from the tears she spilled mourning her family.” She didn’t know who this man was, but she suspected he deserved to feel guilty.


  “That wasn’t my fault! Look, I have to make her understand – I would never do anything to harm her or her family.”


  “Then you’re keeping some strange bedfellows,” Lyss snapped from across the way.


  “Look,” Gregory said, flustered. “The duke approached me, said that Miette’s father and brothers were traitors and would be stripped of their titles, not killed. He needed someone who knew the trade to take over the business of the county.”


  “And he promised you Miette,” Lyss pushed.


  “Not in so many words … but you must understand … I would’ve treated her well, and she would’ve kept her home and been elevated to countess. Even if she never loved me – even if we never consummated the marriage – she would’ve had a good life. But I swear, I didn’t know about the executions, and I didn’t know that this supposed ‘treason’ was nothing more than speaking with the elves.”


  “And what do you think?” Zoe asked. “Do you see such activities as treason?”


  “Honestly, lady – I couldn’t care less about you or your people. But Stonebridge is a border city. If I take the role I’ll have to do exactly the same as Miette’s father. What I mean to say is – we’re neighbors and talking to each other is unavoidable. What then? It’s my head on the chopping block next.”


  “Can he be trusted?” Zoe asked Lyss privately.


  “I don’t know. He’s not a good man, but he’s also no great schemer. His infatuation with Miette is real, though.”


  Zoe turned her attention back to Gregory. “If you truly love her, then we need your help.”


  “I can’t … the duke holds no regard for me and if I help you all escape he’ll have my head.”


  “Then let us start small. We are, all four of us, exhausted. We need food and water – the sooner the better.” She pulled the bandage away from her face so Gregory couldn’t help but see the deep gash underneath. “And I require a fresh bandage to dress my wound. This is all we ask.”


  “I … I don’t know …”


  “The duke did not order us executed – therefore he wants us alive,” Zoe reasoned. “But, through his own lack of foresight, we may yet die in this dungeon. You are not going against the duke by feeding us. You are managing the manor he’s given you.”


  Gregory nodded and departed, seemingly satisfied that Zoe handed him a way to weasel his way out of any repercussions that should come from these minor humane actions.


  It wasn’t Gregory who returned, but some of the household staff – two maids and a butler – basket-loads of supplies. They had to leave the baskets at the foot of each door since they wouldn’t fit through, but Lyss and Zoe could easily reach through to the breads, fruits and vegetables within. Each basket also contained two waterskins since they weren’t sure a reused wine bottle would fit through the gap.


  The butler carried a bundle of clean rags and a pitcher of water. He urged Zoe closer to the door so he could reach through and clean and dress the wound himself. There was little he could do through bars, and in truth she would need stitches to close it completely, but it would have to suffice for now.


  “Is it true?” He finally asked. “Is the viscountess alive?” From his vantage point he couldn’t really see Miette sleeping against the wall next to the door. He could make out her shoulder and arm, and he could see her legs spilling out into the room, but her face was turned away.


  “She is alive and well, but sleeping. She must recover her strength.” Zoe assured him. “Will you leave the food for her when she wakes?”


  “Yes … of course.” He hesitated. “Any news of the count or countess?”


  “Even the duke has not received word yet, but he seemed confident that they had been dispatched.” Zoe didn’t mean to be so cold, but she didn’t want these people to foster hope where there was none. “Miette is likely the last of her name.”


  He nodded solemnly, then collected the maids and departed. “We should sleep as well,” Zoe called over to Lyss. “Whatever is coming, we will need our strength.”


  Chapter 28: To the Border


  Col woke to find his throat parched and a throbbing pain in his head. He adjusted his position against the wall and discovered a whole new world of pain in his hips and back from leaning against the hard stone. Slowly he realized where he was and remembered the events that lead him there. He lifted up his shirt, sticky with half-dried blood, and found an already-closed scar where he expected to find a gaping hole.


  “Oh good,” Lyss commented when she saw him stirring. “Eat this. You look like shit.” She tossed him an apple which he caught against his stomach.


  “I feel like shit,” he croaked out. Lyss handed him one of the waterskins almost absentmindedly.


  “Well, the good news is Miette’s healing looks like it took. You’re gonna live. The bad news is we’re in a dungeon below Miette’s castle and we’re still at the duke’s mercy.”


  Col wiped away the water that was dripping from the corners of his mouth. “So I’m gonna live, at least until he decides he really wants me dead?”


  “Yeah, pretty much.” Lyss looked out the door toward the other cell. “Hey … Zoe. Col’s up.”


  “Unh …” Zoe grunted at the sound of her name since she was still half asleep. “Is he all right?” She wasn’t quite awake enough yet to remember to translate her question.


  “Yeah, he’ s just hungry. How’s Miette?”


  Zoe adjusted herself and stretched her muscles. Even with the dressing stuck to the side of her face, her gash seemed like it hurt more now than it had when she fell asleep. She looked over and saw Miette had hardly shifted, but her chest moved up and down as she breathed. “Miette is still asleep, I think. Should I wake her?”


  “Yeah, I think so.” There were no windows in the dungeon so it was hard to tell the time, but Lyss thought she could hear bells from a clock echo down the stone corridors and the last time they rang they signaled six o’clock. They’d arrived just after dawn, so it must be evening now and Miette would’ve been sleeping for at least eight hours.


  Zoe crept forward and looked Miette over quickly. She looked like she was in a peaceful slumber, and it pained Zoe that she’d have to bring her back into the cruel world, but nevertheless she shook Miette by the shoulder and roused her. “Aack … ouch …” Miette leaned forward and tried to stretch her stiff neck and back.


  “Come, child – eat.” Zoe scooted away from the door to make room for Miette. “And while you eat we must discuss our next move.”


  Miette took Zoe’s place but with her left shoulder to the door she needed to turn her whole body to reach out with her right hand to get at the food. She was most of the way through an apple before she noticed the strange look she was getting from Zoe. “My … uh … my arm’s numb. Must’ve slept on it funny.” She flailed her left arm around performatively. “It’s getting better. So … next steps?”


  “I assume you mean escape?” Col asked.


  “That is my hope,” Zoe chimed in. “If we stay long enough for the duke to force Miette into marrying the viscount, I will outlive my usefulness as a hostage. Perhaps the duke is already preparing a public execution since he finds my race so hateful.”


  “Same here,” Lyss threw in her two cents. “He’s got no idea who I am except some girl traveling with Miette. And Col – given that knife in the side I think he already wants you dead.”


  “Safe bet.”


  “After the fire,” Zoe asked “was that attack really aimed at the ambassador?”


  “I thought so at the time,” Col answered. “But given what Reginald said upstairs I’m leaning the other way.”


  Reginald. Not the duke. Lyss thought back to what exactly was said in that confrontation. She couldn’t remember every word but nevertheless she tried to step through every piece she could remember and her brain hitched itself to one tiny thing from earlier on. “Wait … when the duke said ‘our sister’ … he wasn’t just doing that pompous noble-talking thing was he?”


  Col sighed. “Afraid not.”


  “No,” Miette called over. “You’re kidding me.”


  “I do not understand.” She had a good grasp on pronouns but this specific quirk of language was lost on Zoe. “What does that mean?”


  “All this time,” Lyss said, “I thought the notion that you, a mercenary, were really the bastard son of a countess was your  big dark secret. The whole time I should’ve been asking …”


  “… bastard son of a countess and who else?” Col finished for her. “My mother and the old duke had a secret affair and I’m the result. And that means Reginald’s my little brother and Bridgette’s my kid sister. And with Reginald heading up the Red Hand, you can imagine what he thinks about his mongrel of a brother.”


  The group let the enormity of the revelation settle in slowly over the next few hours. If Col’s father had just acknowledged him, he’d be duke right now (though surely he’d be fending off  attempted assassinations from his brother looking to seize the seat of power). The only one who didn’t entertain such thoughts was Col – he’d run through all the possible scenarios in his head years ago and he found it wasn’t healthy to dwell on such things.


  Instead he listened for the clock in the hallway and marked the time by its chimes, all the while trying to come up with some sort of plan. When they sounded nine o’clock and he was certain the sun was set, he brought everybody back in. From what he remembered of the layout of the city, he was fairly confident that if he could just get them outside the gates they could disappear into the city’s slums.


  From there they’d make their way east. He’d gone through a mental inventory of every place in the duchy he could lay low and he just couldn’t see how they’d make it to any of those places undetected and unharmed without money, supplies and weapons. So, the only logical move left was to make for the border and seek asylum with the elves.


  “We have never granted asylum in the past,” Zoe replied as Col divulged his thinking to the group, “but I believe I can convince the guards at the border to make an exception.”


  “The only missing piece then is escaping this estate,” Col said. “Remember Kyle? He and a few other friends of mine used to do some smuggling for Miette’s father …”


  “What? Since when was my father involved in smuggling?” Miette was completely taken aback by the accusation.


  “Oh, no, not like that. He wasn’t a smuggler, just a client. The king’s taxes on wine are outrageous and a lot of nobles would rather pay a smuggler’s fee than the king’s tariff. Anyhow … I don’t know the layout of the estate so if you can get us to the kitchens, we should be able to find the tunnel they used for deliveries and escape through that.”


  “I know the way, but I don’t know if we can get there without being seen by the staff.”


  “Okay, we’ll just have to take the gamble that they like you more than they like the duke.” Col reached into his tight curly hair just above the nape of his neck. The guards had stripped him of his vest and its assorted vials and concoctions but they never thought to check his hair and sure enough he quickly found the lockpick he’d pinned in there.


  He made quick work of the barred door and moved across the hall. “Don’t worry ladies, I’ll have you out of there in just a moment …”


  “I’ve got it.” Miette aimed her hand at the door and closed her eyes in concentration. Before Col could even slip the pick into the keyhole, the mechanism clicked and turned all on its own and the door swung open. “Oh! Now that my magic’s back, Zoe, let me have a look at your face.”


  Zoe held up her hand to forestall Miette. “With the cells unlocked, we cannot afford the time it would take. I’ve cleaned and dressed the cut. It will have to suffice.” She stood to exit the cell and did her best to hide from the others a wave of dizziness that overcame her.


  Miette led them down the hallways, and they made slow progress. The duke hadn’t stationed his men to guard the cells directly, but he left two at the foot of the stairs they’d taken to get down into the basement just a few hours before. There was no way to get past them and up the stairs without raising a ruckus but the storeroom was cluttered enough that they could use the rows of crates and barrels for cover as they crossed right in front of the guards’ eyes with Miette’s magic filling in whenever the cover ran out.


  The group made it through the laundry undetected since there was nobody downstairs washing linens at that time of night, then on to the pantry which led into the kitchen. It was considerably better staffed, with three women cleaning the space in preparation for the next day’s work.


  “What do we do?” Miette whispered urgently. “Maybe I can use some magic to make them fall asleep?”


  “They’re not trained fighters. I could knock ‘em out and tie ‘em up.”


  “I’m sure you could, Lyss – but not before one of them lets out a blood-curdling scream and the duke’s guards come charging down that hall. No … just wait a minute.” Col watched the women carefully. There was very little left to clean, and soon enough the most senior woman of the group dismissed the other two for the evening leaving her all alone in the room. “Okay, just give me a second.”


  Col stepped forward on silent feet until he was standing in the middle of the room right behind the woman. “Pardon me, miss. Perhaps you could help a fellow find his way around?” He said smoothly.


  She started and turned around at the unexpected voice brandishing a ladle as a weapon. “You? I heard the duke gutted you – left you to die in those cells ...”


  He patted the bloody shirt. “Made a big mess, sure – but thank the goddesses it wasn’t that deep.”


  “Where’s my girl? They say she was here, with you … alive. Is she okay?”


  Miette took that as her cue and she stepped out from her hiding place behind a barrel full of oats. “I’m here Mrs. Smythe. I’m okay.”


  The woman’s eyes welled up. “Oh dear child. A boon from the goddesses this is. They say the duke’s been bragging these last few days about the sins he had done against you and your family. Dear … your mother, your father …”


  “Yes, I already know. My heart aches, Mrs. Smythe, but we must escape before he gets a second chance to do the same to me.”


  Col gestured for Lyss and Zoe to join them. “I’ll be taking them through the egress Kyle used to use to get his wine in and out of here. I trust you’ll seal it up behind us?” She nodded and led them the woodpile along the stone wall next to one of the wood-burning ovens. The stockpiled wood was on a small cart with hidden wheels that he pulled away from the wall. Col felt around for a moment and then there was an audible click. He pushed on the wall and a doorway appeared as a section receded. It only opened just enough for a person to walk through so he slipped in and waved the others to follow him.


  Zoe ducked in first, then Lyss. Before she stepped in, Mrs. Smythe wrapped Miette up in her arms. “I’ve been here since before you was born, little lady, and when he said you and your brothers were dead … it’s like I was losing my own children.”


  “I’m alive, Mrs. Smythe.”


  “And you’d better stay that way, girl.” She pushed Miette into the hidden tunnel. Col flashed her a salute in thanks and shut the door from his end while she pushed the pile of wood back into place, erasing all evidence of their passing.


  In the morning the duke would come down to gloat, only to find his four prisoners had simply vanished in the middle of the night.


  This tunnel was nothing like the network of smugglers’ tunnels Col used to get them all out of Oshigard, and it soon made a lot of sense that he referred to it as an “egress.” It was much narrower than the other and there were no intersections or branches. This tunnel was meant for one thing only: to get the occupants of the castle out in the event of a siege.


  With the doors closed at both sides it was pitch black so Miette conjured an orb of flame to hover above them all in lieu of the lantern Col would’ve carried if he were doing something so mundane and predictable as smuggling in bottles of wine.


  Within a few minutes they came to a heavy iron door and Col bent to pick the lock so Miette wouldn’t have to break her concentration. Once the tumblers clicked into place he swung the door open and instructed Miette to extinguish her flame.


  After the door there were a few dozen more yards of tunnel, which opened up to a retaining wall by the west bank of the river just north of the stone bridge. Col led the group out onto a narrow walkway, all but invisible unless you knew what to look for, which wound its way down to the dockyards.


  It would’ve been easier if they could follow the river but the banks became too steep to traverse in the area under the bridge (which was itself built on a rocky outcropping that marked the narrowest point in the river) so they had to move up the bank and into the city. From there they stuck to back alleys and shadows and made careful progress one street at a time. There was no sign of the duke’s men, but some of the count’s still patrolled the area and there was no way to know what they were told about the situation and where their loyalties would lie.


  They were in the slums at the outskirts of the city by the time the sun rose and made it impossible for them to move about unnoticed. The only thing they could do was to appear nonchalant and move with the crowds whenever possible. This early, that was a cinch since it involved putting their hoods up, keeping their heads down, and passing themselves off as one of the legion of grumpy people who more than anything hated being roused from a peaceful sleep.


  Once out of the city, travel became infinitely easier. By this point the duke would surely be discovering his folly and rousing his guard to hunt them down. It was now a race to the border, which Zoe assured them all had a company of well-trained elfin soldiers at its command to repel any attack. As long as they could deliver her to the first guardpost, she could assure them safety even if safety meant becoming prisoners to a more humane jailer.


  The morning went by quickly and they covered much ground despite the continual upward slope of the land as they entered the foothills. By the time midday was upon them, they’d come upon the foot of a mountain pass at Zoe’s direction, but Zoe was starting to feel the effects of travel. She was barely coherent at this point, and several times Lyss had to translate her instructions because she just couldn’t think straight enough to translate her own thoughts.


  By midday they’d slowed considerably, partially due to Zoe’s worsening condition, but more importantly they could spy from their vantage point in the foothills riders leaving the city in all directions. Almost certainly these would be the duke’s men, dispatched to search for the missing prisoners. Speed suddenly became much less important than moving undetected through the forest undergrowth.


  The riders passed them by a few hours after noon, and then several more times in the next hour before eventually stopping for a rest. Lyss crept close enough to overhear a snippet of their conversation.


  “They not here.”


  “They are. You saw the tracks the same as I did. On this trail it can only mean they’re headed for the border.” This man spoke with an air of authority.


  “With respect, sir, we both saw the tracks end. They didn’t come this far.”


  “No, they’ve gone into hiding – but they still need to come this way.” He snatched up the reins of his horse, ready to move out again. “The pass narrows in several places before the border crossing – they’ll be forced out of the forest and back onto the road at some point. Until then, we continue to patrol the area.” He squeezed his legs and continued on down the path toward the border.


  Several minutes after they were gone, Col spoke up. “Well, I think it’s safe to say that we’re not continuing up this path. Zoe – is there any other way across the border?”


  Zoe was sitting on the ground, cradled by the roots of an ancient oak. She was staring off into nothingness until she heard her name, and when she looked at Col it was like she’d just been roused from some sort of trance. “I … what?”


  Col came over and sat with her, placing his hand on hers. “I know you’re exhausted. Heck, we’re all exhausted, but I need you to focus, Zoe.” He was staring into her eyes, drawing her attention as best he could. “Is there any other way across the border?”


  She opened and closed her mouth a few times, wincing as it stretched the skin on the side of her face that had been slashed open. The bandage wrapped around her head like a bonnet was far too wet with blood. “North,” she finally got out, then, in her own tongue, “there’s a cliff-side path. One person wide.”


  Lyss translated, and Col smiled. He cradled Zoe’s uninjured cheek and she leaned into the contact. Lyss didn’t dare chide them for the relationship this time as she suspected it was the only think keeping Zoe going.


  Col leaned in and planted a kiss on the princess’ forehead, but when he did, his eyes shot open wide. He snapped back, then used his hand to feel the spot. “She’s feverish,” he said to nobody in particular. He unwrapped her bandage carefully, layer by layer. The last of it didn’t come easily, revealing a sticky and foul-smelling mess. “The wound’s diseased … we need a healer.”


  Miette heard her cue and she knelt down beside Zoe. Her magic hadn’t recovered much since she healed Col from several yards away but this was clearly as dire a situation. She kicked herself for not studying this more. Her healing magic was still wild and sloppy, wasting vast reserves of her strength in ways that her well-practiced levitation and pyromancy didn’t.


  Miette placed her hands on Zoe, one where Col had been cradling her face and one over the woman’s heart, reaching out with her magic to see how far the sickness had traveled through Zoe’s blood. The prognosis wasn’t good. “I can fight it – but this is going to take hours. You might want to go get comfortable.”


  Lyss nervously spied the road. “We might not have hours. Not if the duke’s men get tired of waiting.”


  Col agreed. “They saw the tracks and they already think we’re hiding in the woods. They’ll probably send for reinforcements so they can guard the pass and search the forest. We need to make for that other border crossing before they can marshal more forces. Miette, what can you do in half an hour?”


  Miette’s forehead wrinkled with worry. “It’s pretty bad … I can push back against the infection but I won’t be able to stop it completely. And I can’t close the wound on her face at all. It’s too deep to heal on its own without being sewn shut.”


  “Will it stop the fever? Will she be able to get across the border?”


  “I don’t know, Col. I don’t know how far away the path is, or how long until the fever comes back. It’s risky.”


  Col looked Zoe in the eye and contemplated the options and their potential outcomes. If they stayed in place and got caught, the duke would surely have Zoe executed despite her return to health. “Staying is riskier. Do everything you can for now and I’ll let you know when we have to move.”


  Miette set to work, doing her best to soothe Zoe while pushing out the sickness that spread through her veins. She couldn’t tell if any of her words were getting through but the only concern here was keeping the woman calm so she didn’t cry out in any way that might reveal their position. It was about three quarters of an hour before Col finally decided that they’d pressed their luck about as far as he was willing to risk.


  Zoe thanked Miette directly, her head clear enough to think in two languages again, and when she stood to continue on, she seemed to stand a little more erect and when she walked she wobbled from side to side far less than she had been. The bad news was that she was now able to clearly articulate that it would be the middle of the night by the time they were safely across the border.


  They set off through the forest heading northeast – though the trail was north of the border crossing, they still were still a considerable distance west of both. The border crossing itself was a ravine between two peaks of the mountain range – a natural choke-point only a hundred yards wide or so with steep walls carved out of the rock by either their human or elf ancestors – all records of its construction were lost to history ages ago.


  But that was only the easiest way through the mountains – there were still plenty of other ways to climb up and around the base of a mountain, and a little after sunset they’d arrived at the start of one of those trails. It wasn’t marked by any sign or post, and the path through the foliage wasn’t even all that easy to make out. In truth, it wasn’t used by humans or elves – it was a game trail and the only visible tracks in the soft earth were hoofprints.


  They stopped there and took a break. Miette spent the time pushing back against Zoe’s fever since any bout of dizziness or lack in concentration would result in a nasty, possibly fatal, tumble down a cliff face.


  Col was more than happy to stop the group as the last bit of dusk was settling beneath the horizon. It would still be another hour before the moon rose high enough to illuminate the way forward and tromping through the woods right now would be foolhardy.


  One thing he’d discovered about Zoe in their escape from Oshigard is that while the human stereotypes about superior elfish eyesight were mostly ridiculous and overblown, she did possess marginally superior night vision. It might prove to be her saving grace tonight.


  He wished he could borrow her ability for an hour as he and Lyss nervously stared out into the shadowed foliage for any sign of the duke’s men approaching. He also wished for the comfort of his knives or the arsenal of covert weapons he kept in his vest. Lyss was faring even worse in that regard, and Col had caught her instinctively reaching to rest her hand on the pommel of a sword the duke had confiscated yesterday.


  The moon finally shined down upon them and they continued on, as silently as they could. Zoe was, by far, the quietest among them. She said it was because elves were more connected to nature as though that explained things and when Lyss pressed her to explain, even in elfish, she couldn’t elaborate. Apparently that was just an immutable law of the universe that required no further dissection so far as elves were concerned.


  The path was just as difficult and dangerous as promised. Only occasionally did the ground drop away into a sheer cliff face, and those were the scariest parts for sure, but they couldn’t let their guards down where the drop-off became more gradual. In those spots, the more gentle slope up the mountain deposited all manner of loose fallen rocks on the path that had a tendency to make life difficult for anybody with a foot instead of a hoof.


  Tracking the moon through the sky wasn’t a great way to discern the time unless you had the proper tools, but by the time they reached the end of the trail on the elfish side of the border it had made good progress on its descent toward the horizon.


  They were safe from the duke’s men, but Zoe refused to let them stop. “My people aren’t far away. They will give us food and shelter.” Only Lyss caught the double-meaning to “my people,” though – not only her countrymen but her subjects.


  They didn’t approach any signs of civilization until about a half hour after the sun crested the peaks in the east, with the few elves out and about that early tending the crops rushing ahead to alert the town about four strange people approaching from the mountains, identities obscured by dark woolen cloaks. Zoe took it upon herself to walk in front of the group, with her hood down so the people could clearly see her face and her ears.


  Lyss would’ve though that Zoe’s height would be an obvious give-away too – but as she looked around she realized something for the first time. She only knew three elves – Zoe, Sal and Falafandiehl – and as it turned out none of them was particularly tall as far as elves were concerned. Hell, at only one head taller than Lyss, L’diyah Zoentielle was almost certainly the runt of the royal family.


  The town itself reminded Lyss a lot of her own home town. They were headed for the center, the place where the one road in and out of town ran. Along the way they were passing all sorts of farms but, instead of a farmhouse on each plot there was a central common house surrounded by several small huts. Each hut was little more than space for a bed and maybe a chair, and unlike the compound back in Oshigard, these were framed in timber with wattle-and-daub walls and thatch roofs. They were also scattered haphazardly around the common house, with the only thought to their placement being whatever the roll of the earth beneath them would allow.


  There was indeed one road leading in and out of the town, but here it ended in a large circle, with shops dotting its perimeter and little apartments above the shops for merchants. Instead of packed earth, the road and the circle were both paved with assorted stones collected from the mountain.


  And there were people. The farmers who ran ahead to alert the town had done a good job and a sizable crowd had gathered, including one rather severe-looking middle-aged man wearing plate and mail armor – a man that towered over Zoe, leaving Miette face-to-face with his belly.


  “Halt! You’ve entered the nation of Eltah Nell. No humans are allowed here. You will identify yourselves and surrender.” He made no attempt to communicate with them in Lantel, as though it never dawned on him that they might not speak his language.


  Zoe stepped forward and despite her comparatively diminutive stature, she projected quite the commanding presence. She unlatched her cloak and let it drop to the ground at her feet, proudly displaying her blood-stained jacket with its embroidered roses. “I am Zoentielle, seventh scion of Dol Forrehl.” That title was a new one for Lyss, Dol, and she assumed it was the proper word to describe a king. Most of the crowd gasped and about half of them dropped to one knee in genuflection, but only half. “These humans are with me and they are under my protection.”


  Lyss summarized what was going on, which got a raised eyebrow from the severe man who didn’t appear to like hearing the human language being spoken in his presence – but it got a much bigger reaction out of Col.


  “Princess?! Are you kidding me?” he practically shouted at Lyss, then he rounded on Zoe. “Seriously? She’s joking, right?”


  Zoe just shot back a look that said “not now.”


