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Chapter One

"Renat, look at her," Miruna whispered. "Please."
Lisette gave Renat her most winning smile, though part of her wanted to just run back to her room. This conversation seemed far too intense for a  debate about whether or not she could sneak out to go exploring. "Please?" she echoed.
"If they realize I've allowed this―"
"They won't," Miruna said. "And if I am caught, I won't say a word against you. I swear it."
Renat finally nodded and unlocked the gate. "Go. Hurry."
"We will!" Lisette said. She spun in a circle as soon as they were past the gate, trying to look everywhere at once. She'd never been past the Wall. Granted, she would be allowed out later in the year once her tenth birthday arrived, but that would be short day trips with her parents to visit the villages. So when Miruna had offered her the chance to explore Vedrana's Forest, she hadn't been able to turn it down.
It was cool enough at night now that neither of them looked out of place wearing their light cloaks. They might have been just a grandmother and granddaughter out for a walk, and the thought almost made Lisette start skipping. "Do you know who Vedrana's Forest is named for?" she asked.
 
"I believe I heard the story when I was a child, but that was a long time ago now," her caretaker said, giving her a smile.
"It was named for one of our first queens! She was a fighter first, and she won every arena battle she ever competed in. She was so good she even got Queen Floriane's notice, and the two of them married!"
"And did they live happily ever after?" Miruna asked.
"Nooo," Lisette admitted. "Floriane was fine with ruling Winterbourne from the castle, but Queen Vedrana wanted to explore the forest and find a way through to the other side. Winterbourne used to trade with people on the other side of the forest, you know. There are a  lot of stories about how there aren't even people on the other side anymore, that the forest took over everything, but I think that's silly. Otherwise we would've been taken over, too.” She waved at a villager, who nodded to her in greeting. “How much farther?”
“About a mile. Maybe less.”
Lisette groaned. She didn't know how far a mile was, but it sounded like a long way. "Are you sure we'll be back before my mother and fathers realize we're gone?"
"I'm sure.”
Maybe a mile wasn't so far after all. Still, Lisette wished she'd been able to bring her armorhart with her.
It was hard to believe that Helia was actually big enough to ride now. She'd picked her out of the stables when Helia was a baby, still wobbly-legged and awkward.
Now Helia stood shoulder-height to Miruna, and Lisette rode her for almost an hour every day. When she was older, Father Nazar might change his mind and let Lisette groom Helia and clean her stall; she was Helia's owner, after all, and she wanted to take care of her. But right now, he said she was too little and besides, that was a job for the handservants.
She should have tried to bring her along. It would've been a nice reward for Helia.
If a mile wasn't very far, maybe they had time to go back? “Should we go get Helia?”
“No.”
Lisette stopped, surprised by the brusqueness of Miruna's tone. Her mother and fathers had spoken to her so on occasion when she'd