  The guard cleared his throat and, using a more diplomatic tone of voice, continued. “That may be, your highness, but we must still check them for weapons – and they cannot be allowed in your presence until we can verify that they’re not dangerous.”


  “That is ridiculous. These humans have been my protection since before I left Oshigard to return home.”


  “If they’ve been protecting you then how did you get this injury on your face, your highness?”


  Zoe pointed at Miette. “This one is a healer – she’s been fighting off the fever that came with this cut all night. If not for her I would’ve collapsed and died on that trail. I order you to stand down, captain. The other two have been my bodyguards for more than two seasons and they’ve saved my life on several occasions.”


  Miette panicked at being singled out until Lyss’ translation caught up and she realized she was only being singled out for praise.


  The guard smirked. “With respect, your highness, L’diyah has been a ceremonial title for three generations now. Beloved though your family may be, you cannot issue orders. I will search them.”


  “This isn’t right – I told these humans I would ensure their safety if they crossed the border with me, captain.”


  “And they are safe – no harm will come to them, unless they try to do us harm.”


  They argued back and forth for a bit, and the argument spilled out into the crowd which seemed to be split evenly between supporting the captain and supporting Zoe. The stunned silence had broken into a murmur at first but was now just a loud, tense argument.


  Col held up his hand to stop Lyss from translating any further. He clapped her on the shoulder and said “translate for me, okay?” He unclasped his cloak and let it fall to the ground then stepped forward, put his fingers in his mouth, and let loose an ear-splitting whistle. It wasn’t pleasant for Lyss or Miette, but it seemed to be downright painful for the large-eared elves.


  Once he had their attention he took off his shirt, exposing the dark skin underneath, which stunned the ghastly-pale elves as well. Lyss mostly couldn’t take her eyes off the two scars from the times he’d been stabbed just below the ribs this year and, while they didn’t see the would-be assassin at the ball, Lyss made a mental note that the duke was also in attendance there.


  Col held up his hands to show that he wasn’t carrying anything and then projected his voice. “My name is Col Duchamps. I am a mercenary employed to protect Ambassador Falafandiehl and those who work for the ambassador.” He paused while Lyss conveyed the translation, which itself raised a few eyebrows. “I would happily surrender myself to the constable here if he can guarantee Zoe’s safety.” Lyss substituted “L’diyah Zoentielle” in the translation – she’d have to have a talk with him later about getting out of the habit of using her alias. “Although,” he added with a lighthearted tone, “bear in mind my companions here are respectable ladies. They won’t be removing their shirts like I did.”


  Lyss relayed the corny joke, her face red as she stumbled getting the words out, and a few in the crowd actually snickered. He was trying to calm everybody down and even through the language barrier his silver tongue was doing its job.


  The guard sighed at the theatrics of the affair, with a l’diyah making loud proclamations in a crowd of villagers and then a human cracking jokes. He would’ve happily taken them all to the common house where he could’ve figured this out quietly but now he just wanted to get it over with. He approached Col and said simply “remove your boots.”


  He complied, and the guard first checked the boots, then started at Col’s feet and moved upward, patting at his clothes for hidden weapons before finally saying “okay, get dressed.” Since Lyss was right there translating he turned to her and said “you next. Remove your boots.”


  He was somewhat more gentle with Lyss, and maybe a little embarrassed to be placing his hands on a woman in such a public way. He was thorough enough to cause Lyss discomfort, but he never lingered in any one area for too long and soon enough the ordeal was over. “You next. Remove your boots.”


  Lyss was half way through re-lacing hers when she looked up to translate for Miette and found her friend looking like the deer who just spotted the archer. Her eyes were wide and tears streamed down her cheeks. In trying to defuse the group’s situation, Col had placed Miette in an impossible one. The guard would have to search her, and he couldn’t miss her wooden arm.


  Through the tears, Miette began the work of unlacing her fashionable calf-high boots one-handed. It was taking forever, so the guard – eager to get this ordeal behind him – knelt down in front of her and started unlacing for her.


  The entire time he was unlacing he was grumbling to himself in a strange dialect – one rougher and more fluid than the one he’d been speaking in before – and Lyss could only make out bits and pieces. “Crying? For truth? You just saw the other two small-ones and they’re safe as cubs …” The euphemisms were totally new to her but she more or less got their meaning.


  The guard tugged the boots off, and Miette leaned her hand on his shoulder for support, which didn’t seem to spook him. He didn’t really seem to think she was a threat – he was just doing his duty.


  Lyss took a gamble and came to stand beside Miette. “Please be gentle,” she pleaded with him quietly, hoping Zoentielle wouldn’t overhear. “This girl’s left arm was badly injured. Badly scarred. Please … it would be kind of you to avoid it.”


  It was a massive gamble, and it backfired miserably. The guard glared at Lyss and commanded through clenched teeth “go stand with the male,” and waited until Lyss complied with the order before turning his suspicious gaze immediately to Miette’s arm. He patted her elbows then mimed putting up his arms. “Hands up.”


  Miette understood and slowly raised her arms but only just barely. He started patting her good arm, his left – apparently Lyss’ translation hadn’t been quite right because he was suspicious of the wrong arm. He ran his hands from shoulder and armpit up to her elbow and on to her fingers, then came back to roll up the top of her shoulder-length glove to check for any items concealed there.


  Satisfied, he moved on to the other arm and immediately he could feel the leather straps beneath the fabric. He stopped and tried to discern what he was feeling for a moment but quickly gave up and instead rolling back the top of her glove to reveal them.


  Above the elbow there wasn’t much to see, and the straps continued deeper into the glove to meet up with the prosthetic. He still couldn’t figure out what he was looking at, and he mumbled to himself while he started unbuckling the straps. “Some kind of knife? But  it’s too far to draw … maybe a belt but she lost the scabbard? A brace? Girl didn’t say a new injury …”


  Miette was openly sobbing and shaking, her body contorted into a sort of prolonged flinch. When the guard released the last strap, the pressure holding the wooden prosthesis against her stump disappeared and, with the weird angle at which her arm was crooked and the ceaseless involuntary motion of her body, the whole thing shook loose and tumbled to the ground making a heavy thud as it fell onto the grassy commons.


  The guard jumped back, surprised by the sudden movement, and the crowd erupted into gasps and murmurs. Like the rest of the crowd, Zoentielle stood gawking with her jaw hanging open, and Lyss covered her face, embarrassed at how badly she’d messed up her attempt to sweet-talk the guard.


  But Col’s impassive smirk remained in place, and he was the first to break the heavy silence. “I guess that explains the gloves, then,” he called over to Miette. “And here I thought you were just trying to be fashionable.”


  Lyss couldn’t stand by any longer, so she marched over and gently pushed the guard out of the way, which seemed to snap him out of a trance, and she wrapped Miette up in her arms and let her sob into her shoulder.


  The guard picked the wooden appliance up and separated it from the glove, inspecting it more closely because he didn’t know what to do next.


  When Lyss finally eased up on Miette, Col was already standing beside them both, with a comforting hand on Miette’s shoulder. Zoentielle closed ranks on the other side, mirroring the gesture.


  Their attention was drawn to an old man standing next to the guard as he cleared his throat. The rest of the crowd also came out of their stupor and Lyss gathered that this man carried a lot of clout. “L’diyah Zoentielle, I am Flythfandl, one of the village elders. I humbly express the joy we all feel at seeing you return to Eltah Nell. We offer you our homes and our hospitality,” his gaze shifted to scan the crowd, “and we will treat any friends of the L’diyah with the respect that they deserve.”


  Zoe translated for the group, and he gestured for them to follow him toward a large wooden building at the head of the common grounds. Lyss couldn’t tell its purpose just from its appearance but it wasn’t like the assorted vendors and stalls arrayed along the green – it was much more grand and more serious looking.


  Lyss spied little of the first floor as they entered. There was a large meeting hall, like an indoor amphitheater, and a massive library, then stairs that led them up. The second floor had a long hallway flanked by closed doors, and at the end of the hall there were a handful of men and women busily working to prepare something – a set of apartments where they would be allowed to rest.


  Lyss led Miette into one of the rooms, in which they’d placed three beds for the humans in a sort of unspoken message. From the doorway, Col said to Lyss “I’ll be in shortly … you should both get some rest. I mean, on top of what just happened, we have been walking all night.” He reached in and pulled the door shut, leaving him, Zoentille, the elder and a small collection of villagers standing in the hallway.


  The locals were all dead silent and they were staring expectantly at Col. They all wanted to be in the presence of their L’diyah, but they clearly didn’t want this interloper around. Zoentielle spoke and immediately had their attention. “I will join you in the meeting chamber within the hour,” she said, implying her desire for them to leave – to which they bowed and retreated to the stairs, though instead of descending they clustered at the top and watched them from afar.


  “Not too great at following royal edicts, are they?” Col said.


  Zoentielle shook her head. “But in fact, I cannot issue an edict. They’re only being respectful … polite.”


  “Lyss said that the guard said your title is ceremonial?”


  “Yes … the royal family does not govern in Eltah Nell. The council of elders holds all the power. We are relics from a former era, kept around out of some sense of cultural pride.”


  “And I take it she figured out that you’re a princess some time ago. That’s why she didn’t want us getting close.”


  Zoentielle nodded. “But she assumes my father to be a … volatile man? That he would command the nation to war. The reality is that the people might view it as a scandal. We’re a symbol of the past – of tradition. For any of us to do anything that breaks with tradition would bring scorn.”


  Col was quiet for a moment, then chuckled to himself. “It shouldn’t bother me. We both said it would end when we got to the border. I guess some small part of me was holding out hope for a change in plans.”


  Zoentielle took his hands in hers. “As was I, though I knew  how foolish that hope was.” She glanced down the hall and the crowd of elves all rushed to divert their gazes and pretend like they weren’t intently spying on her.


  Col rubbed the back of her hands with his thumbs, then moved toward the door, but Zoentielle pulled him back. “No … I think the viscountess will need some privacy after that … unmasking.” She waved him into the door across the hall – the room set aside for her alone.


  “Are you sure? We have quite the audience watching us right now.”


  “I wish I could risk the scandal and stay with you,” she replied with a grin, and a bit of sadness around the eyes, “but I have to go downstairs with them and explain the situation. You should rest and I’m sure they’ll find somewhere else for me while we’re talking.”


  Col said nothing, but nodded and accepted her offer of the empty room, shutting the door softly behind him.


  Zoentielle stared at the closed door perhaps a few seconds longer than she should have before making her way down the hall. When she arrived at the top of the stairs, only the elder was waiting for her, though a quick look around revealed all sorts of people trying their best not to look like they were listening.


  Zoentielle spoke loudly and clearly as a l’diyah is trained to do. “I thank you for the accommodations but it would not be appropriate to house all of the humans together. Housing men and women together who are not family is a taboo in their culture.” She didn’t acknowledge their personal exchange in any way, banking on the supposition that none of the villagers spoke Lantel. “I’m afraid I must impose upon you for one more room. After I’ve informed you of the situation beyond our borders, I too must rest. We have been traveling since before yesterday’s dawn.” She also projected this for the whole hallway to hear, making it explicitly clear to the eavesdroppers that she wouldn’t be returning to stay with Col.


  The elder frowned and gazed at Zoe’s face. “No, L’diyah, I think first we must have you see a healer.” And he led her down the stairs to one already waiting in the entrance hall.


  Chapter 29: Honored Guests


  Zoentielle gave a report to the elder, Flythfandl, and to the guard, Memelon, who was the leader of a small detachment of the border guard stationed in the village specifically to watch for any humans who might bumble their way through the infamously dangerous cliffside trail.


  All the while, she had to keep her head as still as possible so the healer could work a salve into the still open wound, sew it shut, and chant over it infusing it with his healing magic. Human magic, the kind of magic Miette wielded, was inaccessible to elves no matter how much they tried to learn its inner workings. But basically every elf had some magical ability – a connection to the world and to nature that could be called upon to conceal one’s self in the forest, to cultivate the land or as the power behind a healing poultice derived from nature’s bounty.


  Both the elder and the guard took copious notes, peppering Zoentielle with clarifying questions here and there, especially when they suspected she might not be telling them the whole truth. They told her they’d be dispatching messages to the border guard to let them know about the situation in Stonebridge, and to the royal family so they would know that Zoentielle had come home safely.


  She was a little disappointed to hear the latter. She understood her duty and that it was the right thing to do – but surely the moment her family found out where she was a guard detail would be dispatched to bring her home – or worse, one of them might come and see to it personally. Right now she didn’t want to deal with any of that – she just wanted to rest, relax and heal in this peaceful and secluded mountain town.


  Even with mounted messengers relaying the information, she would at least get a few days more. She trudged up the stairs and allowed a sweet middle-aged woman to escort her to her newly-prepared room, just two doors down from Col. Within she found clean underclothes and a small washbasin filled with warm water – so after stripping down and giving herself a cursory cleaning she used the last of her strength to pull on the fresh linen and climb into the soft, appropriate-length bed and pull the blankets up over her head to block out the daylight.


  Right before she fell asleep, she thought of all the nights she’d spent curled up with Col in the last week and wondered if she’d ever get another chance to sleep by his side.


  When she woke, she was greeted with familiar smells of real elfish cooking wafting through the air reminding her that she was home. No matter how much she, Falafandiehl and Isalenne tried to keep to their traditions, you just couldn’t get the same ingredients in Oshigard. The thought hit her like a wave, though, as she realized that she still didn’t know the fate of her two compatriots.


  She rose and found that she’d been provided with an elegant white gown and shoes – not suitable at all for the long trek she would eventually have in front of her but definitely the sort of thing a small village would assume a l’diyah would wear. Nevertheless she dressed gratefully and exited her room to find two men and a young boy waiting there.


  The two men were guards, clearly protecting them by Memelon’s order, and the young boy was likely there to fetch anything she might request. Zoentielle stared at him – he was so short his head didn’t quite come up to her shoulders yet, and  his narrow shoulders and soft face marked him as a child. A child of maybe fifteen years or so. He was almost the same age as Lyss. He bowed deeply and sputtered for a second but spat out “Good evening, l’diyah. Is there anything I can get you?”


  She flashed him a broad smile and bowed back. “No, but thank you. Would you happen to know the time?”


  “Not … not exactly l’diyah. It’s mid-afternoon, though. Dinner’s still not ready yet but if you’re hungry I could fetch you something from the kitchen.” He was eager to be of service, but he’d probably be under-foot if he went down there now.


  “No, I will wait. My travels have disrupted my schedule so it would be best if I started eating dinner at dinner time.” She said it jokingly hoping to put the boy at ease but he was still a bundle of nerves. “Have my friends woken yet? Have they had an opportunity to wash and to wear fresh clothing as I have?”


  The boy sputtered again, his eyes darting fearfully from side to side and he couldn’t get anything out at all.


  “Boy,” one of the guards chimed in, “just answer the question. She is a l’diyah, not a wolf. She won’t bite.”


  The boy gulped and then bowed again. “I’m sorry, my l’diyah. They were sound asleep this morning, and I haven’t checked in on them since I started my watch, though I hear them stirring.” He was cowering, and his gaze darted between the two doors. It appeared it was his charge to care for them too, but clearly he was terrified of the humans.


  Zoentielle let out a small sigh. “Come with me,” she said, and she led the boy to the room containing Lyss and Miette and knocked softly on the door. The boy fidgeted a little while they heard footsteps approaching, and then Lyss opened the door. “Are you ready to be an ambassador?” she asked with a smirk on her face.


  Lyss just shot her back a confused look. “I … I guess.”


  Zoentielle trained her gaze on the boy, whose eyes were wide and his muscles tense. “Well, go ahead. Introduce yourself.”


  The boy’s mouth opened and closed but words didn’t come out, so Lyss made the first move. Given that he was an elf and somewhat shorter than her, she assumed the must be a child still and she adopted a sweet tone. “My name is Lyss. I’m a mercenary and it’s my job to protect the l’diyah.” She extended her hand in greeting.


  The boy took it nervously, then Lyss very gently clasped his hand and bowed, waiting for him to return the greeting. He did, but he still didn’t say anything, and after he just stared at Lyss in wide-eyed wonder. He apparently hadn’t been in the commons earlier to see her speaking elfish then.


  Zoentielle cleared her throat. “Is there anything you or Miette require? Aside from food – supper will be served soon.”


  Lyss flashed the boy a smile. “It smells lovely.” She mimed rubbing her belly, but then realized how crusty and putrid her clothes were. She was still covered in dried blood from when she’d helped Col limp his way from the duke’s stabbing to the dungeons in Stonebridge. “We could use some fresh clothes. And a bath, for that matter.”


  Zoentielle nodded. “Young man, where might we find this village’s bath house?” She’d had a small wash basin to freshen up with last night, but she too could use a real soak.


  It took his mouth a few practice motions to get going, but he was at least able to get the words out so long as he was talking to the l’diyah and not the human. “It’s just across the common, l’diyah. If you leave by the front doors, that is. Straight ahead and a little to the left.”


  “Very good. Please see if you can find any clothing that might fit a human. They appear short like children, but they’re built like adults – this won’t be as easy as it sounds, but I am counting on you.” Zoentielle clapped the boy on the shoulder. “Whatever you’re able to find, you can deliver to us at the bath house.”


  The boy stood up straighter and nodded, before running off down the hallway and clopping down the stairs.


  “Bath house?” Lyss asked, once he was out of earshot.


  “Oh. I see. Communal baths are aren’t common in Lantelis, are they? Not everybody uses them here, of course, but they’re convenient for travelers and for the merchants who live above their shops here on the commons.”


  “Huh … Greymane’s book never mentioned anything like that …”


  One of the soldiers scoffed at the reference and the other one snickered.


  “I know there isn’t much written about us for you to read,” Zoentielle had adopted a too-kind tone of voice, “but Greymane wasn’t exactly the man he described himself to be in his book.”


  “He was a lout and a buffoon,” one of the soldiers chimed in. “He’s been dead for more than a hundred years and he’s still known for all the trouble he caused. And if you learned from his book …”


  “She has lived with me for two seasons,” Zoentielle snapped back at the man. “She read from my library, and shared meals around my table.”


  The soldier clammed up, realizing he’d overstepped his bounds with the l’diyah. She might not have the power to order him around like the royals of old, but it was still unheard-of to treat a l’diyah so calously.


  Zoentielle sighed. “Go get Miette,” she said to Lyss, “and I’ll go get Col.” Lyss gave her a warning look, so she added in Lantel, “I cannot send a man in after him, Lyss. None here speak his language. You will have to trust my judgment – this is my land and I know well what is and is not appropriate.”


  Lyss nodded, but still protested anyway. “It’s just – kings all over are known for making rash decisions. If your dad thinks Col is … you know … with his little girl.”


  Zoentielle let out a deep, exhausted sigh. “Stop. There is too much you don’t understand and I am too dirty and too hungry to explain it to you now. Just trust me, please.”


  Lyss hesitated, but she gave in and went to retrieve Miette without further protest.


  Zoentielle knocked on Col’s door but opened it without waiting for him to answer. He was seated by the window looking out at the village below. His room was in the front of the building so he could watch the people go about their business on the commons. “Did you sleep well?”


  He smirked and nodded. “I dreamed of you.”


  “Please, Col … don’t. We are not alone.” Her face turned bright pink with embarrassment. It didn’t matter that the guards didn’t speak Lantel – his advances had a way of getting a school-girl’s reaction out of her and there was no way of hiding that. “We are going to the communal baths then we’ll return here for dinner. I do not mean to order you around but …”


  “No, it makes sense. We need to stick together. I’m acutely aware that I’m in a foreign land with a foreign tongue.” He rose and slipped on his boots, not bothering to lace them, then joined her in the hall just as Lyss and Miette were coming out of their room. Col glanced at her left arm and cringed. “That doesn’t look good.”


  Miette glared at him and the tears started welling up again. “I am well aware.”


  “No, no … I mean your skin.” The skin was red and raw around the stump, with the odd abrasion and scab. “You’ve had that wood chafing against it for, what … three days? Four? Whenever we last stayed at an inn, right?” Col wasn’t in charge here, that much was for certain, but he couldn’t break the habit of treating them all like his team and watching out for their well-being.


  Miette nodded. “I normally take it off at night.”


  Zoentielle turned to one of the guards – the one who hadn’t talked back to her earlier, figuring he might be more agreeable. “If the errand boy returns, could you ask him to please also fetch a healer to see to Miette’s arm?” she requested politely.


  “I’ll take care of it.”


  “You don’t need to – I know that it’s a task unworthy of a soldier.”


  He shrugged. “This is far from the royal palace, l’diyah. When you’re not here to guard – work in need of doing begs free hands.”


  Lyss mentally cataloged his speech. It was rougher and looser than Zoentielle’s, the vowels sharper, the consonants rounded and peppered with euphemisms like when the guard muttered to himself yesterday and a few of the people she managed to overhear in the crowd. Suddenly it dawned on her. “Wait … do I … do I speak like a noble?”


  Zoentielle was confused by the non-sequitur at first, but then said “well you did learn from me and from Falafandiehl and Isalenne …”


  The friendlier guardsman interrupted. “Girl, you sound like you were raised in the royal court.”


  Lyss’ draw dropped open and she covered her mouth with her fingers as if hiding it, and her words. “But … but I can’t speak like a noble … I’m a farm girl …”


  The guard guffawed at her reasoning and then quickly regained his composure. “Nobody here knows your name, girl. Since we heard you talking in the commons yesterday we’ve been calling you Tiny L’diyah.”


  Lyss just stared at the man with her mouth agape, then at Zoentielle, unable to process the moniker that so shook her self-image.


  “Come on – let’s just get going,” Zoentielle said, and then for Col and Miette she added “I’ll explain on the way.”


  Eyes followed the group as they crossed the commons, but the walk to the bath house was over quickly enough. Zoentielle did explain the conversation in the hallway but she focused more on making sure Miette knew a healer would take a look at her sores in case she wasn’t on-hand to explain whenever they arrived.


  The front room of the bath house was a large meeting area and beyond that it was segregated by gender. Col would have to go it alone without a translator, but he relied on his unrelenting confidence and his ability to read people and pick up on social cues to see him through. Zoentielle gave him a quick run-down but he’d mostly just do what the other people did.


  Past the first door they entered a changing area, and Zoentielle helped Lyss and Miette find their way around, though in all honesty it had been more than a decade since she’d been in a public bath – and even then they’d closed it off so only the royal family could enter. Her memory of how to comport herself in a situation like this was filled with royal attendants taking care of all the details.


  Miette sat down on a bench to begin unlacing her boots and Zoentielle immediately went to kneel down in front of her to assist. Miette repelled her with her magic, forcing her to take a step back. “Don’t do that,” she said bitterly. “I’m not any different than I was yesterday, or the day before – and I managed my own boots without your help then.”


  The other women in the changing room didn’t know what Miette said, but they could recognize the anger in her voice.


  “I … I’m sorry, viscountess. I just … I thought …” Zoentielle trailed off not sure at all what she should say. Miette knew exactly what she thought – and it was a major reason she hid her disability in the first place.


  After scrubbing themselves clean in silence the three of them soaked in the large tiled pool which connected to copper pipes that coiled through wood-fueled fires, warming the water. They spent nearly an hour there letting the warmth soothe away the soreness in their muscles.


  Lyss and Miette of course drew stares and attention from the other women in the bath, and they stared back perhaps a little too much. It was the first time either of them had seen an elf naked, and they were just as fascinated.


  It was hard to tell which drew more attention, though – Miette’s left arm, or Lyss’ muscular frame. These people weren’t exactly weak and surely this far from a city they all performed their share of manual labor, but muscles on an elf were more slender and lithe than Lyss’ bulk.


  When they finally left the bath and re-entered the changing room, there was a young girl waiting there, likely sent by the errand boy Zoentielle had dispatched earlier, bearing fresh clothes. The girl seemed a little bit older than the boy since she was just slightly taller than Lyss, and she absolutely fawned over Zoentielle to the extent that she hadn’t noticed Lyss or Miette at all until she turned around and, finding them standing behind her, nearly jumped out of her skin. It turned out that she was no more comfortable around them than he had been so she politely asked Zoentielle to be excused and then left the room at a brisk walk.


  The provided clothes were nothing special – not compared to the resplendent gown provided for Zoentielle. Lyss and Miette were each afforded a  simple peasant’s dress and soft leather slippers suitable for little more than a slow stroll. Thankfully they were summer dresses, intended to hang just below the knee on an elf, so on Lyss and Miette they only reached mid-calf instead of dragging on the ground behind them.


  For Lyss, this was a return to normalcy. Even though the cut and the shape were slightly different, it wasn’t all that alien compared to the simple clothes she wore as a child back on the farm. Miette was used to considerably more elegant adornments and she nearly let a complaint slip – but it dawned on her that given how little time they had to prepare, they probably belonged to that young girl who delivered them. Looking a gift horse in the mouth was always bad, but when the gift was given by a child it felt like a crime.


  So instead she looked on the positive side – at least with these being summer dresses, they only had the bare minimum sleeve, coming down to just past her shoulder muscle. Were it a winter gown, she’d have had to pin up an empty sleeve just to get it out of the way.


  She made a mental note to find out what ever happened to her prosthesis – but since there was no secret to hide anymore she was enjoying not having to lug the heavy weight around all day.


  In the front room they found Col waiting, already dressed. He was wearing a sleeveless vest and trousers, though the trousers were rolled up at the bottom several times, and bare feet. With him were the young errand boy, shaking while holding a pair of shoes, and the girl he roped into helping him deliver the clothes. Side by side, they were clearly brother and sister.


  Aside from the siblings, no elf was willing to stand within five paces of Col. And the children looked ready to bolt at any moment.


  Col nodded in greeting and then, to Lyss since he figured he shouldn’t risk looking like he’d order Zoe around, he said “any chance you can let him know that I’ve got my own boots. It’s really not a big deal.”


  Lyss obediently translated, which once again drew a new round of strange looks from anybody who hadn’t happened to have been present when they were apprehended including the errand girl. The boy explained that the shoes he brought didn’t fit and that he would find some replacement for the l’diyah’s friend – pleasing Zoentielle was all he really seemed to care about and he was letting her down.


  Col knelt down in front of the boy, the way one does when trying to comfort a child, and immediately realized how silly that was since he was now looking up at the boy’s face. “It’s okay, kid,” he said and waited for Lyss to translate. “What could be better after a hot bath than to feel the grass between your toes?” He flashed his warmest smile – not a dazzling toothy grin, but a contented and non-threatening one – while waiting for the translation to get through. He hoped the kid would get it.


  Zoentielle picked up on his efforts. “You’ve done an excellent job, children, and with such short notice.” She came over and placed her hand on the boy’s shoulder, his mouth wide with awe, and then she placed her other hand on the girl’s shoulder to make sure she wouldn’t feel left out. “Both of you have made me and my traveling companions feel welcomed and I am grateful to you for it.” She enunciated her words, as she was instructed to do throughout her childhood.


  Before her service began, this was her life. She traveled the lands with her family and made nice with the locals. For those who still looked to the royal family as some sort of symbol of the majesty of the Eltah Nell of generations past these kind words meant a lot.


  She visited often with the victims of tragedy, either natural or elf-made, and tried to give them comfort and hope. Families beset by famine, landslides, floods or fires – she met with them all and heard their stories of hardship and suffering and loss and tried to let them know that they weren’t forgotten and that things would be better someday.


  Of course, not all tragedies are events. A lot of peoples’ stories of loss were much more mundane – a business fails and the family loses its income, driven into destitution. Or sickness besets a beloved mother and either she dies or is bed-ridden and the family is unable to bear up with its keystone removed. These stories were also entirely common and just as heartbreaking.


  Not every elf welcomed her, of course. There were plenty, men like Memelon, who saw the royal family as superfluous and wasteful. She’d heard them shout at her – as they had no respect for the protocol surrounding the royalty – about how pointless it was for her to visit those in pain since she wouldn’t (and couldn’t) do anything to help.


  And they were right. And she knew it. In eras past her family could’ve mobilized the help these people needed by fiat. Now they could only try to draw attention to the suffering and hope to shame the elders into action.


  Her choice of service with the ambassador was shocking, even scandalous, but to her it was the only way forward. The royal family was nothing but soft power now – influence and suggestion and causes – but that soft power could go a long way toward building a peace between nations.


  A peace borne through friendship. From closeness. From taking the alien and making it familiar.


  If she had known where it would lead when she suggested the program to exchange citizens to Ambassador Falafandiehl, she would’ve kept her mouth shut.


  But this – speaking with the people, making them feel good, and especially being a role model for children – this was homecoming. Making them feel special, to elevate them above  the adults in the room – nobody would call it making a “real” difference in the world, but right now it meant everything to those two children.


  When they returned to the village hall, the healer had returned and was waiting just inside the entryway. Zoentielle brought Miette forward and introduced the two of them before the man actually shooed her away. “You were my patient yesterday, l’diyah, and I gave you my attention then. Now I have a new patient who deserves my attention,” the old man said, finding a way to politely but firmly instruct a member of the royal family to buzz off. And then for good measure, he repeated the act with Lyss.


  In a side room he found a sofa and led Miette there. He pulled a chair slightly closer so he could easily reach her arm and then placed a large wooden case filled with supplies on the floor and opened it up.


  He inspected her skin wordlessly, gently manipulating her appendage so that he could get an impression from every angle, then he let her go and started to take glass bottles out of his case. They were filled with all sorts of ingredients but almost all seemed to be plant-based. A bundle of stems, some leaves, the petals of a flower, seeds, pollen, roots – and they were all meticulously organized and collated.


  He said a few words to Miette, which she took as an attempt at polite conversation. “I’m sorry,” she said, as kindly as possible. “I don’t understand.” He just smiled and patted her knee, then began measuring the ingredients out and adding them to a stone mortar bowl. He ground it all down into a homogeneous powder, then mixed in just enough water to turn it into a sticky mush.


  He made a gesture with his hand, curling his fingers toward himself, and made some unintelligible request which Miette took to mean she should move forward. She started to inch forward in her seat but the man protested and gently pushed her back into the cushion. He grabbed her gently at the elbow just above the stump and moved her arm so that it was extended forward and then spoke a one-word command. Miette guessed it was something like “stay” so she kept her arm raised and pointed toward him.


  He reached into the bowl and collected a generous portion of the goop in his fingers and then gently slathered it over the raw and inflamed skin. Miette flinched at first because beyond looking incredibly gross, it was also somewhat cold to the touch, however as it settled in she could feel that coolness seep in and slowly soothe the pain.


  He put down the bowl, but repeated the word that she assumed meant “stay” while he dug a length of clean white cloth out, which he used to wrap up the end of her arm, holding the concoction in place.


  Miette fought the urge to roll her eyes – sure it would be handy to know how to make a soothing balm but she could’ve just healed her skin herself with magic. Sure she wasn’t quite back to full strength yet but this little bit wouldn’t have set her back terribly much.


  But while the old man wrapped, he chanted something to himself and she could feel the magic flowing around them and it was unlike anything she’d ever felt before.


  All of her training as a sorceress was based on one conceit – a sorceress’ special ability to absorb, store and release magical energy. A sorcerer could improve with training, for sure, but the raw strength of a sorcerer was mostly a matter of how much energy they could take in from the world around them, build up within themselves and how well they could focus that energy to their bidding.


  But this man, he was no conduit. There was nothing about him that would indicate that he could perform such a feat, no matter how he tried – for this, he didn’t have to. He sang to the concoction he made, and the once-living things released their energy at his request and they went to work magically healing her skin.


  As far as Miette knew it shouldn’t be possible – but all of her senses, especially the one attuned to the flow of magical energy, told her that it was happening right in front of her eyes.


  When he was done, the old man gently pushed her arm down so that it was resting in her lap, then he said some two word phrase. He pointed at the wrapping, then held up two fingers, then waved an open-palmed hand above his head in a semi-circle. Then he repeated it all a few times hoping to get through to her.


  Miette looked at him with one eyebrow cocked until it clicked. “Two … days? You want me to wear this for two days?” And, of course, he didn’t know what she was saying so he didn’t answer her. So she held up two fingers, then mimed sleeping. Two sleeps – how you’d explain it to a child.


  His grin stretched wide and he nodded one big, hearty nod, then started packing up his bag. Even then, when he was clearly done and ready to go, she could feel the magic flowing into her from the goo concealed beneath the bandage. Two days was clearly conservative – there was so much healing energy pumping into her she would probably be totally healed within the hour.


  When the man completed his packing he stood and said something she didn’t understand, but she took it to be something like “good-bye.” She stood, as one would to show respect, and extended her right hand. He looked at it for a moment, then took in both of his hands and bowed and she bowed in return, recognizing the traditional gesture from her encounters with the ambassador. “Thank you,” she said. “Can you … can you show me how to do what you did? Can you teach me how your magic works?” But it was too much for him to guess at the meaning so he just smiled and walked away with a genial wave.


  Miette stayed in that side room instead of going upstairs, probing the magic coming from the bandage at the end of her arm and trying to suss out its secrets for a while, but ultimately leaning back and reveling in the solitude and quiet. For as much as she appreciated the genuine care and love Lyss demonstrated for her, she did have a tendency toward overprotectiveness. When Lyss wasn’t around, Miette usually lived a life with long periods of solitude and she’d grown accustomed to it.


  As long as she could seek out companionship when she started feeling lonely, she rather liked having her own time and her own space. After a week of being virtually tied to three other people it was a nice break to sit in an empty room, alone and undisturbed.


  She was feeling both physically and mentally refreshed when Lyss came to collect her for dinner. Zoe’s arrival had riled up the townsfolk and especially the politically powerful among them. As such, dinner tonight would be a grand feast with nearly a dozen dignitaries and their mates filled with witty repartee in a language she couldn’t decipher.


  Zoe – no, L’diyah Zoentielle in all her splendor, was seated in the place of honor, at the center of three long tables arranged in a horseshoe with the guests seated on the outside so the servants could place food on the table from the center. She was flanked by some respected members of the town’s political structure, including Flythfandl, the chief elder, and Memelon, the leader of the guard, and their wives. The other six members of the town’s Coucil of Elders and their spouses spread out from there, then a handful of other elves who must be important to the village in some way – successful merchants, sporting champions, academics perhaps – and finally at one end of the horseshoe was Lyss and at the other were Miette and Col.


  They weren’t even allowed to sit together because surely if one of them was two seats from the bottom on one end, someone would complain at being at the very bottom on the other end. In this configuration, no elf could be lower rank than a human, and even then only one would have to suffer the indignity of being equally distanced from the l’diayh as a human. The arrangement wasn’t one for conversation or friendship – this was a political display intended to reinforce prestige and power.


  Zoentielle put on her widest and kindest smile and went through the motions like she was taught. A little rusty after so many years living in Oshigard but it all came back easily enough. She even made the Proclamation of Accord at the start of the meal without having to be prompted, and she didn’t miss a single word. She almost wished her brothers were here – they always used to pick at her diction and her shoddy memorization. With no preparation or practice she nailed it and she wanted desperately to rub it in their faces.


  Miette and Col made casual conversation the way they were both taught to do in their noble upbringings, but of course only to each other. Col did his best to avoid talking about Miette’s arm, only asking if the healer was able to help with her skin. His brain screamed at him that it was a monumental revelation and it was totally natural to talk about it – but the truth was that once you knew, piecing together the whole story wasn’t all that difficult. Even the parts that she hadn’t chosen to share with him – that this was the result of the first attack and the reason for her long convalescence, that it must play some part in her rebuffing Edward’s advances, and that Lyss probably found out months ago – it was all pretty easy to figure out with a little reflection, so there was really no point in asking.


  At the other end, Lyss sat alone and though she spoke the language and could follow along, she wasn’t engaged in conversation at all. The woman next to her had shifted her seat closer to her husband and adamantly refused to look in her direction. In fact, every elfin eye in the room, save for those belonging to the servants, was directed toward the head table. After Zoentielle’s proclamation, the other dignitaries seated there stood and delivered their own prepared remarks while the others ate – and some of them went on for quite a while indeed.


  Lyss hung on every word, only remembering to eat the food laid in front of her when a servant offered to take it away. The speeches clearly didn’t make much of an impression on the dignitaries but they fascinated her. Each one revealed a little bit more of the political structure of the town, which was led by a council of elders – but “elder” was a vestigial title. An elder could be any man or woman (but presumably they must be an adult) chosen by the community.


  Beyond that, the speeches also revealed a little about each speaker and their priorities. Most were just filled with honeyed words and seemed geared toward ingratiating themselves to the l’diyah but a few spoke about issues of political importance to them. Several had bones to pick with the other elders assembled, taking issue with how they were chosen (though Lyss couldn’t decipher the mechanism through which elders were chosen) and a handful used the presence of the humans to allude to some nebulous menace that would come storming over the border to swamp their tiny village any day – as if anybody would brave that cliffside trail willingly.


  The vast majority of them made strange comments about humans, about their height and bulk, their (comparatively) dark skin and hair, their “night blindness” – they were probably meant as insults (and given the way Zoentielle shook her head at many of them they may have been particularly offensive ones) but she wasn’t well-versed in elfish stereotypes for humans and a handful of them sailed over her head.


  It was jarring, however, that comments such as those would be seemingly routine at such a protocol-laden gathering. This was not a social function – it was governance – and they still felt comfortable exposing their prejudices so nakedly.


  One elder implored Zoentielle to press the grand council (maybe a bigger version of this body?) to divert some aid to their village to help repair damage caused by a recent mudslide in the north that destroyed the dwellings of several small farming families at the outskirts and who were, at present, without a place to call home.


  On the whole, the elders seemed just as petty and terrible as the nobles back home – but that one was okay in Lyss’s book.


  When they were all done making their speeches, they ate mostly in silence. A few couples spoke to each other, and a few dignitaries exchanged the occasional polite word with their neighbor, but for the most part the only people properly conversing were Col and Miette. Lyss was envious and wished she could be over there but mostly it warmed her heart to see them grow a little closer. Miette was her friend but because of circumstance Miette hadn’t had many opportunities to talk to either Col or Zoentielle and their flight from assassination wasn’t exactly a great opportunity to get to know one another.


  With the silence only emphasized by the clinking of silverware and dishes, Lyss stood and waited for the room to notice, which they did quickly because while Zoentielle was keeping one eye on her human friends at all times, the rest of the room was keeping one eye on the l’diyah.


  Lyss’ face turned bright pink and she chided herself at being nervous to speak to the woman she’d come to call friend in the previous half year. She made a small curtsy so as not to knock over her chair, and said “If it would please the l’diyah, might I say a few words?”


  Zoentielle replied magnanimously “Lyss, you need not ask permission,” and then, as though she were reading from a school book, “Eltah Nell is a land governed by the people, not by kings. All are permitted to speak their minds in our nation.”


  Lyss curtsied again in thanks, something her mother and father taught her to do whenever a count or baron graced the woodworking stall, showing due deference to their rank. Maybe Zoentielle was actually oblivious to their own rigid structure and procedure, or maybe she was required to speak the grand council’s official line, but she sure didn’t feel like she was permitted to speak openly


  “My name is Lyss,” she said to the whole room, “or as some of you have been calling me behind my back, ‘tiny l’diyah.’” Although her base understanding of the language lended itself to a noble tone of voice anyway, she spoke that line while mimicking the imperial tone Zoentielle had adopted over the past day or so. The impersonation was already spot-on and it got a few chuckles from the guests and a few angry glares as well.


  “In truth, I am nobody special where I come from and I’m not one for grand speeches.” Her cheeks were turning deeper and deeper shades of pink as she mistakenly drew her own attention to the number of high-ranking eyes focused on her now. “I can’t speak for all humans, but speaking for myself and my friends, I would like to thank all of you for the hospitality you’ve shown us,” she couldn’t resist sending an icy glare at one of the more prejudiced elders, “and for your kind words.”


  She left it at that and took her seat again, but indulged herself a quick glance around. Miette and Col were shooting her a questioning looks but they weren’t overly concerned. They’d both been with her long enough to trust she hadn’t caused some sort of international uproar. The elders who’d said unkind things about humans weren’t flustered or taken aback – rather they seemed self-satisfied as if this breach in protocol were further proof of humans’ inferiority. They didn’t like being called out for their prejudice, but that didn’t mean they’d back down from it. Zoentielle was smirking. Clearly she didn’t like their attitude either.


  Unfortunately the elves seated directly next to her were eyeing her with renewed disgust so she probably wasn’t going to included in any of their conversations for the rest of the night.


  The rest of the meal passed quietly and without any sort of disruption until Zoentielle officially thanked her hosts for the banquet and signaled the end of the gathering. Most of the important dignitaries simply filed out as they’d been sitting for nearly two hours and wanted to get home but a few stayed and mingled.


  Zoentielle slipped away somehow unnoticed (or, if anybody noticed they didn’t dare stop her) and none of the elves wanted to mingle with the humans, so Lyss rounded up Miette and Col and led them upstairs to their rooms. She explained along the way what she said, and what was said about them in the assorted speeches, and what she could glean of their governmental structure, and she talked Miette’s ear off as the two of them entered their assigned room together.


  Instead of entering his room, Col knocked softly on Zoe’s door, under the watchful gaze of two guards posted there. There was a bit of shuffling about but she answered it soon enough. “Col? Is there something you need?”


  “No,” he said somewhat timidly. “It’s just – you slipped away from the dinner without saying anything and I just wanted to make sure you weren’t still down there cornered by some blustering politician.”


  She frowned slightly. “I take it Lyss filled you in on the conversations?”


  He shrugged. “I can recognize a windbag without knowing the language. She just gave us the finer points. So, uh, you’re turning in?”


  “Yes … though I feel like I only just woke up. I am looking forward to predictable nights and days for a while.”


  “Yeah…” Col sighed and let it hang there for a moment, but then he perked himself up. “It was good seeing you in your element – your true element. At least I won’t worry about whether you can handle jumping back into your old life.”


  Their separation clearly hurt him as much as it hurt her, and Zoentielle reached out her hand toward his heart, but stopped herself halfway and let it drop to her side.


  “Well, good night, Zoe.”


  “Please … Col,” she said, somewhat unsure of herself. “Call me Zoentielle.”


  “Yeah, of course – that’s only proper, right?”


  “L’diyah is my proper title, Col. I just … I want you to call me by my name. My true name, not an identity meant to soothe the small minds of Oshigard’s nobility.”


  “Very well,” he said. “Sweet dreams, Zoentielle.”


  Chapter 30: Recuperation


  Lyss was up early the next morning, mostly unable to sleep a full night’s sleep after napping her way through the daytime the previous day. She left a note for Miette and dressed in her own training garb, freshly laundered, and headed outside.


  In the hall she notified the guards that she was going out for some exercise and when they told her to wait for them to fetch someone to accompany her she demurred, pretending not to understand that it wasn’t for her own protection, it was because they didn’t trust her to wander about without a minder.  By the time it occurred to them to order her to stop, she was already out the door and she could just pretend she didn’t hear them.


  And it worked, since one of the elfish stereotypes about humans was that their small ears rendered them nearly deaf. At least she could get some mileage out of that one before they figured out that the difference wasn’t sensitivity, it was directionality.


  She started with a run, which always got her strange looks back in Oshigard anyway so at least that wouldn’t be so unusual here. She had no rucksack and this would be a fairly easy outing but that was okay with her after the harrowing few days they’d had.


  She didn’t know the town well enough to plot out a proper path so she settled on heading north for a while along the main road, then cutting east toward the side of the village they hadn’t walked through when they arrived. As far as she could tell the roads and paths in town formed a sort of ring. Soon enough she reached another major road, long and broad and straight enough that she could just barely make out the town’s center at the end and she started running west toward it.


  She arrived just in time to spy two riders came up the main road from the south. She could see their coats before she could make out their faces but the pair of crests together told her all she needed to know – Falafandiehl and Isalenne were alive.


  “Isalenne!” Lyss shouted at the top of her lungs as her steady gait turned into a sprint across the commons toward the riders. “Isalenne!” She waved her arms over her head so the swordswoman would be sure to see her.


  Falafandiehl and Isalenne stopped their horses in the middle of the field and Isalenne dismounted just a fraction of a second before Lyss jumped up and wrapped her arms around the woman. “I am happy to see you as well, child. But there’s no need for all this,” she said as she returned the hug.


  Lyss was bawling at this point, letting out a flood of emotion she hadn’t realized she’d been holding inside. She assumed they wouldn’t make it home – that Reginald had surely caught them somewhere along the way – but there was no time to mourn in their rush toward the border. “I thought you were dead,” she said plainly through the sobs.


  “We nearly didn’t make it.” Falafandiehl had dismounted his horse and he soberly laid his hand on Lyss’ back. “I am sorry to say that we were abandoned by our coach driver, who absconded with your possessions. When we arrived at the border outpost we decided to stay and wait for you all to join us. Imagine our surprise when the l’diyah’s letter was routed through the outpost.”


  Lyss let go of Isalenne and gave Falafandiehl a hug as well. It was less personal as they’d never become that close, but she was still overjoyed to have him alive.


  By now they were drawing a lot of attention, and that meant Memelon was approaching. No matter how much of a grudge she had against the man for how he’d treated Miette, she had to admit that he was absolutely on top of his job.


  When he got there, though, he did something unexpected. He froze in place and stood at attention toward Isalenne. “Chief Queensman Isalenne – I am Guard Leader Memelon. Welcome to Chidenneh.” The town’s name was just the words for “cliff” and “trail” jammed together, but he said it so quickly that it was clearly its own name now.


  “Guard leader,” Isalenne curtly acknowledged him. “I understand your village has been looking over my charge, L’diyah Zoentielle.”


  “Yes, chief queensman,” he said without moving. “She is safe and healthy, currently residing in the village house, though she may still be sleeping at the moment. This human” – he said the word with disdain – “was in her company. I’m not sure how she eluded my guards but I thank you for re-capturing her.”


  “This child,” Isalenne began and Lyss, standing between her and Falafandiehl, dwarfed by their height and face streaming with tears, definitely looked like a child at the moment. “This child is my apprentice, guard leader, and she is every bit as responsible for the l’diyah’s safety as I am.”


  The pronouncement shook Memelon. He’d done something tragically wrong that Lyss couldn’t understand. At the very least, he would suffer great embarrassment from this encounter.  


  Lyss wondered that Falafandiehl wasn’t talking. He always seemed to be in charge back in Oshigard but here it was clear that Isalenne was the center of attention.


  “Bring me to my charge so I can verify her well-being,” she ordered dispassionately.


  “Yes, chief queensman” Memelon barked and he spun on his heel to run toward the village house only to be met with Zoentielle walking briskly to join them with a broad smile across her face.


  “Oh bless the stars! Isalenne! Falfandiehl! You’re all right!” Zoentielle opened her arms wide and folded them both into a hug. When she released them, Isalenne dropped to one knee.


  “L’diyah – I humbly apologize for my failure to defend you, and I beg you to please allow me to be of service to you once more.” It was practiced, they were words she’d been hoping she’d get the opportunity to say some day.


  Zoentielle placed her hand on Isalenne’s shoulder and spoke in her regal voice. “I absolve you, for the failure was my own. You warned me of the danger that came with my decisions several times – before we even left for Oshigard. I put you in an impossible situation and you performed admirably. Rise and take your place beside me again.” There was protocol and history at work here that, yet again, went beyond Lyss’ understanding, but her mind stowed it all for parsing later.


  Isalenne stood and took up a position behind and to the left of Zoentielle, and Zoentielle turned her attention to the ambassador.


  “I’ve relayed your message to the grand council at the capitol but I’ve also dispatched riders to the royal family’s assorted homes. We already informed them of the attack in Oshigard and I would not keep them waiting for the good news to clear the bramble thicket.” Lyss didn’t quite get that but she assumed from the context it had something to do with bureaucracy.


  “I appreciate it more than you can know, Falafandiehl,” she said earnestly.


  “I could do no less. The grand council would notify him expeditiously I’m sure, but I owe your father too much to have him wallow in doubt and worry any longer than necessary.” He said it with compassion loaded in his voice – clearly compassion for a friend, not a monarch.


  Zoentielle led the group inside and quickly commandeered a meeting room on the first floor where they could discuss the situation, and she sent Lyss upstairs to fetch Col and Miette.


  “Miette?” Falafandiehl asked. “The viscountess of Stonebridge? She is with you here?”


  “Yes. The duke threatened her life before to try to stop our exchange program, you’ll recall. This time he killed every member of her clan and she might’ve been claimed by his hatred had we not run into her shortly after being separated from you.” Zoentielle paused, unsure how to phrase the next part. “Her appearance may … startle you. That attack on her last year was not as unsuccessful as we’d all believed. To state it plainly, she lost her left arm, and she’s been wearing a wooden fake for a year to hide it.”


  The ambassador was despondent. Miette’s father had been one of the few humans he’d be willing to call a friend, and he had great affection for his whole family. He would mourn his own loss in time, but for now he mostly despaired at how much grief the world had deposited on one young woman’s shoulders.


  Lyss returned with Col and Miette in tow, and Col happily greeted the pair with hugs and claps on the back. Miette stayed by the door and shrunk into herself, cradling her missing arm against her stomach as though she thought it might be less noticeable that way. She’d been okay the previous day, walking around the town with relative confidence, but these were people she knew, people who knew her, and it was somewhat withering to be in their presence.


  Falafandiehl approached her and laid his hands on her shoulders. “Zoentielle has informed me about what the duke has done to your family. I am very sorry … Your father was a good man, and my friend, and I mourn with you child.” He touched his forehead to hers, which she did her best not to recoil from assuming this was some custom she didn’t know about.


  “Th … thank you for your condolences, ambassador,” she said meekly. “If it’s all the same to you, though, I don’t want to talk about it at the moment.” She kept telling herself she’d mourn when she wasn’t running for her life but it was getting harder with each passing moment to imagine that future.


  “I thought you said she wore a false arm,” Isalenne prodded.


  “She did … until the guard leader confiscated it yesterday.” As the words left Zoentielle’s mouth she realized how odd it was that she wasn’t wearing it. “Miette, did the guard leader ever return your wooden arm?”


  She shook her head in the negative. “But it doesn’t matter anyway. I shouldn’t wear it until the healer’s poultice runs its course.” She noted how confused the ambassador looked. “The wood chafes terribly and I couldn’t really take it off while we were running away.”


  “Why wear it at all, if the secret’s out now?” Isalenne asked, with Zoentielle translating between them.


  “Even those who know,” she trained her gaze on Lyss, “can’t help staring when I take it off.”


  “Sounds like a problem with their eyes, not your arm.” Isalenne said with a shrug. “Come … let’s figure out where we stand.”


  “I agree, we should talk … but first …” Zoentielle stepped out into the hallway and tried to flag somebody down – which didn’t take long at all because the errand boy from yesterday had trailed her silently since the moment she left her room. Somebody had assigned him to be her personal attendant and it appeared he took that job very seriously. She sent him to fetch some form of breakfast – something simple, not a banquet – and he darted off out the door and into the commons.


  Over the course of the next hour, while chewing on some simple pastries with fruit preserves on top, Zoentielle filled friends in on what happened from the moment they were separated. There was some minor shock when they found out about Col’s family relations, and Isalenne got very quiet and still when she found out that Lyss’ secretive mentor had been the Black Butcher.


  When they got to the end of her recitation, Isalenne and Falafandiehl filled them in on where things stood in Eltah Nell and it wasn’t good. Falafandiehl had been required to give a full and complete report, which apparently was the first time the grand council was informed in any way about this cultural outreach plan to exchange citizens. The plan itself was entirely Zoentielle’s and Falafandiehl had been giving her unprecedented assistance and leeway for someone in her nominal position – a mere ambassador’s assistant.


  Put bluntly, the government was furious at Falafandiehl for ceding any of his administrative authority to someone in the royal family, who should legally be considered mere figureheads. And the royal family was furious at Zoentielle for using her influence as l’diyah to get her way despite being on her ten years of service. Falafandiehl may lose his posting in the ambassadorial bureau and, though Zoentielle couldn’t be stripped of her title, she would probably be hidden away by her family to prevent her from further embarrassing them.


  Falafandiehl did come bearing a solution to one problem, at least. He brought along a cache of elfish money for Lyss and Col so they could at least replace the clothing and supplies they lost from the shops in town. Col took it gratefully and immediately split it three ways, giving a share to Miette, who’s immediate need was no less.


  “So what do we do now?” Col asked, once the money had been parceled out.


  Falafandiehl, who’d been translating for the group this entire time, replied “We will have to wait. As we speak, messengers are rushing to deliver the news to the government and to the royal family. Were I to guess, some member of the royal family will show up first, assuming any of them are residing in the western residences at the moment. If any are at the lake house, we may expect them to arrive within a fortnight. By then the message will still be two days out from the capitol.”


  Zoentielle clenched her jaw and sucked in a breath. The lake house was her mother’s favorite summer residence and if anybody were residing there it would be her parents. If they were really as angry as Falafandiehl made it sound she’d be in for a severe tongue-lashing.


  Col glanced at Miette and Lyss. “We should re-supply. None of us has a change of clothes and I’m guessing Lyss would feel a lot safer with a sword on her hip – as I would with a pair of knives. I assume we’ll have to find a proper seamstress to get anything that fits us, though …”


  “That is likely, yes,” Falafandiehl agreed.


  Col pushed out his chair and stood. “Sounds like that’ll take a while, so we should probably get a move on.”


  “Lyss, don’t worry about the sword and dagger – the local blacksmith probably couldn’t make you a decent set anyway.” Isalenne pursed her lips. “I don’t command this outpost but I can probably get you a weapon from their armory. It seems my name arrived before I did.”


  Lyss assumed that meant she had a lot of clout. “That would be great.”


  After the discussion, Isalenne and Zoentielle readied the horses and set off for the border outpost. The l’diyah was a respected figure in general, but soldiers tended to be more patriotic than the average citizen and though they’d never take orders from her they’d be more than happy to ride into battle on her behalf. In short, they knew she was just a figurehead and a symbol, but symbols were very important to the soldiers.


  So, Zoentielle reasoned, she should let them know she was safe before they got drunk and did something rash, like march off across the border to pick a fight.


  While the two of them were out, Falafandiehl helped the three humans navigate the town and start restocking their missing gear. Of course they started with clothing, which involved first finding a tailor who was willing to work with them and then getting detailed measurements of all three. It took a while to describe what they wanted since they didn’t understand any of the elfish styles the tailor referenced but ultimately they nailed down three outfits each – two that would be suitable for the sort of overland travel they’d been doing the past week, and one somewhat formal outfit at Falafandiehl’s insistence.


  He was certain that someone from the royal family would receive word of Zoentielle’s survival and come to retrieve her, which would mean a formal banquet of some sort.


  Isalenne was already taking care of Lyss’ sword and dagger, and Miette needed no weapon to wield her magic, so the next stop they made was to a blacksmith to collect a pair of hunting knives, and then on to an apothecary to restock Col’s arsenal of concoctions. He was able to find nearly all the ingredients he needed, glass vials to put them in, and the mortar, pestle and cauldron required to prepare some of the more involved mixtures.


  In the afternoon Col shut himself up in his room and got to work re-mixing and restocking. He made sure that the others knew not to disturb him since these things could get somewhat volatile. The last thing he needed was to get distracted and ignite a mortar full of explosive powder.


  Off the entrance hall in the village house there was a large room that served as a library for the entire town toward which Lyss gravitated. Unlike the little library room for the ambassador’s compound, this one had to serve a much wider array of town’s folk, and Lyss found herself wandering the stacks for a good long while before pulling out a volume of short stories for children (since she was still a fairly slow reader) and cozying up in an armchair for the afternoon.


  Miette had absolutely nothing to do but didn’t feel like locking herself away in her assigned quarters so she essentially foisted herself on Falafandiehl, the only person around who she could actually have a conversation with.


  They danced around their concern for her parents – he tried to act optimistic, but she was fairly certain they would be dead. Even after the attack on their Oshigard manor, it would be unlikely for her father to have hired any mercenaries for protection while in Placis, and neither he nor her mother had any sort of martial or magical skill to fall back on.


  Instead of dwelling on it she picked the man’s brain about her experience with the healer, and was surprised to find Falafandiehl rather well-versed on the topic.


  Human magic worked by pulling energy from the world around you, pooling it and mixing it with your own, and sending it out transformed in one way or another. It wasn’t easy, and not everybody could do it. You essentially had to be lucky enough to have been born with a sixth sense that allowed you to perceive and manipulate the flow of magical energy. The sense was stronger in some than it was in others, which was why even among those who had it, it was extremely uncommon for someone to work magic the way Miette did – without an incantation to focus the mind and without a wand or a staff to direct the energy.


  Elves, on the other hand, almost universally had a sixth sense that attuned them not to magic, but to the various forms of life all around them. Like humans, it was stronger in some than it was in others, but almost everybody could at least commune with the living vegetation all around them to some degree. Part of that communion allowed them to understand the magical properties of various plants, and to coax the plants to work their magic.


  The skin soothing that the village healer had worked on Miette was nothing special to them. Most parents knew how to handle simple burns and scrapes and cuts. The town healer, on the other hand, had an encyclopedic knowledge of plants and their healing properties, and of injuries and illnesses and how to address them. He could work far more potent magic in far more versatile ways than your average elf. And, of course, since it all stemmed from an ability to commune with nature, part of his duties involved visiting the town’s farms and blessing the crops.


  Without Zoentielle around, the townspeople made far less of a fuss about any of the humans, seeming content to mostly ignore them. Falafandiehl communicated on their behalf, arranging an outing for them that night to a local tavern for dinner since there would be no formal banquet in the village house. They got their fair share of wary glances from the other patrons, and the barmaid seemed very hesitant to approach the table, but they were otherwise undisturbed.


  Zoentielle and Isalenne remained at the outpost until after dark. The soldiers insisted they stay for supper as guests of honor and Zoentielle couldn’t refuse the request when she saw how eager they were to make her feel welcome. The morale building came easily and it was something she was trained extensively to do. She told them all about her time serving the ambassador and how she’d made a few human friends and how she hoped that building those bonds would mean these men would never be sent into harm’s way without good cause. She said exactly the anodyne and non-committal things the grand council and her family would’ve expected from her.


  But they had scouts and spies – experts in camouflage who regularly set off across the border and disappeared into the forest so they could keep tabs on Stonebridge – and those scouts didn’t like what they saw. The duke’s makeshift army had arrived on the outskirts of Stonebridge on the west and made camp.


  Zoentielle completely overstepped her bounds by talking actual strategy and policy with the outpost’s officers but she assured them that this mobilization was the end-result of an internal struggle for control and that their goal was not conquest or invasion, but to sever communication with the elves entirely.


  Her description of the duke and the Red Hand made a lot of them nervous that, ill-fated or not, these men might take a stab at the border just to satisfy their own radical rhetoric. At the very least, even if the intended result was a peaceful mutual disconnect, a hostile force in Stonebridge would make it impossible for them to recall their ambassadors from the other duchies and from the King of Lantelis.


  She didn’t regret convincing Falafandiehl to rush back across the border since she now knew the duke was planning to assassinate them. The move almost certainly saved their skins. But while that meant the two nations wouldn’t be going to war over her death, Duke Reginald seemed to be dead set on provoking some sort of conflict between Eltah Nell and Lantelis.


  With a nearly-full moon high in the sky, Zoentielle and Isalenne rode back in silence. They both contemplated the prospect of a bloody war rolling through and decimating this bucolic hamlet and found the thought too terrifying to risk giving it a voice.


  Chapter 31: Royal Families


  The group fell into a routine over the course of the next week. Isalenne had presented Lyss with a new sword and dagger straight from the soldiers’ armory. As much as she missed the weapons she’d been given by the old man, they were old and well tired. These had never seen combat and had only been used in training a handful of times. They were workmanlike in their design, but still new enough to shine when polished.


  She managed to get her hands on a rucksack and traveling supplies to load it up with and went back to her morning routine, starting with a three mile run while wearing the heavy gear. Then she’d take breakfast with Isalenne and practice her swordplay all morning in the public square, which became quite the popular spectacle. Isalenne was a true master of the art and Lyss was an excellent student.


  She whiled away her afternoons in the library, though she didn’t get much reading done. Her swordplay had turned her into a bit of a celebrity with the village children. They invited her to read with them, sitting cross-legged on the floor, but once she joined them they peppered her with questions about herself and her kingdom and about humans in general.


  Miette convinced Falafandiehl to introduce her to the village healer and, through him, she explained her interest in the sort of magic he performed and that she wanted to study it. The healer agreed to meet up with her every morning so she could accompany him while he made his rounds.


  Of course, when he visited farms to commune with the crops and coax them to grow big and yield as much food as possible, it was easy for her to stick with him and observe. She took in as much as she could – not just what he did but also the way energy flowed when he did it.


  It was the healing that was a little more dicey. A handful of the people he visited didn’t like having a human around and, seeing as they were almost all already in a stressful situation due to either disease or injury, she occasionally had to wait patiently at some safe distance from their dwelling. Only about three-quarters of the time did she actually get to observe healing performed on a person.


  After the second day, the healer removed the bandage he’d wrapped around her arm and cleaned away the salve. It had taken longer than her healing would have, but it did a much more thorough job, even removing the rough scar that marked the point where her skin had been gathered and sewn shut. The transmutation of scar tissue into baby-soft skin only intensified her interest in the art.


  She probably would’ve gotten more out of it if she could talk to the man but it wouldn’t have been fair to drag Falafandiehl around all day to translate for her. Nevertheless, observing his actions, the ingredients he chose for his poultices, and the way he coaxed already-present magic into motion was fascinating all on its own.


  Zoentielle fell back into her role as a l’diyah. Most of her day was spent meeting with the local council of elders and hearing their concerns. She couldn’t do much about them, at least not until she had a regular method for communicating with her family and with the grand council, but she dutifully took notes and tried to make the elders feel better while not actually promising them anything.


  She touched base with Falafandiehl nightly. He’d been stationed in Oshigard for some time but he still had a keen mind for the political landscape here at home. They reviewed the concerns raised by the elders each day and tried to come up with some way the grand council could address them and who within that bureaucracy would be willing and able to help.


  Whenever she wasn’t with the local elders, she made her way through town, with Isalenne taking up her old position as her most trusted bodyguard, and tried to spread goodwill among the citizens. Some had problems they needed addressing, and a lot were petty squabbles between neighbors – the sort of thing that could be solved pretty easily with some gentle persuasion from a figurehead.


  Col rarely ventured forth from his quarters. When he put in an appearance at meals he was genial enough, making small talk with the group, and falling back into the philosophical debates he’d had with Falafandiehl back when he was working for the ambassador.


  It would seem at first that the two of them had little in common, but their strongest link was their love of conversation and the ease with which they made friends. When they weren’t discussing their mutual love for rhetoric, they would happily entertain each other by listening with great interest to whatever topic the other would like to discuss.


  But nevertheless, Col spent most of his time locked away, mixing volatile potions and concoctions and storing them safely in glass vials that now lined the inside of his new custom-made vest. The local tailors had done an excellent job, and the chemical armament he’d be able to carry securely would dwarf his usual array.


  He was producing so much, actually, that he’d need either a mule or a cart to carry it all.


  The only person who knew what he was up to was Zoentielle, who also couldn’t quite give up on their relationship even though she knew it would ultimately be doomed. Most nights she would find some way to sneak in there (much easier now that Isalenne had dismissed the guards in the hallway) so they could spend some time together.


  Seeing the state of his room and the stockpile he was amassing she was worried that he might be going overboard – that he had become fixated on the task he’d set himself and lost sight of the situation – but she didn’t want to spend the time they had together arguing about it. Instead they lay in bed each night, holding each other and stealing kisses like besotted teenagers.


  They both wanted to go farther, to express their love more physically, but the daily reminders of Zoentielle’s social standing kept them in check. They were already violating enough taboos to create a scandal – going farther felt like tempting fate.


  And so the days passed – each next one the same as the previous – until the afternoon of the twelfth day when a commotion could be heard approaching the town center from the main road in the south. Even at a distance one could hear the multitude horses’ hooves thudding and the wagons’ wheels trundling over the hard-packed dirt as the caravan approached. There was enough warning, in fact, that villagers were dispatched to muster Zoentielle, Isalenne and Falafandiehl so they could greet her brother, L’dol Zamaniehl, her sister, L’diyah Nemenielle, and her mother and father, Diyah Elzenia and Dol Forrehl.


  It was Falafandiehl who had the presence of mind to pull Col from his ministrations and to dispatch Lyss to fetch Miette. The humans were often an afterthought for the villagers, who would prefer not to think about them at all if they could get away with it. However, they were the first humans to set foot in Eltah Nell in hundreds of years. Whether they were up to the challenge or not, they would be their nation’s de facto ambassadors and protocol dictated they should come make the proper obeisances to the royal family.


  Soldiers mounted on horses poured into the square in formation and set up a perimeter, which took quite a while. To preserve the notion of royal splendor, they never rushed these sorts of things. It gave Lyss just enough time to fetch Miette and for them both to run upstairs and change. The tailors had made one formal outfit for each of them at Falafandiehl’s suggestion, and his belief that her family would get and act on his messages before the bureaucracy back in the capitol could and they would therefore be roped into at least one royal social event.


  Lyss’ outfit was similar to the green dress she’d worn when she first met the elves, but not quite as nice. It bared her strong arms and shoulders, which she’d become proud of over the last year, but the garment was made of multiple panels and the greens were a mish-mash of different hues, almost randomly placed.


  Miette preferred dark colors, usually dressed in black with either blue or purple accents, but elfin fashion didn’t really favor dark colors, so she’d had to settle for lavender with purple accents. Her dress had a high collar and short puff sleeves covering her shoulders and large wooden toggles suitable for one-handed dressing. Like Lyss’ outfit, she thought the colors were a bit off on this dress too. The various panels and parts didn’t quite match – with some slightly more red and some slightly more blue.


They’d brought this up with Zoentielle and Isalenne both, but neither of the elves could understand what they were describing. Apparently, this was the price they paid for their superior night vision – a mild form of color blindness.


  Miette was, of course, a little self-conscious about the prospect of a social situation without her gloves or her wooden arm but, for whatever reason, the leader of the local guard hadn’t seen fit to return it. So, instead of her shoulder-length opera gloves, she had a dainty white glove that ended in lace trim just above the wrist. She had to buy the pair, of course, so the left glove was sitting on a table in her quarters, never to be worn.


  As the large and ornately decorated coach pulled up in front of them, Lyss moved to kneel but Isalenne cleared her throat loudly and muttered “that’s not the custom here.”


  “But when you arrived, you knelt before Zoentielle …”


  “That was an apology. This is a greeting. Stand soldier-ready, and don’t speak until addressed.”


  Zoentielle’s brother and sister were the first to disembark. L’dol Zamaniehl stood and walked with his back as rigid as a broomstick and his nose pointed up and away toward the horizon. He was the middle child but now that they’d all reached adulthood he turned out to be the tallest of the group and he didn’t need the head-tilt to look down his nose at them – but it added to the image.


  L’diyah Nemenielle was the spitting image of her sister, though. Were it not for her sharp arched eyebrows and her almost-human auburn hair color she could easily be mistaken for Zoentielle in a crowd. She was the sixth of seven children and therefore closest in age with Zoentielle at only two years older, which only added to the doppelganger effect.


  “Sister dearest. It is good to see you alive and healthy,” Zamaniehl said while grasping her hand and bowing – an incredibly impersonal greeting for family.


  “And you as well,” Zoentielle returned like-for-like. It really was the only way to deal with him.


  Nemenielle approached her next with a wicked smirk plastered across her face but just as she opened her mouth she noticed Isalenne staring her down and she thought twice. “We were so relieved to receive Falafandiehl’s letter,” she said instead. “When you didn’t cross the border with them we feared the worst.”


  “It was … not a pleasant journey. I will fill you, mother and father in on the details after my separation from Falafandiehl and Isalenne tonight.” She shot a quick glance at her parents who were walking her way. “We have much to discuss.”


  Zamaniehl and Nemenielle moved on down the receiving line, giving their greetings in turn to Isalenne and Falafandiehl while the Diayah Elzenia and Dol Forrehl wordlessly grasped hands with Zoentielle, then abandoned tradition to wrap their youngest daughter up in a warm embrace.


  The L’dol and L’diyah continued on, saying their perfunctory polite greetings to Isalenne and Falafandiehl before moving on to the the humans. They went through the motions and kept their expressions polite and impassive, but instead of speaking greetings they were talking back and forth between themselves.


  “I was told that humans had darker skin but this? This is … I can scarcely believe what I’m seeing.”


  “Wait until you get to this tiny one with the blackened hair, sister. She is either mutated or mutilated but either way she is wretched to look at.”


  “You’re not wrong. Leave it to Zoentielle to not only return with three humans but three strange and curious ones. Look at this one, Zamaniehl. She’s a slab of animal muscle – and these breasts sticking out are so … lurid.”


  Col and Miette were completely in the dark, but Lyss was furious. Had either the l’diyah or the l’dol been a little more attentive they’d have noticed that she’d lost her ability to hold a polite smile and had gone straight to scowling.


  “Children, you will cease your insults right now,” the Dol commanded. “You are embarrassing yourselves and, worse, you are embarrassing us and our nation.”


  “Oh come on, father,” Nemenielle shot back. “Who’s to care what we say to a bunch of humans who don't understand us anyway?” She waved her arm at them to emphasize the point that beyond the six people assembled into a reception line, no elves had dared approach close enough to overhear any of it anyway. They were effectively speaking in private.


  Zamaniehl didn’t say anything – he just doubled down on his aloofness and pretended like he hadn’t just been lobbing insults around, and that he was somehow above this whole conversation.


  “That does not matter,” the diyah said. “Protocol must be observed. You are representatives of our great nation and you must exemplify our people’s fundamental integrity in all that you do.”


  As if to demonstrate, she approached Lyss and extended her hand. Lyss didn’t know why the diyah chose her – maybe it was because Lyss met her eyes when she looked over – but she tried her hardest to tone her angry glare down to merely disgruntled since she wasn’t the sort of person who could hide her emotions behind a polite smile.


  “Welcome to Eltah Nell, young lady,” she said with her hand clasped over Lyss’ and bowed almost imperceptibly, then continued with her lesson on how to deliver a meaningless platitude when actual communication broke down. “I do hope you find your stay enjoyable.”


  “Thank you, Diyah Elzenia. From what little we’ve seen already it’s a beautiful land,” Lyss said, imitating Zoentielle’s most regal tone for effect. “And with only a few exceptions, a land populated by kind and polite people.” Lyss didn’t see the wide-eyed surprise on the diyah’s face because she was too busy staring daggers at Zoentielle’s brother and sister, who were now staring daggers right back at her.


  They were saved from the uncomfortable confrontation by the town’s council of elders who, having assembled themselves in the village house, were now approaching to officially greet the dol and diyah on behalf of the little village of Chidenneh. There was a lot of glad-handing and the exchanging of pleasantries before they started making their way toward the village house to really talk politics.


  As they all went inside, Zoentielle put her hand on Lyss’s shoulder, pulled her close, and whispered “good job” in her ear.


  Chapter 32: The Return


  With the dol and diyah in town the next few days were to be marked with pomp and circumstance. There would be dinners and banquets and soirees and maybe even a ball and the village elders were more than happy to host such high-profile events even if it appeared the townsfolk were somewhat less pleased by the prospect.


  At first the mood around town was excitement and jubilation – but once the council elders started planning events and pressuring people in to volunteering their goods and services, the mood shifted subtly to a sort of massive-scale buyer’s remorse.


  To the royal family’s credit, they were aware of the impact they’d be having and planned not to over-stay. Ever since Falafandiehl and Isalenne came back they had been summering  Nemenielle’s mountain estate since it was near the border and large enough to accommodate them all. So when they arrived they brought with them a veritable army of servants and chefs and a sizable chunk of the estate’s larder. They would take over the village house for a week or so, but they would provide nearly all that the town needed for the events and their advisors were well-practiced at intercepting these sorts of council requests and compensating the townsfolk generously for any services rendered.


  While the council thought it was their job to impress the royal family, the royal family knew that their job as figureheads was to impress the people.


  The first event was to be a private one, however. Having just gotten their daughter back from what they feared was certain death the dol and diyah wanted to have a family dinner that first night and save the formal reception with the village council for the second night. Zoentielle agreed, but insisted that Isalenne, Falafandiehl, and her human friends should be allowed to attend as well. Surely her parents would have questions about everything that had occurred in Lantelis and she alone would paint an incomplete picture.


  The real reason, of course, was that she needed more people on her side if she was going to make it through a night of family politics and sarcastic quips from her brother and sister.


  Nemenielle was only two years older than Zoentielle but she was happily married and a proud mother three times over, which invited uncomfortable comparisons between the two of them.


  Zamaniehl was a notorious womanizer and, yes, it turned out he was uncouth enough to bring a date to a family emergency. This woman was someone new – someone he hadn’t been dating when Zoentielle left her homeland to work with the ambassador – so she was a complete wildcard.


  And then, of course, she’d have to deal with her mother and father. They never loved the idea of allowing her to serve the ambassador in a foreign kingdom – especially one with which they had such tenuous relations. That was, after all, why they sent along Isalenne, the most senior member of the most elite force of soldiers in Eltah Nell – the Queensmen – the soldiers whose entire remit was to guard the royal family.


  Even with all these variables, Zoentielle thought she had a pretty good handle on the situation. That is, until she walked into the reception hall and saw the layout. Nemenielle had requested a children’s table to keep her young ones out of the heated family discussion that was sure to erupt around the main table. When Zoentielle added five to the guest list, her parents’ servants did their best to cram them in and the only solution they could come up with on such short notice was to place three at the head table and two at the children’s table.


  Lyss, Col and Miette were already in the room when she arrived, and they’d done the mental math as well. “I assume your sister didn’t set this up so she could spend more time with her kids,” Col said. “She doesn’t really seem the type.”


  “No, I’m sure she didn’t. This is an insult,” Zoentielle said defiantly to nobody in particular. “You are my guests and I’ll not have you treated as such.”


  Lyss looked around the room as the royal guests started filing in, Zoentielle’s mother and father, her sister with her husband and her brother with his girlfriend. Then she glanced at Zoentielle. And then at Col.


  “It’s okay, Miette and I can take the kid’s table,” Lyss offered.


  “Are you sure? The children don’t speak Lantel – viscountess, you won’t be able to follow the conversation all night.”


  “I think it makes very little difference,” Miette said with a resigned sigh. “I would’ve been reliant on Lyss to interpret for me no matter which table I had been assigned.”


  Lyss nudged Col to stand by Zoentielle’s side. “Don’t say I never do anything for you,” she muttered under her breath before rounding up Miette and heading over to the children’s table.


  Zoentielle was frozen in place, her eyes darting around the room, unsure of which conversation-in-progress she should break into. Col stood by her side and took her hand in his, giving it a soft but reassuring squeeze before letting go. “You can do this – it’s just a night with family.”


  “You don’t know my family.”


  “Fair enough. But I know you, Zoentielle. More importantly, I know the stoic and stubborn side of you – the one they should be afraid of.”


  Zoentielle gave his hand a quick squeeze in return and headed over to her mother and father to start getting this night over with.


  Thankfully everybody had arrived fashionably late and there wasn’t much time for conversation before they took their seats and began the first course. The dol and diyah were seated at the center of the long table, with Zoentielle and Col at their left and Isalenne on their right. On the opposite side was Falafandiehl at the center, opposite his old friend Forrehl, flanked on either side by Zoentielle’s siblings and their significant others.


  “Is anything the matter, Nemenielle?” Elzenia asked her daughter, who was peeking over their heads with a look of concern painted across her face.


  “I … I did not expect that my children would be seated with two strange humans. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with this seating arrangement.” She craned her neck to try to get a better view of her offspring, and Lyss waved at her politely, then encouraged the children to wave hello to their mother. Nemenielle waved back absently.


  “Don’t be surprised, l’diyah,” Falafandiehl offered. “Human hearing is just as sensitive as ours, but harder to focus. They might not pick out the finer details ahead of them, but they’ll very easily hear a remark spoken behind their backs.” He said it so dryly that it could’ve been an ordinary lesson on physiology – but it was intended as a warning for Nemenielle and Zamaniehl to be on their best behavior that night.


  Zoentielle translated this all for Col, who offered, “Lyss is the oldest child in her family and, as such, frequently tasked with looking after her younger siblings. I assure you your children are in good hands.”


  “And what are your assurances worth, human?”


  Falafandiehl gasped but everybody else grew very still. Zoentielle translated reluctantly through clenched teeth.


  Col reached over and, without anybody noticing, placed his hand on the small of her back. He didn’t let the comment dent his social armor. “That’s a very good point, l’diyah. I am a stranger to you after all. Perhaps, in time, I’ll be able to earn your trust.”


  “And how do you intend to do that?”


  Col shrugged. “The night is young and full of possibilities. Why don’t you tell us about your children – what are their names? How old are they? Your sister’s been away from home for a long time – I’m sure she’s dying to know what her adorable nephews and niece are up to these days.”


  “That is true,” the diyah added in support. “Why, you were still pregnant with your youngest when Zoentielle left on service. He is a brilliant young lad – an excellent reader for only eight years old.” And like that Diyah Elzenia was off to the races, gushing with stories and anecdotes about her beloved grandchildren.


  This went on for some time and brought the table into considerably higher spirits. Nemenielle didn’t love that the conversation had been turned on her but since her parents were happy she at least wouldn’t face recrimination for her earlier remark.


  Zamaniehl, however, was largely removed from the affair, chatting quietly with his date. He was entirely too smug for Col’s liking so he brushed his hand along the small of Zoentielle’s back to get her attention. He flashed her a smirk and she crinkled her eyebrows in confusion.


  “So, l’dol, I don’t think you’ve introduced your date to the table. I apologize to you lady. As a foreigner I’m not sure how to address you properly.”


  Zamaniehl didn’t bite at the bait, but his date did. She was wide-eyed and cheerful and excited to have finally been included. “Oh, I don’t have a title – I’m not a member of the royal family. You can call me by my name, Lannel.”


  “That’s a lovely name, and the two of you make a lovely couple. How did fate bring the two of you together?”


  Zamaniehl rolled his eyes but Lannel went right into her story, and from the pleasure she took in telling it, it was clear she somehow had never been asked by anybody at the table. To Zoentielle it made sense – her brother went through girls so fast it wasn’t really worth the time to get to know any of them – but to Col it seemed ridiculous that nobody had bothered with even this cursory level of small-talk with her.


  Over at the children’s table things were a little tense at first. The kids had all sorts of questions for Lyss and Miette. Some of them about being humans. Some of them about living in Lantelis. Some of them about Miette’s arm. All of them tactless.


  Lyss couldn’t pin down their ages since humans and elves matured at different rates, but had they been human she would’ve assumed they ranged in age from four to ten – and ten-year-old children who’d lived sheltered royal lives couldn’t very well be faulted for their own bluntness. So, with as much patience and understanding as they could muster, Lyss and Miette answered their questions one by one.


  “How’d you lose your hand?” They asked Miette bluntly.


  “A man with an axe chopped it off.”


  The children were suitably awed. “On purpose?”


  “On purpose.”


  “Did it hurt?”


  “Not at first, but it took a long time to heal. Over the next several weeks …”


  “How do you hear when your ears are so small?”


  Lyss fielded this one. “First, we close our mouths. Then, we listen and we wait our turn to speak.”


  The main course arrived on their table – and on each plate a thick, juicy steak. Without missing a beat or asking permission, Lyss set to work cutting up the children’s food for them. She paused about halfway through the second steak and glanced at Miette and let out a little chuckle. “This reminds me of our first night together.”


  “I was just thinking the same thing. But as you can see, I’ve learned a few tricks since then.” Miette plunged her fork into the steak to hold it steady while her knife alighted from the table of its own accord and gently sliced through the meat. She popped the morsel in her mouth and winked at the children while she chewed.


  The children stared at her dumbfounded, of course. “How did you do that?!” they practically shouted at her. She didn’t really need the translation.


  “I am a sorceress-in-training. Many things you might do with two hands, I use magic to accomplish.”


  “Like what else?”


  “I can tie a knot, and I can fasten a buckle … though I can do those things one-handed without magic, too. I can reach the library books on the top shelf without a ladder. They just float down to my waiting hand.”


  “If you were an elf you could reach the top shelf. Can you turn yourself into an elf?”


  Miette thought about it for a minute. “If there’s a way, I don’t know it. Nor could I really make myself taller. I can change the shape of a person’s body a little, but I can’t really add to it or take anything away.”


  “Can you change your hair color? An elf would never have hair that dark.”


  “I think I can …” Miette formulated the incantation in her head then closed her eyes and set her mind to work executing the spell. When she opened them, Lyss’ shocked expression told her it had been a success. She pulled a lock in front of her face to check and her black hair had turned lavender to match her dress.


  “Wow! Do her next!” The kids pointed at Lyss.


  “Shall I?” Miette asked after getting the translation. “The spell would wear off before the dessert course …”


  Lyss shrugged. “I’m game – so long as you think it’s safe.”


  Miette closed her eyes and concentrated again, and when she opened them, Lyss’ hair had turned from fiery red to a soft pink that matched Zoentielle.


  Lyss was staring at her own reflection in the side of her knife. “That’s so weird …”


  “Now change our hair!” the children demanded.


  Miette stole a quick glance over at the head table and although nobody was paying attention to them, she could see that Nemenielle wasn’t exactly in cheerful spirits. “No, children, I wouldn’t want to do anything like that without your mother’s permission. And she doesn’t look like she’s in a permission-giving mood.”


  The kids spun around and looked at their mother and apparently agreed because they turned around and actually went back to eating their cut up meat.


  After a minute or two of eating in silence, Lyss picked up the thread again. “You said you can’t add to your body … I take it that’s something you figured out tryin’ to regrow your arm?”


  Miette sighed and her knife stopped in mid stroke, frozen in air. “It is. Body modification spells are an advanced topic, beyond the instruction I’ve received, but I’ve put a lot of my own time and research into it, and its limits are fairly well documented” she said with exasperation.


  “What … what’s wrong?”


  Miette went back to carving up her meat. “It’s just that we’d finally exhausted the children’s myriad questions about my arm. I was hoping not to have it be the topic of conversation all night.”


  Lyss put up her hands in mock surrender. “Fair ‘nuff,” she said around a mouthful of steak. She chewed and swallowed, then added “maybe we’ll ask the questions next. Let the kids talk about themselves for a while.”


  Back at the head table, Zoentielle had finally finished filling her mother and father in on her escape from the Kingdom of Lantelis, and ironically enough the thing she was having trouble getting them to understand was how Miette – and her arm – fit into all of this. The viscountess hadn’t gotten involved in any of their discussions until the very end, but she’d paid a dear price for it more than a year prior.


  When she finally nailed down the sequence of events for the last time, she started cutting into her now luke-warm steak. Elves tended toward a largely vegetarian diet, so something like this was a rarity reserved for special occasions. She frankly didn’t like it, or the way it made her feel afterward – heavy and greasy.


  Next to her, Col was enraptured by the meal, carefully savoring every morsel. He’d lived at the ambassador’s compound for so long he couldn’t remember the last time he had a slab of meat so decadent. Zoentielle was reminded in that moment that they were two very different people in some respects, and it would mean they would be doing a lot of compromising – especially when it came to meal times.


  And she froze up as she realized what she’d done. For a moment, she allowed herself to think of him as a true potential suitor, and even to imagine a domestic life for the two of them.


  She shivered and tried to excise the dangerous thoughts from her head, but Col had noticed her momentary lapse and he took hold of her hand beneath the table and stroked the back of her knuckles with his thumb. It calmed her down and brought her back to the present moment, but given the thoughts he pulled her back from the sweet gesture left a sour aftertaste.


  When she came back to her senses her brother and her sister were both eyeing her suspiciously. Perhaps that gesture wasn’t as clandestine as Col had intended it to be.


  “I will never understand, dear sister, why you would choose to endure such a protracted period of service,” Zamaniehl began in his lolling and disconnected way. “It has taken you away from your homeland – and any potential suitors – in the prime of your life. It must’ve gotten very lonely …” Even he wasn’t sure what he was implying, but he was implying it heavily.


  Zoentielle hesitated to reply, hating this verbal jousting that her brothers and sisters so excelled at. She always thought of herself as a smart person, and maybe it was only because they were all older and more experienced than her but, but whenever the family gathered it seemed like the lot of them eagerly made sport of taking her down a peg - especially so when their mother and father were present. “With Isalenne and Falafandiehl there, I would never feel lonely. They are like family now.”


  “Yes, but before you left to take your service I remember you were quite popular with the suitors. Why you had a waiting list eligible young men who wanted their chance to woo you. To go from that to, well, nothing.” He took a long draw from his wine. “I imagine, starved for romantic attention, one might get a little desperate. One might welcome attention from the most unlikely of sources.”


  And just like that, she was trapped. She couldn’t deny it – her family had knack for seeing right through her – and even if she could deny it, that would be a tacit admission that a relationship with a human was to be ashamed of with Falafandiehl across the table dutifully translating it all for Col’s benefit. Surely he’d understand – he had plenty of political acuity in his own right – but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt.


  But he not only was listening, he was ready to jump in and rescue her once again. “Maybe it’s because I’m not hearing it in my native tongue, but are you trying to imply that I slept with your sister?”


  The bluntness of the question was met with stunned silence and slack jaws, and a little cough from the diyah who’d chosen exactly the wrong moment to take a sip of her wine. Zamaniel shifted uncomfortably in his seat, but Col’s eye contact with him never wavered.


  “I merely … I merely meant to say that it would’ve …”


  Col didn’t let him finish. “I am a professional mercenary, and the l’diyah was one of my employers. In my line of work it is absolutely critical that one keeps a respectful distance from one’s employer. I can assure you that in all my time working for Zoentielle and the ambassador that I was courteous and, more importantly, professional in my interactions.” It was at least close enough to the truth that he sounded very convincing.


  “Enough. This is inappropriate conversation for the dinner table,” Dol Forrehl decreed. He waved his hand at an attendant who’d been waiting off in the corner. “This was a fine meal, and enjoyed in fine company, but we must now speak about some matters of importance.” The attendant approached the table, summoning a small team of servants to clear the plates and silverware. The dol raised an eyebrow toward Nemenielle’s husband, who nodded curtly and stood. He kissed his wife on the head, then called his children over to get some fresh air before dessert. Zamaniehl leaned over and whispered to his date, who looked confused at first, but then he gave her kiss on the lips and she, too left.


  Col didn’t need an explanation – family business meant family only, it appeared. He wiped his mouth with his napkin and moved to stand, but Dol Forrehl interrupted him. “Sit. Zoentielle, gather the other humans. This concerns them as well.”


  Zoentielle walked to the table behind her to intercept Lyss and Miette, but Lyss had heard her father just fine and they were already making their way over. Instead of delivering the message, she blurted out “… your hair! How?”


  Lyss laughed at the shock on her face, and because she’d totally forgotten about it.


  “Oh, sorry,” Miette said, a little cowed. “It’s just a little magic. I thought it’d put the young ones more at ease.” She shook her head back and forth and the color leeched out through the tips until it was jet black again. By the time she was done, Lyss’ hair had already returned to its bright red as well.


  They all took their seats at the grand table, with Lyss and Miette taking the spots vacated by the non-royal significant others.


  “With the duke of Southfield amassing his forces at our border, you will not be surprised to learn that there are many in our government who are already very nervous about the situation. We must know what we’re up against.”


  There was a moment of silence after the translation, with nobody sure who should speak up, but Miette bit first. “You can tell your government they have nothing to fear. The duke won’t march on the border.” She spoke with bitterness in her voice and fought back the tear welling up. “He already has what he wants – my family is dead, and he’s appointed a puppet to sit on the county seat. His men aren’t there to invade your lands, but to put down any resistance from those who were more loyal to my father than they were to the duke.”


  “But your father was a subject of the duke,” the dol countered. “As I understand it, your system would have his men beholden to the duke as well.”


  “My father was a good man, and he served his people as much as they served him. The duke was a distant concern who played little role in the peoples’ lives.  In theory they are more loyal to him than they were to my father – but in real life they at least prefer the familiar to the strange.”


  “So … your people won’t accept the new count, unless forced to militarily?”


  “There was one other way. When the duke learned I’d survived the attack – thanks to Zoentielle and her bow,” she nodded her thanks. She hadn’t forgotten how the l’diyah had literally stood by her side defending her while she purged the poison from her veins. “He took me captive and tried to force me to marry the new count to lend him an air of legitimacy.”


  “And the people who you say were loyal to your father – they just accept this?”


  “They don’t know the duke ordered the assassinations. Even if a handful of them suspect it, surely they’re cowed by the duke’s invading force.”


  “Not that it matters,” Lyss added, and then to Miette: “Who rules them doesn’t matter much to the poor. For most of the people in your lands, life will continue as it always has. Only the barons and the residents of the county seat will care at all. I’m sorry – I’m not tryin’ to be mean – but your politics just aren’t a part of our day-to-day lives.”


  “I am confused,” the diyah interjected. “You are a mercenary from Oshigard, are you not? You speak as though you don’t live in the seat of power yourself …”


  “I grew up on my parents’ farm on the southern frontier.” She slipped into Lantel and muttered to herself, “though it’s not like we were farmers or anything it’s just everybody has a farm out there for their own crops and livestock,” and then she added in Nellish, “my father’s actually a wood carver. I used to open the stall every morning for him.” She switched to Lantel and said to Miette “a few local barons used to come by to order furniture, but other than that the nobles weren’t really any concern of ours.”


  “Stop, Lyss … you need to let Falafandiehl catch up,” Zoentielle chided. The ambassador was the natural choice to play interpreter for the table, but he was having trouble translating both sides of her monologue for two different audiences.


  “Oh! I’m sorry!” Lyss’ cheeks flushed red. She hadn’t realized until she started explaining herself how utterly insane it was that she would be seated at a table with a king and a queen telling them about her life. “I didn’t mean to …” and then she went silent.


  “I don’t understand,” Dol Farrehl said. “You did not tell us at which academy you studied our language, but I was under the impression that none in your lands had such advanced knowledge of it.”


  Lyss waved her hand dismissively, though her face was still red. “Pfffft. School? I’ve never been to a school.” She said it like the idea was completely ridiculous – and to her it was. Apart from Miette, she’d never known anybody who went to school.


  But looking around the table, she realized that Col was raised as noble before going his own way, Falafandiehl gave off the air of a scholar, she’d heard Isalenne make reference to some sort of military academy at least a few times, and the rest of the table was literally a royal family. They would’ve expected everybody to attend some sort of school. She suddenly felt very small.


  “We have diverged from the topic at hand,” Diyah Elzenia said, and just in time, too, as both of Zoentielle’s siblings froze one syllable into whatever insults they’d come up with from that exchange. “We may have little to fear from the duke’s men. Even if the duke is reckless enough to attempt an attack on our border, we can see that his forces are too small and ill-prepared to breach our border outpost. It is the king’s forces that have us worried.”


  This was enough to bring attention back to the dol and diyah, so Farrehl picked up the thread. “The duke’s forces remain on the west side of the the river, waiting to combine with the king’s men marching from the north west toward Stonebridge. Our ambassadors in the king’s seat say that it’s a small detachment, only Prince Edward’s personal guardsmen, but they’re well trained and well equipped. They wouldn’t be numerous enough to breach our border, but if they managed to kill any of our guardsmen, the council would demand a proportional response.”


  “I wouldn’t worry about that,” Col said. “Edward absolutely loathes Reginald, and he worked side-by-side with Falafandiehl and the Count of Stonebridge. He wouldn’t join forces with him even if the kingdom depended on it.”


  “Then why is he doing just that?”


  “Were I to guess, I’d say that he was coming to kill Reginald.”


  The dol thought it over. “The king attacking one of the dukes – as far as I understand the way your kingdom organizes power this would be a catastrophic scandal. Why would he risk it?”


  “The king wouldn’t and that’s why Edward’s only got his own men with him. And he’s not thinking politically, he’s thinking emotionally.” The room was silent for a moment, so he explained. “Edward’s love for Miette is one of the most poorly kept secrets in the kingdom. So when I found out that the duke was gathering a force to attack Stonebridge, I took a gamble. I hired a messenger to inform the prince that the Duke had killed the Ruisseau clan and taken the county seat. I may have left out the part where his attempt to kill Edward’s one true love had been thwarted.”


  Miette was glaring at him across the table with tears streaming down her cheeks. “You bastard!” she yelled, and magically shoved him back, tipping him and the chair end-over-end.


  Col lay on the hard wood floor motionless for a second trying to process what the hell just happened. After all, there’s no way to see a telekinetic attack coming, nor to be sure that’s what hit you when it was all said and done. Eventually he picked himself up and tipped the chair back into place, only to stand behind it. “Look, I’m sorry. It was impulsive, and at the time I had no idea whether the duke had attempted to kill the rest of your family or not. I just knew that if we were gonna go up against an army, we’d need an army on our side, too.”


  Miette stood and and stared him down. She was now composed but still furious. “You treat me like a pawn in your game – just like your brother did.” She stormed out of the room.


  “I … uh … I’ll make sure she’s okay …” Lyss said as politely as she could to the dol and diyah, then gave Col a quick, angry glare before taking off in pursuit. The two of them didn’t stop or exchange another word until they were back in the privacy of their quarters.


  There was no point in continuing the conversation with two of the three interested parties absent, so the dol recalled the rest of the royal entourage for the dessert course. Col felt too much like the odd man out so he retired to his quarters as well, but Zoentielle stayed out of a sense of familial duty, and because – despite all the conflict and anger running between them – she’d missed them all dearly.


  Her father, of course, didn’t stop talking about the tension at the border. It was on his mind and he was nervous about it. Along the way they stopped at the border outpost to spread cheer and rest the horses. There they learned that the outpost had called in reinforcements from nearby encampments, and that the minister of the army was already en-route to command the soldiers in the coming skirmish.


  They treated it like a foregone conclusion. In his mind it was a self-fulfilling prophecy. They were looking for a war, and in doing so they were likely to start one.


  Zoentielle heard it all, though she was doing her best to become acquainted with her niece and nephews, the trio all too young to remember her from before she crossed the border to pursue her service, but they knew her from the letters and trinkets she’d sent home from Oshigard.


  It was a pleasant evening, but when she left to turn in for the night she did so with an intense foreboding.


  Lyss and Miette weren’t exactly sitting in the stillness that evening either; they were hurriedly packing their belongings into rucksacks they’d procured for the eventual journey home. It was taking a while – Lyss was ready to go fairly quickly but Miette was taking a bit longer, and she kept refusing Lyss’ offers to help.


  Lyss was trying to be delicate with her friend, who was still wiping away tears every once in a while as she worked at it, but eventually Lyss had to point out to Miette that arm or no arm, she’d never once in her life packed a rucksack and she was making a total mess of it. Magical manipulation could make up for her lack of manual dexterity, but it couldn’t teach her how to roll her clothes properly or balance the load so it sits evenly on her shoulders.


  Along with the rucksacks they’d procured bedrolls, waterskins, flints, and a few other necessities. Beyond that all Miette really had were the clothes they’d purchased and a five-foot-tall wooden staff. The town healer had carved it for her after finding out she was a sorceress. She kept trying to tell him that she didn’t need one – that she could cast her magic without its aid – but with the language gap she just couldn’t get the meaning across. It was beautifully carved, though, and a thoughtful gift nonetheless so she decided in the end to keep it.


  True to her word, Isalenne had delivered to Lyss a sword and dagger taken from the border outpost’s armory. Lyss had put them through their paces a little, training with Isalenne each day this past week, and she was confident in their weight and balance. It was reassuring to once again feel the weight hanging from her hips.


  When they were finally all packed, they sneaked silently into the hallway and knocked softly on Col’s door. It took three attempts to rouse him, shirtless and bleary-eyed, to the door, which he held open only enough to speak with them.


  Lyss did the talking, and Miette stood with her side to him, keeping watch down the hallway instead. “We’re going back.” She shrugged the pack on her shoulder for emphasis. “We’re going to head back across the cliff-side pass and see if we can’t head off Edward’s forces. Maybe if he see’s Miette’s safe he won’t be so eager to fight.”


  Col nodded. “Yeah, if Edward goes to war with Reginald it’s going to have repercussions with the other dukes. They’ll all feel like they could be the next one attacked …”


  Miette spun on her heel and pointed at Col with the staff. “This isn’t one of your political intrigues! If Edward’s men attack Reginald’s, people will die. Edward will ride into battle along side them and he might die. For what? Revenge? Revenge for a life not lost?”


  “And if the governance of the nation falters – if the dukes try to separate from the king and war breaks out between them, what of the loss of life then? You think I’m not taking proper care for the people involved here – it’s the only thing I’m thinking about.” Col stopped to take a breath. “Look, unless we stop this thing, you’re not the only person at risk of losing a loved one.”


  The hall was silent for a moment, before Lyss spoke up. “You should pack. We should probably try to get away undetected … but I’m gonna let Zoentielle know. She’s one of us now, y’know?”


  She started to move toward the other door but Col called out “wait … wait … come in.” He swung the door open and gestured for them to enter and standing behind him was Zoentielle wearing only the blanket she hastily pulled from the bed. She sheepishly waved hello as the two girls stepped into the room.


  Lyss awkwardly waved back. “I’d ask what you’re doing here, but …”


  “I did not come for this alone. I had something to discuss. But things … progressed …” Zoentielle shifted nervously, making sure the blanket covered her completely. “I should … I should get dressed. Would you mind?” She twirled her finger in the air and Lyss and Miette turned to give her some privacy, only to find Col half dressed and assembling his own wardrobe.


  “I’m surprised you’re not chiding us,” Col said with a smirk on his face.


  “Maybe just to point out the stupidity of doing this when her father’s sleeping under the same roof, but – no – now that I’ve met him I don’t think he’d go to war over this. He doesn’t seem like the old mad kings from the legends.”


  Col nodded at that while he pulled his shirt on over his head.


  “He’s still a father, though, and she’s still his little girl,” Lyss warned. “So maybe don’t go announcing your engagement just yet.”


  Zoentielle slipped past Lyss and, now fully dressed, headed for the door. She looked back at her friends, with tears welling up in her eyes, and made a decision. “You are right, Lyss. I am, as you say, one of you now,” referring back to her words from a minute or two back. “I can’t let you head off like this without helping in some way. We’ll take four horses from my parents’ convoy and I’ll escort you to the border crossing. I’ll convince them to let you through. If you run the horses hard, you can slip into Stonebridge before sun-up.”


  Zoentielle slipped away into her own room and quickly changed into something a little more appropriate for a potential skirmish than her evening wear and met the trio of humans downstairs. From there they silently made their way over to the royal convoy where Zoentielle sweet-talked one of the guards into believing that she was escorting the humans to the border crossing where they were to be held for questioning. Given the royal family’s role as a figurehead, it sounded entirely plausible that if the humans were prisoners they would have to be transferred to official custody at some point. That combined with Zoentielle’s impeccable reputation and the fact that the one road out of town led only to the border outpost swayed the guard to let her have her way.


  It took a little bit of time loading up Col’s horse. He’d been very busy preparing for the return journey, and beyond a vest filled with assorted caustic chemicals, he had bags loaded with flasks of liquid concoctions and pouches of powder.


  They rode out into the darkness with Zoentielle at the lead since her excellent night vision meant she had no difficulty traveling by moon and star light alone. They reached the outpost in the middle of the night, well before sun-up, and there Zoentielle gave them another plausible alibi.


  The council of elders had arranged to expel the humans back into Lantelis and they were to meet with a constable on the other side who would take them into custody, she claimed. She was to accompany them to the meeting spot, and for her own protection she even managed to wrangle a new bow and a store of arrows from their armory, as well as some light plate armor that covered her chest and shoulders.


  The only hitch was that they wouldn’t allow her to go alone, so she chose two women who seemed to have been in Isalenne’s good graces the last time they were here. Both were expert archers, which she preferred over swordsmen that night. No matter what happened next, she didn’t want to risk her people’s lives with a close-quarters clash.


  The six person convoy set off down the trail to the border crossing, and in about ten minutes at a trot they reached the crossing guard post itself, which only housed a handful of soldiers. She explained their phony mission to them and continued on.


  When the sky brightened before the coming dawn, the archers finally started to question this mission, and so did Col, Lyss and Miette who thought Zoentielle would only see them to the border. But Zoentielle refused to answer, then snapped her reins and sped off. She didn’t stop until she reached the outskirts of the city, and in her haste to avoid questioning, bumbled into a patrol of the city’s soldiers.


  Chapter 33: Resistance


  The streets of Stonebridge were still mostly empty before dawn, giving the riders no cover when they approached. The city guard stopped them immediately.


  “This went well,” Col said sarcastically as he pulled up alongside Zoentielle. “Even if you insisted on coming along …”


  “I know. I get it.” Zoentielle muttered as the guards gave them the once-over. They approached her first since she was riding in the lead position.


  “Turn ‘round. City’s not safe for elves,” the first one said. “Might not be safe for a while.” He stayed at the front while his horse-mounted men filtered through the group, checking each rider for anything suspicious. The elfin archers didn’t faze them, not after Zoentielle set their expectations, but Lyss and Col drew some confused glances. They stopped dead in their tracks when they reached Miette and called their captain over.


  “Lady Viscountess! Y’r alive!” He looked her up and down, but his eyes landed on her left arm and wouldn’t move. “Er … I … that is …”


  “Yes, Captain. I am alive and well.”


  “Yes … it’s not safe for you in this city no more than it is the elves. Duke put out a notice to turn you in for a reward. He says bandits stole you away but we still got eyes and ears in the castle.”


  “I had assumed the duke would expel any who were in my father’s employ. Do you mean to say there are servants within the manor who remain loyal?”


  “And others … best not to say in the open here. Y’should turn back while you can.”


  “I can not do that, Captain, no more than you could.” She’d taken the measure of the man and was confident she understood him. “This is my father’s city, and it is being occupied by a hostile force.”


  The captain nodded. “Still, not safe for you lot out here – least ways not with the sun comin’ up. Pull up yer hoods and follow me.”


  He led them through the maze of streets toward the center of the city, making a somewhat confusing and twisted route along the way. It was carefully chosen to ensure that the only patrols they’d encounter along the way were his men, men loyal to the old count, not to the duke.


  They stopped at an old abandoned storefront, still east of both the manor and the river, and rode the horses down a tight alley into the space behind the buildings. They entered the abandoned shop through the rear door and made their way into the basement storeroom. Behind the old crates and debris there was a steel door similar to the ones in the smuggler’s tunnels beneath Oshigard. The guard captain produced a key and unlocked the door. He ushered the group in while his men waited outside.


  It was pitch black in the tunnel, and Miette almost without thinking produced a ball of light that hovered just above the tip of her staff just in time to see the captain lighting one of the rush candles stacked in a wicker basket next to the door.


  The captain marched confidently forward, eating up the distance with his long strides. After about half an hour of snaking around beneath the streets they arrived at another door, which he unlocked with a key attached to his belt. He stepped into the room, but hesitated, blocking the door. He turned to Miette and said, “my lady … y’best be prepared. It’s … not pleasant.”


  She squinted at the comment, which made no earthly sense to her, but the captain said no more. He just moved aside and gestured for the group to enter. The space they came into was a good-sized room – large enough to require stone support posts every once in a while to keep the ceiling from caving in. It was lit with an assemblage of lamps and lanterns but with the sun finally rising outside she could see that there were shafts reaching up to the street level at odd intervals allowing rays of natural light to filter down. There was even a large fire pit in the middle below a hood and chimney that probably went straight up through some nondescript row houses. It was a good disguise; even a chimney sweep would be hard pressed to notice a building that  had one extra smokestack on its roof.


  The room was a hive of activity with dozens of soldiers sleeping on cots or leaned up against the walls taking naps or resting their tired bones. A cadre of nurses and maids rushed about, administering first aid and delivering meals to the tired men.


  “What is this place?” Zoentielle asked. “It appears to be a barrack, but why would you have a barrack underground?”


  “Aye,” said the captain. “This is a barrack, for those of us who willing to stick with the count and strike against the duke’s men. It was originally meant as an emergency shelter – for civilians. Should … you people attack the city.” To Miette he said, “the count kept it up for your father, though the last war was so long ago.”


  Miette nodded as she took it all in, but then processed what he actually said. “What are you talking about? My father was the count – how could he keep it up for himself?”


  “No, lass. The new count.” He pointed her over to a cot in the corner. It was set apart from the rest, and she couldn’t see the man lying in it because two soldiers stood over him in conversation while a nurse tended to him. But she heard his voice, or at least scraps of it through the din, and by the time her conscious mind caught up with her feet she had already run half the distance to his bedside.


  At the sound of her footfalls, the guards over the man reached for their swords, but when they saw who it was they stopped and stepped away, clearing the space. The sight of her brother Jacques, his face bruised and bandaged, too weak to stand, stopped Miette in her tracks. “Jacques …” she whispered, stopping several feet away.


  He squinted into the dark room with the one eye that wasn’t covered by a patch. “Miette – you forgetful girl … you’ve misplaced your arm.”


  Lyss hooked her hand under Miette’s armpit and helped her find her footing and to make her way to the side of her brother’s bed. “I can’t … I … oh Jacques!” She stroked the side of his face, then kissed his forehead.


  “I would greet you properly,” he said hoarsely, “but my injuries are quite severe.” He reached up a shaky hand, and Miette took hold of it.


  She reached out with her healing magic to probe his body and found it barely clinging to life. He’d lost his eye, his nose was broken, and both his skull and his jaw had hairline fractures. But those were only the most visible of his injuries. The really worrisome parts were hidden by his clothes – several stab wounds in his abdomen, puncturing a few of his major organs. It was too much for her meager healing skills – Col’s one knife wound was enough to make her fall into a deep sleep for hours. Sealing and repairing the five or six in her brother’s body would mean never waking up again.


  Miette patted the back of her brother’s hand. “It’s okay, my brother. Just rest for now.” She gently laid his hand back down on his stomach and stepped away from the bed frantically searching through her memory. She pulled Zoentielle and Lyss aside and went through a list of ingredients she remembered the healer back in Chidenneh using for internal injuries. She remembered the names in Nellish and with their help she was able to translate them into Lantel. Col had a few on hand – ingredients common to his fantastic powders and potions – and the nurses miraculously had the rest.


  With Col’s mortar and pestle she formulated a sort of tea, and while she couldn’t recreate the elfish chants the old man had used to awaken them, she used her magic to call directly on the once-living plants release their magic. When it was ready she had two of the guards prop her brother up into a sitting position and she helped him slowly drink every last drop.


  She watched carefully with her magical sense as the tea entered his body and the healing ingredients started to spread and work their magic from the inside out. She could sense the tissues knitting and righting themselves but it would still take several days and probably a few more doses to make him whole again.


  Even his eye had begun to heal. He’d “lost” it in the colloquial sense, but no surgeon had thought to remove the ruptured orb. It was still there and attached, and so it would heal.


  When his men eased him back into a reclined position, his body was so exhausted from the effort that he fell asleep immediately.


  “The duke said Miette’s brother was dead,” Lyss said to the captain. “Why’s he here?”


  “The duke’s assassin nearly killed the boy, but Jacques is one tenacious son of a – well, y’know. My men and I captured the assassin and got him to tell us who sent him, then we burned his body and told the duke that it was Jacques all burned up. Then we moved the new count into the tunnels here for his own safety and he’s been leadin’ us ever since.”


  “No offense intended to the man,” said Col, “but he’s in no condition to lead.” He looked at Miette, who still stood over her brother watching him sleep. Logically, as viscountess, the duty should fall on her while he slept, but she was to emotionally devastated and inexperienced to do the job. “Where do we stand? Where are the duke’s forces and what are they doing?”


  Col took charge of the count’s forces through sheer force of his boundless confidence. He started with asking questions, trying to figure out how he and his band of travelers could help, but through his offers of assistance and by never trying to seize power he eventually managed to get the captain to consider taking action on his suggestions. Of course, delivering the news that Edward was on the way with reinforcements bought a lot of good will – the captain’s sphere of knowledge was limited to the confines of the city itself.


  In short order Col had convinced the captain to send a quartet of soldiers out disguised as merchants, since the city wasn’t closed for trade. They would travel west, telling the duke’s men that their destination was Minea, a town so close it wouldn’t arouse suspicion when they returned later that same night. Once away from the city one rider would break from the group and seek out Edward’s forces, inform him about the status of the city and the dukes forces, and report back.


  After the flurry of activity and planning, he rounded up his little band of travelers and urged everybody to find a cot and get the sleep they’d forsaken to make the overnight border crossing. He and Lyss even picked up and moved one of the cots across the room so that Miette wouldn’t have to leave her brother’s side while she slumbered.


  Col woke that night only a little more than an hour before the fake merchants returned with their report, and they delivered good news. Edward had mustered about as many men to his cause as the duke had, but his men were well trained, well equipped and ready to march at a moment’s notice. If it were a straight ground war, he would definitely win – but not without a lot of lives lost.


  But it wouldn’t be a straight fight. The duke had moved his own men into the city and spread them out, partly to assert his power and partly to make up for the sudden disappearance of the count’s forces. Those forces had also been dwindled from the Jacques’ attacks on them – using his men’s superior knowledge of the city to ambush the duke’s men on patrol.


  If Edward were to attack, Reginald would have to spend precious hours recalling his men from throughout the city and get them across the stone bridge to counter the offensive. That was where Col suggested they strike.


  Col hammered out the details of his plan and spent the next day dispatching instructions to the prince and arranging as many loose ends as possible so that by the time the sun set the next evening they would be ready to go.


  Miette, having little to contribute to the military planning,  remained at her brother’s bedside. She’d prepared another tea for him and got him to drink it and, as far as her probing could determine, it was working wonders. With another week of this he’d be fully restored. She wanted to stay and continue the healing but Col convinced her that it would take so long that the best thing she could do for Jacques would be to make sure he got that time to heal.


  He was reluctant to send Zoentielle into the fray, but when she heard the plan she and her two soldiers refused to stay behind. Miette would need cover to do her job, and what could be better than three expert archers?


  It was Lyss who was hardest to convince – not because she was afraid or because she thought the plan foolhardy – but because it grated against her moral character.


  Reginald was a hate-filled man, and so long as he remained the duke people would die to satisfy his own prejudice. But you can’t fire a duke, and you can’t vote one out of office like one of Zoentielle’s elders. There was only one way to remove a duke from his job.


  Lyss and Col would have to murder Reginald Duchamps.


  Chapter 34: The Waterfront


  Miette waited just inside the steel door with Col and the guard captain in front watching out for danger. It was nearly time to put their plan into motion, but not quite so instead they watched the sun set over the western low-lands. She couldn’t see much since she was still a way back in the tunnel, but the way it glinted across the surface of the river and the warmth as it crossed her skin gave her a small portion of hope that maybe they’d come through it okay.


  She knew the city well enough that a quick glance a the buildings outside gave her a pretty good idea where the tunnel let out but even with that background she wished they’d had the ability to do some reconnaissance in the daytime. Unfortunately if she were spotted it would’ve tipped their hand. Right now they needed the duke’s men to be as unaware and complaisant as possible.


  When the sun had shined its last and dusk settled in Col and the captain exited the tunnel and checked the surrounding area to make sure it was clear. Once satisfied they signaled for the rest of the party to exit – Miette, Zoentielle and her archers came next, then one of the captain’s men carrying four packages Col had spent the last day putting together, and Lyss pulling up the rear.  Simultaneously the rest of the count’s men were exiting through other tunnels spread throughout the city, ready to spring the trap when they heard the signal, but this tunnel was special – this one was closest to the bridge.


  “Do you need to go over it again?” Col asked Miette. She shook her head in reply. “Good. Just remember – we’re all waiting on you, but you have to wait on Edward. Don’t move too early or we’re gonna have problems over here.”


  “We’ve been over this several times, Col. I know what I must do.” Deep down she was still furious with him, and being reminded that Edward was about to ride into battle – risking life and limb on her account – made that anger rise to the surface.


  In truth she was angry at herself, because the thought that they might both survive the battle filled her with dread as she pictured their reunion with her prosthesis presumably still in the constable’s possession back in Chidenneh. Things would be so much simpler if one or both of them just didn’t make it, and Miette couldn’t drive that thought from her mind.


  The group headed south along the waterfront toward the stone bridge, but Lyss and Col broke off when they came to the hidden door leading to the castle egress. Lyss gave Miette a long, crushing hug and words of encouragement. They didn’t have to say it but of them all, she was the only one not trained to handle a fight and that night she would be right at the center of it.


  The captain led Miette and Zoentielle to the bridge and then, when the crowd thinned momentarily, he screted them to one of the bridge towers and unlocked the steel door that allowed entry. The towers had no roof access, so they couldn’t claim the high ground – they could only use the storeroom there to stay hidden until the time was right. Once they were settled in, the captain and his man took Col’s packages and distributed them on the bridge span, making them as inconspicuous as possible, and then headed off to coordinate the rest of their forces.


  Next came another bout of waiting. Miette’s part had to follow Edward’s initial offensive for the plan to come off, but that wasn’t what she was watching for. When Edward’s men moved in to attack the duke’s, it would be miles away and she’d have no way of knowing, but the duke’s men would surely send a runner over the bridge to marshal reinforcements.


  And after several hours of tense silence, he slipped by Miette entirely. It was one of Zoentielle’s archers who spotted him in the dim moonlight darting across the bridge, pausing to talk to some of the duke’s men out on patrol and then continuing on while the soldiers charged across the bridge to act on the news they’d just received.


  It was time to go, but Miette found she couldn’t will her muscles to move no matter how much she knew it was what she had to do. Zoentielle had to physically shake her out of her stupor.


  “You can do this, Miette,” she said aggressively. “You must do this. Keep as close to the edge as you can. Think only of your job and let us focus on protecting you. Understand?”


  Miette swallowed hard and nodded. Once she got one step closer to the door, each subsequent one was easier. “Don’t come too close,” she warned the elves, then channeled her senses through her staff. For as much as she protested to the healer that she didn’t need it, a staff was a useful tool for focusing magic over very long distances, and she would rely on it that night. Within a minute or so she located all four of Col’s packages hidden on the bridge. She launched a small fireball up into the air over the middle of the bridge’s span. The fireball broke into four parts which streamed down to the waiting bundles.


  On impact the paper and rope wrappings went up immediately. As a precaution, she erected a magical barrier between them and the center span before the fire made its way through the wrapping to ignite the contents. In rapid succession all four exploded with four concussive shockwaves that tore through the streets, rippling around the edges of the magical barrier. The ground shook, the bridge jumped alarmingly and chunks of rock tumbled down into the river.


  Zoentielle couldn’t help but look back to see the devastation they’d wrought, but it only brought her despair to see that the bridge somehow survived the blast. The plan was a failure. The duke’s men would all march out to meet Edward’s forces and there’d be a bloodbath. “Curse it,” she spat. “Miette, come! We’ve failed – we must leave!”


  “Not yet,” Miette shouted back. She reached out with her senses to feel out the bridge, to see how much force would be required to completely destroy it and she found it was tantalizingly close to collapse. Tendrils of her energy reached into the river bed and summoned the stone boulders that had fallen in from the blast. She lifted them high into the air – as high as she could manage with the help of the staff, which ended up being high enough that she lost sight of them in the dark night sky. With a burst of effort she propelled them downward at the center of the span and a couple of seconds later the silent night was split again with the thunderous sound of rock slamming into rock at velocity.


  She’d targeted the most vulnerable parts of the structure and her aim was true. The bridge tumbled away, with one collapse leading to the next in a catastrophic cascade. When Miette recovered enough to look up at her work, the stone bridge that had connected the two shores for centuries was replaced by an air-filled void, and she was standing on the very precipice overlooking the river.


  She didn’t have long to regain her strength as she heard the swish of arrows behind her. The duke’s men had come at the sound of commotion and Zoentielle and her archers were busy keeping them diving for cover. They’d taken out the single greatest means to get soldiers from one side of the city to the other, but to truly change the calculus of war, Miette still had plenty of work to do.


  She stood at the edge of the crumbling rocks and peered into the darkness of the river below and found her targets – ferries bearing the duke’s men. She focused her energy through the staff and into the water, churning it and swelling it until it whelmed the boats, capsizing them and ejecting their occupants into the depths. Two down, but while she handled them a dozen more had launched.


  There was no time to worry about how she’d handle it all. Just sink one boat and move to the next until she could sink no more.


  Col and Lyss were deep in the egress tunnel headed for the castle when they heard the explosions, and they had only just made their way into the basement when the bridge collapsed. The second sound caught them both off guard – they expected it all to happen at once. But even if Miette was running into trouble somewhere outside the only thing they could do was carry on with their mission.


  With as much stealth as they could muster they moved through the underground corridors and store rooms until they found the steps that would lead them up to the main floor. There was one man posted at the bottom of the stairs and one at the top. It would be virtually impossible for them to take the one at the bottom without alerting the other so once they moved it would mean a mad dash to the duke.


  “You ready for this?” Col asked.


  “Hey, I never stopped training. I can take these guys in my sleep.” Lyss joked, but there was a lot of trepidation hiding in her voice.


  Col nodded and clapped her on the shoulder. “Once we do, we’re committed. You remember the way to the study?”


  She nodded.


  “Good, ‘cause I don’t. I was a little preoccupied with bleeding out when they forced us down here the first time.” He reached into his vest and took out a vial and nodded for her to go.


  Lyss exploded out from cover and charged the man at the bottom of the steps who only barely managed to draw his sword and shout the alarm by the time she covered the ground between them and slash at the back of his knee, dropping him immediately to the floor as his leg gave out. While he was down she pinned his forearm and thrusted the tip of her sword into the muscle there, forcing him to relinquish his grip on his own sword, which she kicked away into the shadows.


  The man at the top of the stairs should’ve relayed the alarm, but instead he peered down into the darkness of the basement with confusion, only to have a vial crash into the wall next to his head which erupted with a thick, acrid smoke that obscured his vision and clogged his throat.


  He stumbled back and tried to shout for help, but it only came out as a series of racking coughs. He doubled over and fought to clear his lungs when Col charged up through the clearing smoke with a damp cloth stretched over his nose and mouth. The guard’s training failed him and instead of drawing his sword and squaring off, he tried to throw a punch like he was in some sort of bar fight – but it was sluggish and sloppy coming from the half-incapacitated man. Col easily sidestepped it and shoved the man through the door and tumbling ass-over-elbows down the hard, stone stairs.


  Lyss let the man fall at her feet, crumpled in pain, then held her breath and closed her eyes so she could pass through the cloud without succumbing to it as well. “Well, that’s two down,” she muttered to Col when she caught up with him.


  “Plenty to go.” He nodded toward the men already charging in to stop them. The hallways in the castle were long and straight and offered no cover, so when this guard fell, another one at the far end saw it all happen from a safe distance and had the good sense to sound the alarm. “We need some space to move. Which way to the entry hall?”


  “Through them,” Lyss said. She went to break into a run, but Col grabbed her by the bicep. He held her in place while he tossed a vial into the chest of the nearest guard, which erupted into a ball of flame that came and went too quickly to catch anything, but the sudden sound, heat and light stunned the group. Col patted Lyss – now, while they were contending with the stars in their eyes, it was time to strike.


  Lyss made quick work of them, but tried to keep her stabs shallow. She wanted the guards incapacitated and she knew she didn’t have to kill a man to inflict enough pain to leave him writhing on the floor. It proved to be a problem with the last man standing, who was staggering around too erratically for her to get a clean read, so instead of stabbing him she shoved him roughly into the wall, then slammed his head into the stone until he was too loopy to stand.


  The main hall was anything but empty when they burst into it, but instead of being met with resistance by a company of the duke’s men, it was the count’s house staff running toward the door. Word had reached the staff of the bridge’s destruction and, combined with the guard’s alarm from inside the manor, they assumed the castle was no longer a safe place to be.


  Lyss and Col were able to slip through the crowd without drawing much attention and at least get up the main stairs to the second floor. They only had to make a few more turns to get to where they were going but the guards were now on high alert and would be ready to defend Reginald. Abandoning secrecy the pair charged forward, cutting down the men who stood in their way until they barreled through the double doors of the count’s study.


  Which, of course, was a trap. A dozen of the duke’s men were there to meet them, and Reginald Duchamps himself was nowhere to be found. Col already had a vial in hand when they burst in, one he intended to use to take his brother down quickly, but instead he shattered it at the guards’ feet. Once agitated the compound made a small explosion – not powerful enough to hurt anybody but one with an almighty bang and a blinding flash meant to stun your opponent.


  While the men staggered, he drew his knives and plunged them into the bellies of the two closest. Unfortunately since he didn’t have time to warn Lyss she was almost as stunned as the rest of them and she failed to capitalize on the distraction, but she was farther from the epicenter and ready to defend before they were ready to attack.


  The men charged and Lyss went into her well-learned dance, parrying and dodging their lunges and swipes, pulling them off balance and exposing vulnerabilities – but with so many she couldn’t follow her parries with attacks before having to shift focus to defend against the next attacker.


  Though she positioned herself to take the brunt of it, Col was also forced into a frenzied defense and with both knives swinging to block and parry, he wasn’t going to be using any of his tricks to knock them out.


  It was useless. They were vastly outnumbered by a well-rested force and depleted from their infiltration. As Lyss tired, she started to make mistakes, and soon enough she could feel her shirt grow sticky from the blood seeping out of several shallow cuts and punctures. “We’re not gonna make it.”


  Col grunted, catching a sword with his crossed knives and twisting the attack to the side. “We … have to …” he panted. He let out a war cry and lunged for one of the men, tired of playing his ineffective defense. He buried both knives in the man’s gut, almost certainly killing him, but not before taking a nasty wound to his right shoulder, which left him even less capable of defending himself. “Shit.”


  Lyss made a few desperate thrusts herself, and at least managed to score a few hits against the duke’s men without getting herself hurt but nothing severe enough to cause them anything but a momentary pause. “We need to retreat Col.” It was a good idea but they were hemmed in completely.


  “Hurk!” one of the men gurgled in the back, and then he dropped to the ground. It caught the whole group by surprise, and when they turned to look Lyss took the opening and plunged her blade deep into one of her attackers’ legs, dropping him to the floor, only adding to the confusion. Lyss looked up in time to parry another attack, and to see a guard facing the other way lurch to the side and a fountain of blood erupt from his neck. He crumpled to the floor, revealing the man who killed him – Gregory, Viscount of Fallsford.


  “I hope I’m not too late,” he joked.


  Lyss swiped an attack away and tagged the guard’s bicep with her dagger. “You? What … ?”


  “Jacques’ man on the inside,” Col guessed.


  Gregory nodded while drawing attention from one of Lyss’ attackers. “As much as it pains me to give up on being the new Count of Stonebridge, the supposed treason appears to be Reginald’s own fever dream.” He clashed swords and repelled a vertical slice aimed at his head, then kicked the man who attacked him, sending him stumbling back. “And despite the fact that she very clearly does not reciprocate, I care very deeply for Miette. I would not see her and her family treated like this.”


  When sober, Gregory was a force to be reckoned with – expertly trained and well practiced. His style was radically different from Lyss’, which had become more elfish in the last year. Where she danced around the attacks and redirected her attackers away, he met them head on and pushed them back with leverage and force. Nevertheless, their techniques worked well together and soon they’d closed the distance separating them and were standing back-to-back with Col safely between them.


  “I do hope your comrades outside are having an easier time of it than we are,” Gregory remarked. At that moment, however, Miette and Zoentielle were in a tight squeeze of their own. The plan seemed straightforward enough – collapse the bridge then stop the ferries from sending reinforcements to the front while Edward’s forces attacked from the west – but the bridge had very little cover for the quartet.


  Miette had used her magic to stop four ferries so far. Though she felt confident in her fire magic especially – it was one of the first disciplines she learned and one she’d had ample opportunity to practice – it wasn’t an ideal choice for stopping the water-borne craft. The soldiers on board had little difficulty extinguishing the flames, or at least keeping them at bay long enough to complete the crossing and disembark.


  Although Zoentielle and her archers had brought a frankly ridiculous cache of arrows (ten quivers a piece, which lay at their feet ready to be changed out) and they’d done an excellent job keeping the foot soldiers from approaching, the duke’s men had finally managed to round up some archers of their own.


  Zoentielle ordered her archers to drop their weapons and round up any debris they could to create some sort of barrier between them and the approaching guard. Her fingers flew as she tried to push back attackers coming from all routes but it was simply too much for one person. She managed to keep going when the first arrow went through her abdomen, but stumbled to the ground with a blood-curdling scream when the second one lodged in the bone of her thigh.


  The scream brought Miette’s attention to the scene behind her and, seeing their dire situation she waved her staff high above her head and erected a spherical magical barrier that would protect the group on all sides, giving the elfin archers time to finish erecting their makeshift barrier and to drag Zoentielle behind it.


  “We need to remove these arrows,” Miette said to the archers who just looked at her dumbfounded.  Not a great time for a communications breakdown.


  “We can’t,” Zoentielle coughed. There was blood on her lips – something important had been punctured in her abdomen and she was coughing it up. “Remove the arrow and I’ll bleed to death.”


  “Leave them in and I can’t heal you. The barrier will hold long enough – just tell your people to remove the arrows.”


  Zoentielle understood and instructed her people likewise, but Miette stopped the one who reached for the arrow in her thigh, wanting to tackle this one wound at a time.


  The arrow in Zoentielle’s abdomen had gone all the way through, only held in place by the fletching. After snapping the shaft in half it was straightforward to slide out. Miette touched her staff to the wound and poured her magic down it, which seemed to come alive and resonate with the healing magic in ways it hadn’t for the other spells she’d cast.


  Zoentielle gasped, her eyes went wide and she arched her back as her organs, muscles and skin knitted back together so quickly that it sent pain radiating from her belly to the tips of her fingers and her toes. But mercifully it only took a few moments for the flesh to seal back up and stop the dangerous internal bleeding.


  Removing the arrow from the leg was slightly more complicated and it involved using another arrowhead to widen the wound enough that the first could be maneuvered backward  through it without turning the tissue into a shredded mess. It took a while but once the arrow was out, Miette poured another dose of healing into the l’diyah and while it still hurt she was at least prepared for the shock this time.


  Zoentielle had a few minutes to catch her breath, watching the magical dome above their heads flicker and flash as arrows crashed into it and shattered. “It seems you are better suited to defense than we are,” she said somewhat sarcastically while getting to her feet and checking that she was okay to move. Save from a little soreness it was like she’d never been hit at all. “Perhaps we need a new strategy. How long can you keep this barrier up?”


  Miette looked at the barrier and then at the staff. She’d erected it in a rush of panic without really thinking about it and she was surprised now looking at its size, its effectiveness and how little energy it had taken from her. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I usually don’t use a staff and it appears to be augmenting my abilities significantly. At the moment, it feels like I could keep this going indefinitely. But it’s a solid barrier – you cannot return fire through it.”


  “Can you shift it only to one side?”


  Miette closed her eyes to better focus on the magical energies around her, probing the barrier and trying to figure out how exactly it worked. She’d learned to cast it in school, but only had a surface-level understanding of the spell. “I think I can … but why?”


  Zoentielle left the cover and walked to the edge of the ruined bridge, careful not to step on anything too eager to crumble away. She looked out over the water and saw several ferries staged and ready to take soldiers. “We will reverse positions. You defend us from the duke’s forces and we will prevent the men below from boarding the boats.” She repeated herself in elfish to convey her plan to her two defenders.


  “But … can you really? At this range?”


  “She’s worried about our range,” Zoentielle remarked to her people who got a much needed laugh out of it. “Re-form the barrier and we will give it a try.”


  Miette nodded and waved the staff above her head in small half-circles and soon the flashes from the barrier repelling arrows and sword strikes now only filled half the sky. Zoentielle nodded at one of the archers who stepped forward, sighted a target, took aim and loosed an arrow that dropped a soldier just as he set foot on the dock leading to one of the ferries and sent the rest scrambling for cover from their new unseen adversary.


  “Range will not be a problem,” Zoentielle relayed back as she sighted a target of her own and managed to catch him in the arm. She winced – although proud of her own archery skills, she felt somewhat inferior compared to the professional soldiers she stood shoulder-to-shoulder with. Nevertheless the trio fell into a rhythm and as long as their supply of arrows held out, they’d be able to keep the ferries from launching and bringing more men to the front.


  Chapter 35: Endgame


  “So,” Lyss said while redirecting a strike from one of the nearly dozen guards who’d poured into the room in response to the alarm. “Now what?”


  “We can’t hold them off forever,” Col said, scoring a shallow cut on one of the men staggering after Gregory repelled his strike. “We need to get to the duke and cut off the head of the snake.”


  “It’s only bad luck you didn’t find him here,” Gregory remarked. “Only yesterday he moved operations from the study to the count’s personal apartment. His majesty grew tired of making the trip.” Disdain dripped from his words. “The pampered fool didn’t want to have to leave the murdered man’s bed he now calls his own.”


  “And how do we get there?”


  “Turn left out this door and follow the hallway until it ends. You will have no difficulty noticing the grand double-doors that lead to the count’s apartment. But with every guard in the building attacking us I fail to see …”


  “Every guard?”


  Gregory chanced a look around the room trying to get a rough count. “I’d reckon so. Close to it, at least.”


  “Lyss … can we … ?”


  “Just stay close,” she said, maneuvering herself toward the door and inching the three of them forward. Men charged at her, but she used what she learned from Isalenne to redirect their force and push them aside like waves breaking against the bow of a ship.


  It worked most of the way, and she only had to truly contend with two men when they got where they were going. One she was able to drop with a couple of shallow stabs to his legs and to his guts. The other was considerably more skilled and left her only one opening – his neck. After going back and forth with the man for longer than she needed as she looked for any alternative, she used her sword to pull him through an over-extension of his slice, then dragged her dagger across his throat as he went past.


  He gurgled out the last of his life and Lyss’ stomach flipped over as she watched. It took all of her resolve not to vomit there and then while Gregory desperately fought back the nearly dozen guards still attacking from behind. But that was it – they’d claimed the last few strides to the hallway and Col broke out into it, separating from the group and running directly toward the Duke.


  “Girl! I need your help here!” Gregory grunted as two swords came down to meet his defense. The shout shook Lyss out of her stupor and she squared up to aid him. They pushed the men back with enough force to make the guards reconsider their plan of attack. Two defenders and one front, with that front narrowed by their push back into the hallway. Overwhelming them with sheer numbers would not be an option now.


  “So we just kill all these men?” Lyss asked. “We trap them in this space and take their lives one by one?”


  “You can ask them to surrender if you’d like girl, but I doubt they’ll take you up on the offer.”


  “But … I’m not … I’m not a killer … I can’t …” Lyss was close to hyperventilating.


  “You can and you will,” Gregory commanded. “You were clearly trained to kill, and you will need to if you are to survive this night.”


  She swallowed hard and nodded, telling herself to accept that obvious truth, but when the guards finally mustered the will to charge she still did everything in her power to find non-lethal ways to turn them away.


  After several minutes of this and only three guards incapacitated or dead at their feet, Lyss and Gregory were tiring far faster than the nine that remained standing. She couldn’t bring herself to kill them outright, but taking swipes at wrists and ankles wasn’t getting her very far either. She needed a change in strategy.


  “Get behind me,” Lyss said to Gregory, handing him her dagger and stepping in front, resting her left hand on the pommel of her sword. “Be ready, left and right.”


  He didn’t know what she was doing but he took the dagger and allowed her to do it. Three guards rushed in for a renewed assault and Lyss danced her way through them, pulling them forward and off-balance around her. As they stumbled past, it became obvious to Gregory, who only had to reach out to these now defenseless men and finish them off.


  The grief and guilt would crash into her later, but so long as she could keep the killing behind her, and so long as it wasn’t her hand driving the blade into their hearts, she could continue on and hopefully make it through this night.


  Mercifully the last two guards standing surrendered, dropping their blades and raising their hands in supplication. Instead of relief at not having to kill them, Lyss was furious that by keeping this fight going for so long and wasting so many lives. She let them live, but not without first breaking their noses with the pommel of her sword and relieving them of a few teeth.


  She ached to join Col, to bring this all to an end, but despite Col’s earlier metaphor about cutting of the head of the snake, these men wouldn’t simply cease to be once the duke was dead. They would want to vindicate him – so before they moved on she and Gregory would have to round up the survivors and lock them away somehow.


  She assigned Gregory the task of accounting for the living while she cut down heavy tassels from the velvet drapes that they could use in lieu of rope. Within a few minutes they had bound and gagged the seven who hadn’t lost their lives that day, then she and Gregory closed the door behind them. He produced a key from a pouch on his belt and he locked them in, then the pair charged off down the hall to join Col.


  Zoentielle did her best not to get distracted by the flashes of light in the periphery as she focused on the ferries docked below them. They were down to their last few quivers, but they’d picked off enough men at a long enough distance that the remaining ones were hesitant to break from cover. They knew exactly where the attack was coming from thanks to the magical light show, but even the ones who were brave enough to try to cross the distance under the cover of a shield were now on board an open boat with no way to safely unmoor and row it.


  A few poor souls had lost their lives thinking they could work in pairs – one to shield and one to work the lines – but these weren’t pikemen and their small round shields weren’t nearly enough to cover them in pairs.


  “How are you faring?” Zoentielle jumped slightly at Miette’s unexpected voice behind her.


  “Shouldn’t you be defending?” she snapped.


  Miette merely shrugged – her staff pointed behind her feeding energy into the shield. “This doesn’t require active concentration. I’m not picking which arrows to block. Nothing is permitted through the spell. I just have to keep feeding it.”


  Zoentielle nodded. She didn’t understand how the magic worked but Miette seemed confident in her assessment. “We are not faring as well. The men below are pinned down, but our arrows are nearly depleted. We have tried our best to conserve them, but whenever our assault ceases they soon grow brave and break from cover and we must begin again.”


  Miette’s face drew into a frown. “Either Jacques is late or I’ve lost all sense of time.”


  “It is likely the latter. An hour of battle is said to be like an eternity.” She loosed an arrow. “But an hour in a hot bath is a mere moment.”


  The irregular flashes from arrows crashing into the barrier paused and then were replaced with a new and different glow – not a strike but something sustained. Miette felt the feedback through the staff immediately and turned to see what could be causing it.


  The glow originated at the base of the dome, with tendrils of light spreading up and around it as some magic attack attempted to disperse the spell and behind the glow Miette could just barely make out a face she recognized contorted in concentration and effort – Bridgette.


  Miette eyed her once rival with curiosity. She must’ve arrived in the city some time after they’d crossed the border into Eltah Nell so she could serve as her brother’s sorceress. Miette remembered overheard conversations about this being her inevitable fate, but she never wanted to take the job and with only two years of schooling she wasn’t ready for it anyway.


  In front of Bridgette a hole slowly started to form in the barrier widening incrementally as she dumped more and more of her energy into the spell. Eventually the hole stabilized but only large enough to allow one person through, not the army. Bridgette couldn’t maintain it long enough to get them through one at a time, so she stepped through and let it go, allowing the hole to close behind her. She raised her wand and aimed it at Miette. “Drop the staff, mess. Either you drop your barrier and  duel with me or I kill you and it goes down anyway.”


  Miette rested the staff on the ground, but kept the trickle of energy going into it to keep the barrier stable. “Since it sounds like I die either way, I think I’ll defend my friends as long as possible.”


  Bridgette didn’t immediately respond, instead looking over her shoulder at the men assembled out there ready to charge. Off int the distance there was a bit of chaos, but nearby all eyes were on her. She looked back at Miette and said “If we duel you have a sporting chance. But don’t think I won’t just kill you.”


  If they dueled, Miette thought, Bridgette wasn’t going to last long. But there were several archers trained on her and the moment she dropped the barrier she’d be killed. Maybe that was the point. “Who’s idea was it to poison me, Bridgette?”


  “I … I don’t understand. The duke ordered your execution for treason. You know this already.”


  “Your brother ordered you to carry out my death, but you chose poison didn’t you?”


  Bridgette was reluctant to answer, feeling like she was being led into something she didn’t quite understand yet. “I … I did. He gave me a silver dagger to plunge into your heart while you slept. I felt that poison would be more … humane.”


  “Humane to who?”


  Bridgette waved her wand and released a bolt of energy that struck the ground near Miette’s feet. “Stop these games, mess. I am still under my duke’s command. I will kill you if I have to.”


  “But you don’t want to, do you? I believe you will kill if you must, but you don’t want to. You want me to drop the barrier so that they have to do it.” She nodded toward the archers who itched in anticipation.


  Bridgette’s expression faltered for a moment, but she quickly replaced the practiced smirk on her face. “Why should I get my hands dirty?”


  “They would stay fairly clean at that range with a bolt of electricity,” Miette countered. “But you don’t want to be the one to fire it, do you? The poison was your idea because you don’t want to kill anybody. Loyalty aside, you don’t want to have to be the one to take someone’s life, and the poison gave you just enough distance that you thought you could stomach it.”


  Bridgette was fuming. “Stop talking! You have to drop the barrier. I have you cornered!” Water welled up in her eyes.


  Miette just stood silent and kept the barrier in place, listening to the men outside calling out for Bridgette to do what they thought should be easy. All the while there was a sound of chaos coming from the back of their ranks and it seemed like it was growing and approaching.


  Bridgette released another bolt, this time striking the ground a little bit closer than the last. “Please! Release the barrier!”


  “But the barrier protects us. In here your brother’s men can’t reach us. Your brother can’t reach us. We are safe from him.” She paused to lock eyes with Bridgette. “We are all safe in here. You can choose to stay. You can choose to lay down your wand.”


  Bridgette looked back at the men one more time, then at Miette. “I can’t. If they see me surrender, … I can’t do that.” She raised her wand one last time to cast another bolt of energy toward Miette, but Miette waved her stump dismissively at the girl sending her flying through the air. Bridgette crashed into the barrier which rippled with light before ejecting her onto the cold stone ground. Somewhere along the way she lost grip of her wand and it tumbled away, lost in the debris.


  “Play dead if you need to preserve your standing in these men’s eyes,” Miette said just barely loud enough for Bridgette to hear. “This battle will be over soon anyway.” The chaos at the back approached faster and faster until it finally came into view. While the duke’s men all pushed to the waterfront to join their brothers in arms in the western half of the city, Jacques’ men had been pouring out of hidden smuggler’s tunnels in the east and working their way toward the river bank, ambushing the duke’s men and striking at them from behind.


  The duke and the count had men in about equal numbers, but with half fighting Edward the forces remaining were totally overwhelmed and after a relatively short skirmish outside the barrier the duke’s men were completely routed and sent fleeing toward the docks, where they would find no way to escape across the river. The few who couldn’t get away surrendered and soon every bit of land up to the barrier had been captured by Jacques’ forces.


  Miette let down her barrier and allowed them to cross, where they immediately moved on Bridgette.


  “Stop!” Miette called out. The men halted. Though she had no official command over her, she was still sister to the man who did. “That woman is my prisoner. She remains here.” The men looked at her and then looked at each other, somewhat dumbfounded. “She is a powerful sorceress. Bind her wrists and gag her mouth to prevent her from incantation.” That they understood, and they complied. When they were done they propped her up in a siting position against a wooden crate and they stayed in place – partially to watch this prisoner and partially because they thought it would be a good idea to protect the viscountess until the very end.


  But surely this was the end, Miette thought. She looked across the river and listened hard but noticed no signs of continued battle over there. Now that her brother’s men had swept through in the east she could hear the streets over here quieting as well. There was only one loose end left.


  Col stalked down the halls of the Stonebridge manor carefully following the directions Gregory had given to him only moments before. Surely Reginald had never considered the notion that the perpetually underestimated Gregory might betray him – after all he was giving the man an incredible gift by granting him control over these lands and, should she ever be recaptured, Miette.


  But Col wasn’t terribly surprised by the turn of events. Gregory never liked Reginald, and when he came to check on Miette in the dungeons he made it pretty clear that he not only feared retribution from the duke, but that he believed the duke’s mercurial nature would get him killed eventually.


  He approached the entrance to the count’s suite silently and examined the door. It had no lock, and a test push made it clear it wasn’t barred from within. He eased the door open and peeked inside. It was a multi-room suite with plenty of places to hide, but Reginald was in the antechamber perusing a map of the city unfurled on a coffee table. He was turned most of the way away from the door, so Col slipped in and crept around the edge of the room so that he could come up on his brother from behind.


  He moved slowly and deliberately, muffling all sounds as much as he could. It didn’t matter much though since the fighting down the hall and in the streets below produced a substantial din. Col even drew his knives as slowly as possible, not even willing to risk the delicate sound of steel sliding across leather.


  His heart beat heavily in his chest, and his pulse pounded in his ears, shutting out all other sounds as he approached the back of the sofa. Although he’d had to kill to defend himself plenty of times, Col had never murdered anybody.


  The ethics, he told himself, were the same. If he didn’t kill this man, this man would kill him. But worse, he would give license to his own hatred and turn his men on every “impure” person they could find. He started with the elves, but the Red Hand made it very clear what they thought of dark skinned people like him and his mother, and what they thought about the people who loved them like his stepfather and his brothers.


  And once he got through killing all the dark-skinned people, he’d move on to the tundra-walkers. Then the islanders. Then the Salt Sea Tribe.


  Were he anybody else, he could be reported to the constable and brought to justice for attempting a contract killing – but he was the duke. He was the law and he defied justice.


  There was only one way to take the title of duke away from Reginald.


  And Col thought of all of this to stall for time, and to try desperately to convince himself that what he was doing was right. Because no matter how much he thought he was doing the right thing ethically, it didn’t feel that way when he was about to plunge his knife into the throat of a defenseless man.


  When the dagger hit Col’s back he immediately came back into the present. The force of the blow staggered him and he sucked wind through his teeth at the all-too-familiar sting of steel tearing into his abdomen.


  He swung reflexively at the unseen attacker, who put up her hands in defense – a terrible idea in a knife fight. He ended up slicing bloody gashes into the palms of her hands as she collapsed onto the ground screaming in pain. It was Alyssa, the newly-married duchess, who had come out of one of the side rooms while Col was sneaking up on her husband-to-be.


  Col dropped one of his knives and reached for the dagger still stuck in his back as he skittered away. In the flurry of activity he’d lost track of Reginald, but Reginald didn’t run. Instead he thrust his boot into Col’s side when he was already off-balance and sent him tumbling.


  “Well, well, well. My spies said you’d run for the border but I guess they were wrong, weren’t they?” Reginald said, very proud of himself. “You’ve been striking at my men every night for the past week, haven’t you? And now this attempt at a coup? Pathetic.”


  Col didn’t bother to correct him. It didn’t really matter that Reginald didn’t know Jacques was still alive or that Col really wasn’t behind the haphazard attacks. He just lay curled up in a ball on the floor where he’d come to a rest while Reginald paced in front of him.


  Reginald tried to comfort Alyssa with some soothing words, but Col’s knife had cut deep. She would need a magical healer, or at least a surgeon, or she’d surely lose the use of both hands. But Reginald didn’t really care about that – he was just fetching Col’s dropped knife.


  “It’s insulting, honestly, that a thing like you would be called my brother. Or that you would think for even a moment that you could be here, in my presence.” He paced casually over toward Col. “All of this,” he waggled the knife through the air. “This is the stuff of true nobility, Nicholas. It’s not the balls or the sports or the trade – it’s the power. I was bred to do this, my family line honed toward this one purpose – to rule. When a mongrel like you tries to insert himself, well, you end up hurting yourself.” He spared a glance for his wife. “And you hurt the poor innocents who get in your way.”


  “Innocent?” Col spat. “She stabbed me first.” His voice was weak and hoarse. As Reginald leaned over Col and moved to bring his knife to his throat, he thought Col sounded like he had exhausted every last bit of energy he had that night and was barely able to keep conscious.


  It was exactly what Col wanted him to think. When Reginald leaned forward, Col plunged Alyssa’s dagger through his ribs, puncturing his lung.


  The duke stumbled backward and gasped for air, dropping the knife he’d claimed off the floor. Col stood and faced his brother, matching his pace until Reginald finally collapsed back onto the couch he was resting on when Col entered the room. Col reclaimed his second knife and stood over him.


  He unbuttoned his jerkin and ran his hand over the wound in his back, which was thankfully very shallow. Getting stabbed in the ribs twice was more than enough for Col, so when he had his new garment commissioned back in Chidenneh he got the seamstress to sew thin wooden plates into the lining. He wasn’t sure they’d hold up, but they did well enough.


  “I didn’t want to do it, Reginald. I was hiding behind you for what felt like an eternity trying to convince myself it was the right thing to do.” He watched as his brother gasped for breath only to be met with a chest cavity filling with blood and air. “If I could heal you, I would. But it’s a good thing I can’t – because if I healed you, you’d still be duke. And we’d never be safe. Hundreds would die to satisfy your … fetish for your own skin and hair.”


  Col pulled Alyssa’s dagger out of Reginald’s chest. It was a nasty one – embellished with barbs and serrations. Something like this was meant to tear tissue apart. There would be no healer or surgeon who could reverse the damage in time for Reginald. Col just stood over him and watched until the last breath escaped and the spark of life left the duke’s eyes.


  Chapter 36: After the Battle


  After the fighting was done, Miette and Zoentielle sat at the edge of the ruined bridge overlooking the wide river below. They shared a companionable silence, but also an unspoken worry that wouldn’t dissipate until they knew the outcome of the night’s battle.


  When the sky lightened and dawn threatened to break, they could clearly see the level of destruction they’d wrought both on the bridge and in the scattered remains of destroyed ferries below. Thankfully dozens remained moored – ones they’d been able to keep Reginald’s men away from. They were now the only way to connect the eastern and western halves of the city.


  Col and Lyss came up behind them, with Gregory in tow escorting Alyssa, their prisoner. They too were stunned at the destruction. Col had planned the whole thing and they knew what to expect, but seeing it with their own eyes was a whole other thing. He brought Zoentielle over to some crates where they could get a little separation from the group. They shared a kiss and held each other close as they watched the sun rise over the eastern city, which appeared to be largely unscathed in the attack.


  Zoentielle’s loyal archers, who were clearly comfortable enough around humans to embark on this adventure still had visceral reactions to the romantic pairing. Zoentielle stared them down, almost daring them to make a comment, but eventually they awkwardly turned their backs and looked for something else to pretend to be interested in.


  Lyss brought Alyssa over to Miette to see if there was anything that could be done for the poor woman’s hands. She and Col figured that her attempt on Col’s life aside, she wasn’t a soldier and she wasn’t a politician, so she would be granted some measure of mercy and Miette begrudgingly agreed that they had a point. She closed up the wounds and rejoined the severed tendons, but the healing left behind scar tissue and her hands would always be stiff and weak as a result. When the healing was done, they bound her hands and plopped her down along the wall next to Bridgette, who was likewise bound.


  Finally, with the first rays of dawn shining down on them, Jacques joined them on the bridge. Thanks to Miette’s ministrations and the help of two burly guards he was now ambulatory, but after Miette wrapped him up in a hug he immediately sought a place to sit and catch his breath.


  Brother and sister sat together a moment until Gregory sauntered over. Miette still detested the man and wanted desperately not to be around him, but she’d heard from Lyss how he’d been instrumental in taking back the manor. Maybe if he’d always been this honorable he would’ve had a chance at winning her heart. But then again, given the way he cringed when he saw Miette’s stump perhaps he would’ve broken it off if she ever felt close enough to him to reveal it.


  He shook Jacques’ hand and offered his condolences to the both of them, as well as whatever material support he could convince his father to provide. Rivalries aside, their counties had been friends for generations and he pledged that the friendship would continue for generations to come. For once, he didn’t make any romantic overtures toward Miette.


  Some of Jacques’ men reported back that they’d found a large enough boat that, as far as they could inspect, hadn’t suffered any severe damage. The entire ensemble made their way down to the waterfront and boarded, including Gregory, for whom Jacques would request a commendation from Edward, and Alyssa, who would have to face the crown’s justice since she was still technically the Duchess of Southfield.


  It was a slow and quiet journey across the water and through the streets of the eastern city. They could see evidence of skirmishes here and there, but not nearly as much as any of them expected. Their approach didn’t go unnoticed and they were soon joined by several of the royal guard and one of Edward’s scribes who filled Jacques in on the battle for the western front.


  Most of the men who followed the duke did so out of a sense of fealty. For a significant proportion of those, their will to fight evaporated the moment they saw the king’s banner flying over the approaching forces. They had a greater loyalty to the king and they surrendered immediately, some offering to take up arms against the duke.


  Some of the duke’s soldiers refused to surrender, and they unfortunately had to be be subdued. Only a few were killed and many were captured by force.


  Once the remainder saw how much their own ranks had dwindled and word of the bridge’s collapse informed them that there’d be no reinforcements, they surrendered to the massively superior force.


  The bloodlessness of the encounter was welcome news as they approached the royal command tent, which had been erected in one of the plazas northwest of the bridge. It was a grand tent with a single throne placed outside it and dozens of soldiers standing in formation at the entrance. They’d even had to move a few vendors’ stalls in order to fit the thing and, with no space to spare, they just moved them inside the tent.


  The group stood quietly in the clearing before the throne and waited for something to happen, but when Edward arrived he didn’t stand around long enough for anybody to notice and react. He sprinted through his men, shoving them aside so he could head straight for Miette. He wrapped her up in his arms and swept her off her feet, twirling around once before setting her down.


  “Oh thank the goddesses for delivering you to me unharmed.” He held her close against his chest. “I may never let you go again for fear you won’t come back.”


  Miette couldn’t deny her love for the prince and she held him just as tightly but when he finally let her go she stepped back and held her elbow out of nervous habit. “I may not measure up as a princess,” she said with her eyes downcast, “but I don’t want to leave you either.” The words hitched in her throat as she began to sob. “I will complete my studies and I will pledge my service to you as sorceress and …” she trailed off leaving unspoken her desperation at finding some way to be by his side.


  He kissed her and then took her hand in his. “Nonsense. We will merely have to break with convention.” He slipped a ring with a diamond circled by deep purple amethysts onto her ring finger so quickly she didn’t have time to object. “We can start by having you wear your engagement ring on your right hand.”


  Miette looked at her hand in disbelief, wiping her own tears away with the crook of her elbow since the world was a blurry mess from her point of view. She looked up into Edward’s face to see his pleading, hopeful expression and she found she had no words. She just wrapped her arms around him and held him close.


  The couple was the center of attention, but Lyss noticed someone moving up by the throne. She glanced quickly out of habit and spied a man past his middle age. His face was similar to Edward’s but aged with crows feet and creases in his forehead. He had gray in his beard and streaked through his temples, but that was hardly noticeable under the crown he wore on his head. She didn’t know the man, but he was unmistakable, so she dropped to one knee and bowed her head as her parents had taught her to do while he made his way to the throne.


  Her sudden motion made the others take notice and, for once, instead of encouraging her to get up they all followed suit, even Edward. They stayed in that position until he said dispassionately “you may rise.”


  When they stood they were confronted with a handful of the king’s clerks and scribes and his herald. The king had created an impromptu court and protocol demanded that they all be announced and the scribes would record their names.


  The first was entirely perfunctory. “Edward, prince of the kingdom of Lantel and Agent of the King.” Obviously everybody knew that already. “Gregory Hallenfeld, Viscount of Fallsford.” In the end he’d done the right thing, and he would receive commendations along with the rest of them. “Alyssa Duchamps, Duchess of Southfield. Bridgette Duchamps, Vice Duchess of Southfield.” Both would face judgment for their  involvement from the only higher authority in the kingdom. “Jacques Ruisseau, Viscount of Stonebridge.” He asked the herald to announce his old title for the record until his parents’ deaths could be confirmed.


  Edward whispered something to the herald which caused a bit of an argument but he seemed to convince the man to go along with him. “Miette Ruisseau, Viscountess of Stonebridge and,” he cleared his throat, “future Princess of Lantel.”


  This, of course caused a murmur throughout the crowd and a few nervous chuckles, which the king raised his hand and silenced. “Current titles for the record,” the king reminded his scribe, but to Miette he added, “congratulations, lass.”


  “Zoentielle, Seventh Princess of the Empire of Eltah Nell and Assistant to the Ambassador,” the herald announced next, which was equally shocking.


  “You knew?” Zoentielle asked the king – a breach of protocol but since she was royalty as well nobody would challenge it.


  “Your nation has an ambassador in every duchy and one assigned to me. You are foolish if you think I wouldn’t at least know the names of the members of your royal family. I am glad that no harm came to you but that owes in large part to dumb luck.” His voice was somewhat bitter at the admission. “I allowed you to take your post under false pretenses before and that was a mistake. You will no longer be permitted to travel within my lands under a false name and a false title.”


  Zoentielle let it go at that. He clearly knew the diplomatic risk she would pose if she were harmed and he clearly didn’t want to take any more chances.


  “Lord Nicholas Duchamps, son of Frederick Duchamps, Duke of Southfield.” They didn’t call him a bastard, but even conferring upon him the title of “lord” that he didn’t technically inherit form his mother couldn’t disguise it to the well-versed members of the court. Col didn’t flinch at that, though, since he’d come to terms with his status ages ago.


  The scribes and the herald were delayed with a small argument, one for which they called in Edward to mediate but eventually they had drop it and say something so they announced the last name the only way they knew how. “Lyss, Mercenary.”


  That also sent a murmur through the crowd, though not much much less mirthful than the one that had accompanied Miette’s impromptu engagement announcement. Lyss felt incredibly awkward just standing there while people whispered about her so she focused her attention toward the king, extended her left foot in front of her and gave a deep swordsman’s bow.


  The king sighed, not satisfied with what would be put down on the record. “Your family name, lass” he commanded.


  Lyss stood and nervously stammered “we … we have none, your royal highness. I’m a commoner.” And then, unable to control her ramblings she added, “Col said I should use ‘Carver’ since my father, John, he’s a wood carver but I haven’t carved anything in months and that’s not what I do for a living anyway and …” she noticed that the scribes were furiously scribbling down her every word and her cheeks glowed red with embarrassment and she shut her jaw tight to keep any more words from escaping.


  “Very well,” said the king. “Lyss, mercenary, daughter of John the wood carver. That should be sufficient.”


  The purpose of the assembly was to record the end of the battle and generate a report that would be copied and distributed to the assorted nobility throughout the kingdom. The duke’s actions – assassinating the Count of Stonebridge and his family and attempting to assassinate diplomats from a foreign nation – were deemed to have been treasonous as they threatened the king’s control of foreign affairs and the order and stability of the nobility.


  The duke could not be punished for his actions of course so he was posthumously stripped of his rank and Alyssa, with no evidence of wrongdoing to condemn her, was given the option to have her marriage nullified, resume her former rank of viscountess and return to her family rather than be stripped of rank entirely, which she accepted gratefully.


  Bridgette, however, had attempted to kill Miette in cold blood, and could not escape punishment. Miette pleaded for mercy on her behalf, insisting that she didn’t believe Bridgette would have been driven to murder if not forced into it by her brother, but the king’s mercy had limits. Bridgette would be imprisoned for a term of five years and stripped of all social rank, but she would not face execution.


  Gregory, as it turned out, was well aware of the fact that in helping the resistance he was helping Jacques, who had escaped assassination. For safeguarding the rightful Count and defending the system of nobility he was granted a special commendation from the king. It had no tangible benefit but would elevate his social status among the other nobility.


  Then, finally, the king had to decide the fate of the duchy of Southfield. With the new duke dead without an heir, and both Alyssa and Bridgette stripped of their ranks as duchess and vice duchess, there was no clear order of succession to fall back on. The king decided that, though Col was born out of wedlock, he had the strongest claim and, as he had demonstrated a strong sense of loyalty to the crown already, he would be named Nicholas Duchamps, Duke of Southfield.


  Col’s heart nearly stopped at the pronouncement, but he dropped to one knee and formally accepted the promotion and thanked the king.


  “There is no other business to record your royal highness,” the head scribe declared.


  “Very well. Record the date and transcribe the notes and distribute the copies to the duchies, with my instruction that the dukes will transcribe them - without embellishment - and distribute them to their counts.”


  The king stood and the formal events were officially concluded.


  Chapter 37: The Next Year


  “Thank you,” Lyss said as she accepted the glass of wine from Isalenne. She’d started drinking from time to time since she turned eighteen but she still hadn’t really acquired a taste for anything more adventurous than a basic red wine so she didn’t drink often. Normally she wouldn’t drink while on duty at all, but it was a special occasion.


  The pair of bodyguards leaned against a stone plinth topped by a statue of one of the goddesses in the middle of the king’s gardens at the royal palace, enjoying the late spring sunshine and the scent of fresh blossoms. Despite the relaxed atmosphere they kept a careful watch over their respective charges – Isalenne’s eyes tracking Zoentielle as she moved through the crowd making polite conversation with the guests and Lyss’ eyes following along as Col strolled beside her arm-in-arm.


  Zoentielle didn’t go home after the battle at Stonebridge. Instead she sent for Isalenne to join her as she took up residence with the new duke and, as far as anybody outside was concerned, advised him on ways to strengthen relations between the two countries and to avoid misunderstandings at the border.


  Col offered Lyss a position as his personal bodyguard and she accepted rather than go back to – well – she didn’t even know what she would’ve gone back to without Col around. She was only ever a mercenary while partnered with him. Going back to Brookdell didn’t seem all that enticing, but neither did cutting ties and wandering from town to town.


  One of the perks of working for Col was that she had access to the duke’s many personal messengers, which she availed herself of immediately to send word back to her parents in Brookdell about where she’d gone and what she’d seen. She could’ve sent a letter at any point but only her father had any ability to read, and it was pretty limited. The duke’s messenger would not only read the message aloud for the family, he would take their dictation and return – a service she doubted she could’ve afforded otherwise.


  They were proud of her in an abstract way, though the enormity was a lot for them to absorb and process by the time the messenger started recording their response. The letter she got back was pretty disjointed, but the critical part – that they loved and missed her – came through perfectly clear.


  Correspondence had become critically important to her since Miette didn’t stick around long after the battle. She nursed her brother Jacques back to health but once he was truly up and around again she left Stonebridge and Oshigard behind to join Edward. She enrolled in the Academy at Tialess, the most prestigious academy devoted to magical arts in the kingdom, and rented an on-campus apartment.


  Whenever he wasn’t traveling on business for his father, Edward would dine at her apartment, only begrudgingly going home late at night so they wouldn’t be accused of doing anything untoward by talkative and judgmental nobles. Not that the fear of gossip stopped them from finding time to themselves.


  It all seemed silly to Lyss. Sure, people would gossip back home, and they could be awful prudish, but the notion that anybody would put so much time and effort into tracking the personal lives of two specific people they didn’t even know was comically pointless. Especially since none of that would matter in just a few hours when Edward and Miette became husband and wife.


  The only relationship she worried about now was Col’s and Zoentielle’s. They hadn’t announced any sort of official pairing of course, but neither were they doing much to hide their love for each other. Even here, guests at the king’s castle where gossip would explode with frightening velocity, they were joined at the hip and even shared the occasional kiss.


  It wouldn’t have been nearly as much of a cause for concern if Zoentielle’s family hadn’t been in attendance. A royal wedding was an excellent opportunity to build bonds between nations, of course. Lyss and Isalenne both expected that they’d cool the relationship down for the occasion, but even in front of Zoentielle’s mother and father they made no effort to hide their love.


  While it only drew mild concern from her parents, Zoentielle’s brothers and sisters were pretty disdainful of the entire display, which only seemed to egg her on.


  The wedding ceremony was, of course, beautiful. Edward wore a white military-style uniform, while Miette wore a flowing white sleeveless gown and the two of them exchanged vows in a grove of dogwoods in full blossom.


  Miette had been so afraid of being seen as she was before – but now she was the center of attention and she looked absolutely stunning.


  From the back Lyss caught a few snide whispers about her refusal to wear a wooden prosthesis for the ceremony but for the most part even the most gossipy young noblewomen were just talking about how much they loved her dress or the way she had flowers woven into her long, black hair. She couldn’t tell if Miette had been paranoid all along, or if her new social status just made her untouchable.


  After the ceremony there was a grand banquet and ball where the high ranking attendees drank and dined and danced the night away. It went on for hours, and Lyss was growing restless from standing around in one spot watching Col and Zoentielle steal kisses, so she was relieved when the dessert course came and went and attendees started filing out.


  Of course, they’d be staying. The elfish royal family were all personal guests of the king and they would be lodging in the palace – Zoentielle and her date included.


  When the party had dwindled down to near nothing, Col and Zoentielle took their leave and with Lyss and Isalenne in tow made their way to the suite of rooms assigned to them.


  “That,” Col said as they strolled through the grounds, “was a great party. Best roast duck I’ve ever had in my life.”


  “Sure looked good from a distance,” Lyss said. Her belly was sore with hunger since the protocol-laden ceremony didn’t allow for servants to have a dinner at all.


  Zoentielle stopped to regard Lyss and Isalenne, her eyebrows knitted with concern. “I’m sorry,” she said to both of them. “We tried to get you on the guest list properly – so did Edward and Miette – but the king would not allow it.”


  “I know, I know – it’s all protocol.” Lyss said.


  “Don’t worry, little one. This time tomorrow we’ll be headed away from these vacuous self-important nobles,” Isalenne said. She’d made no bones about her dislike for the nobility in Lantel, despite being fairly high ranking back home in Eltah Nell. She saw the two nobilities as worlds apart and considered her own to be somehow more moral or equitable. To Lyss they were both still pretty impenetrable.


  Lyss was so distracted by her hunger and her musings about Isalenne that when she opened the door to the suite, she almost didn’t see Edward and Miette waiting for them inside. But when she did she screamed in joy and ran across the room to hug her friend. “Look at you!” she shouted, loud enough to wake the sleeping dignitaries in adjoining rooms. “You’re a princess! Princess Miette!”


  Miette giggled and clamped her hand over Lyss’ mouth. “You’re like a barking dog! Calm down, it’s just me!”


  Lyss pulled her close, then pulled away her crown to give her a quick kiss on the top of the head before replacing it and letting her friend go.


  “What are you two doing here?” Col asked, casually. “I figured you’d be well on your way to your honeymoon by now.” In the year since the battle of Stonebridge, Col and Edward had become friendly acquaintances from working together to rebuild and stabilize the duchy of Southfield.


  “We leave in the morning,” Edward said. “We just needed a moment to speak with Lyss.”


  “Oh that’s good,” Col said, collapsing into a sofa, “Because I’m bushed.”


  Zoentielle translated this all for Isalenne before taking a seat next to Col and snuggling up into his chest.


  Isalenne rolled her eyes at the display of affection but then she saw the sidebar of food provided for her and Lyss to make up for their especially long shift on guard duty and busily prepared a plate before settling into an armchair.


  “What’s so important that you need to put off … you know … your wedding night?” Lyss asked, embarrassed at the implication she’d just made.


  “A gift,” Miette said, and then continued with some words she’d clearly prepared and had been waiting to deliver. “When I was low, you buoyed me. When I was literally dying, you carried me to safety. You were my friend when I had none, and I am forever grateful to you for it.”


  “Oh, come on now,” Lyss said, flushing red. “I was just lucky to be there when you needed help.”


  “Nevertheless, I would not be here if it weren’t for you and your actions. I talked it over with my brother, and I want to give you this.” She handed Lyss a rolled piece of parchment tied with ribbon.


  Lyss unrolled the parchment and stared at the writing on it in disbelief. After several minutes, Col, who could no longer pretend like he wasn’t paying attention, asked “what is it?”


  “It’s … it’s a … it’s a property deed. It’s the Ruisseau manor at Placis. Miette, you can’t …”


  “I can. It’s not much on its own, but there’s a vineyard and a winery that should bring in enough money to maintain the property and to sustain you and your family. And, honestly,” Miette added with a hushed voice, “neither Jacques nor I feel right returning to it.”


  The count and countess had indeed been assassinated, in their own bed while they slept in the manor at Placis. Ultimately they’d been laid to rest on consecrated grounds and the manor had been blessed by a priestess, but neither Miette nor Jacques could enter the place without becoming overwhelmed by grief and memory.


  “No, Miette. I mean … it is too generous, that’s for certain … but you can’t. You literally can’t. I’m a commoner. I can’t own land.”


  Edward cleared his throat. “Again, we must apologize. We wanted to do more but this was all my father would allow.” He handed Lyss another parchment, this one smaller and folded into thirds.


  “Goddesses,” Col whispered under his breath. He’d already sussed out what that must be.


  Lyss unfolded the paper and read through it carefully. She’d never seen one, but she assumed it to be genuine.


  “Wait, what is it?” Zoentielle asked.


  “It’s a … it’s a writ of nobility,” Lyss said, dumbfounded.


  Miette grabbed Lyss about the shoulders. “Look at you.” She said. “Baroness Lyss of Placis.”


  Even Isalenne perked up at that. She didn’t have much of a grasp on Lantel as a language, but that statement was a collection of titles and names and places she knew well enough.


  “Baroness Lyss Carver,” Zoentielle said aloud, trying it out.


  Lyss turned and feebly held up the writ. “No .. it’s … I’m … that’s not what’s written here …”


  Miette put her hand on Lyss’ arm to draw her attention back. “It’s only fitting if you are to command Ruisseau Manor that you should have the name. Baroness Lyss Ruisseau. My cousin – my sister.” Perhaps now was not the time to reveal that the king had refused to allow her to be Lyss Carver as he believed it sounded too common for a baroness.


  “This is … this is … incred –”


  “Not enough,” Edward finished. “Unfortunately I couldn’t convince my father to extend the title to your entire family. They will retain their commoner status, officially – but the manor at Placis is yours to command. If you would have them live like nobility there, it is entirely within your authority to do so.”


  Col, from where he was sitting, could read Edward like a book. So while Lyss continued to stare at the writ in disbelief, he said “it sounds like the king wasn’t too happy about handing out titles at all. Makes me wonder, your highness – what did you have to offer him to get this one?”


  Lyss stole a look back at Col, at first angry that he would rain on her parade, but she could see genuine concern on his face. She looked back to Edward, expectant.


  Edward avoided her glance and instead stepped over to the sideboard and retrieved a bottle of champagne and glasses. He gestured with the bottle around the room to see who was up for a toast and got universal approval. He poured six glasses himself and handed them out, then raised his own. “Let us drink to the good health and long life of Lady Lyss Ruisseau, first of her line. A brilliant sword fighter, a loyal friend, and a genius with languages. How long did it take you to learn the elfin tongue, Lyss?”


  “Nellish, and I’m still learning,” she corrected him immediately. “There’s seven major dialects that come from different regions, not to mention the differences between the way their nobility talk, the common people and the government functionaries. They’ve got this whole vocabulary full of …”


  “L’diyah,” Edward interrupted. “How long until she was conversant?”


  Zoentielle thought it over and tossed the question to Isalenne for her input. “For household conversation, I would say no more than one season, though we suspect she understood much more than she ever allowed us to know.”


  “I … I …” Lyss stammered. All this time she thought she’d gotten away with it. “If you knew I understood what you were talking about I was afraid you’d stop talking around me.”


  “For future reference, eavesdropping on an ambassador without his knowledge makes you into a spy,” Zoentielle advised. “And we did not know at the time. We … figured it out … when you started helping in the kitchen. You knew every ingredient without being told, as though you had been listening to us prepare dinner every night.”


  “The question I wonder, Lady Lyss” Edward said, leaning on her new title, “is whether you can do it again in a wholly new language. Tell me, what do you know about the wilderness south of your home – south of Brookdell?”


  Lyss turned her attention slowly from Zoentielle back toward Edward, then Miette, who nodded encouragingly, then Edward again. “What everybody out there knows, I suppose. There are bandits near the edge of the kingdom but not far beyond. Any farther and they fall prey to the Nik Tel – the cat people who live in the thick jungles beyond the plains.”


  “And what can you tell me about the Nik Tel?”


  Lyss’ mouth opened and closed as she tried to come up with something to say but she finally just blurted “nothing!”


  “Would you believe that that puts you on completely equal footing with my father’s best scholars?” Edward swirled the glass in his hand and pretended to be entranced by the liquid. “Aren’t you curious about them? I know I am.” He took a sip of the champagne for dramatic effect. “With no scholarly writing on the topic, there’s only one way we’ll ever learn anything more, but it’s a risky undertaking. We’ll have to find just the right person.”


  A smile spread across Lyss’ face as she realized what he was saying. She held up her glass and clinked it with Miette’s and then the prince’s, then took one sweet sip, scrunching her nose up when the bubbles hit her sinuses. “You really are too generous.”


   


  Epilogue


  At the edge of the jungle, Lyss could barely feel the seasons changing. Were she back home she would surely feel a fall chill by now but here it was warm and sticky all the time. Lyss had been ordered to be prepared for a conflict at any moment and to that end the king had provided for her both chain mail and plate armor to wear over it, as well as a surcoat with his emblem and colors, just like the four guards he’d sent to accompany her, her scribe and his research assistant. But unlike the guards, who she pitied greatly, she was not required to wear it and in this heat she opted for a light summer dress with a flared skirt so she could feel what little breeze there was flow across her skin.


  Upon arriving in the small clearing before the treeline they had no difficulty in spotting the Nik Tel who, in turn, made it no secret they were keeping a close eye on the Lantelans. The semi-mythical cat people from the southern jungle were nothing like she’d pictured. They were incredibly similar to humans at a glance, though more muscular and more lithe. Save for their tails, they weren’t covered in fur like she’d expected. From a distance, the only other distinctly cat-like quality they possessed were their ears, which were far smaller than that of the elves but did come to a triangular point, and the colorful patterns and stripes that ran down their largely exposed skin.


  At first there was little for her to do. The Nik Tel people seemed to realize that, in so few numbers and with their uniform appearance, the visitors on their doorstep weren’t raiders or bandits, so they never struck out at them. The king had given her orders not to enter the jungle uninvited, lest it be seen as disrespect for their sovereignty. So far, it was as though an invisible fence stood between and neither party was interested in scaling it.


  Lyss found a cool, clear watering hole where she could refill the party’s canteens and she made it her job to head out there every morning just so she wouldn’t feel so useless. After the third morning, she realized she wasn’t alone. A young man, perhaps about her age, watched her from the edge of the forest hidden in and among the foliage. She pretended not to see him at first but after allowing him to watch her come and go a few times, she filled up her canteens, set them on the ground then sat at the base of a tree staring through the underbrush and into the man’s eyes.


  She maintained eye contact with him for a good long time – so long that he must have known that he’d been discovered. She waved and said “hello,” but the man didn’t respond. Eventually he receded into the jungle and disappeared entirely, so she gathered up the canteens and headed back to camp.


  This continued for the next several days until he finally stepped out into view. Like the other Nik Tel she’d seen moving about in the jungle, he was dressed scantily. It made sense – too much cloth not only would snag on the dense undergrowth, it would also retain heat and moisture which would make the environment unbearable. His one garment was something in between a loin cloth and a skirt.


  He stopped about a dozen paces away from her and she casually rested her hand on the hilt of her sword. The young man appeared to be unarmed, but he carried a set of waterskins he’d apparently been sent to fill. She flashed him a smile and he smiled back, which gave her a good look at his fangs. Two on top, two on bottom, about double the length of the surrounding teeth and sharply pointed.


  She also got a good look at his eyes, which, like a cat’s, narrowed to thin slits in the bright sunlight. He suddenly grew tense and his ears twitched slightly. He looked off toward her camp, then darted away into the woods. Lyss scanned the horizon and saw figures in motion so she gathered up the canteens and ran back to camp.


  Four Nik Tel, two women followed by two men, approached their camp. Each one was armed with a curved sword, lashed to a cloth sash tied at the waist. Unlike the jungle dwellers they’d seen, these men and women wore brightly colored linen surcoats – or something Lyss could only describe as a surcoat -  that tied at the waist and allowed their legs to move freely from side to side.


  Lyss put herself between the Nik Tel and her own men who were always suited for combat. All four were tensed into fighting stances, and two had even drawn swords. “Woah! Stop!” she shouted at them. “Sheathe those swords! We try talking first, remember?”


  The soldiers begrudgingly followed her orders, but she roughly shoved them back for good measure. She wanted her body language to show their visitors who was in charge around there. They seemed pretty angry with her and she wasn’t looking forward to awkwardly explaining herself later.


  She turned around to greet their guests and found that one of the women had stepped forward. She was about the same height as Lyss and had bright red hair as well, but her bronzed skin was a stark contrast to Lyss’ ruddy pink. This close, though, Lyss could see that it wasn’t that her skin was bronze, but instead she had a fine layer of brown and white fur, no deeper than her little finger was thick. In fact all the Nik Tel had fur – it was just too short to see from a distance.


  Lyss placed her hand over her heart and said what she’d decided would be best for first contact with the Nik Tel, a simple introduction. “I am Lyss,” she said, then she patted her chest for emphasis and repeated “Lyss.”


  “Nem Fel sana so,” she said, then she pointed to each of the others in turn. “Tan Nay, Nam Les, yan Nal Tem sey-sana so.”


  The words didn’t sound like they shared anything in common with the Lantel and Nellish she’d learned but the woman spoke slowly and clearly and accentuated her words with broad hand motions putting emphasis on what Lyss believed to be names. “Tan Nay, Nam Les, Nal Tem?” She asked the lead woman while pointing at her companions in sequence.


  The woman smiled and said something rapid and unintelligible back to her people.


  “Yan, Nem Fel sey-sana so?” She asked the woman, doing her best to imitate the slight lisp she had, no doubt due to having  mouth full of long, sharp teeth and a slightly cleft upper lip.


  The woman nodded, encouraging her to go on, and slightly impressed that she’d managed to remember all four names.


  She placed her hand over her heart again and patted her own chest and said “Lyss Ruisseau sana so.”
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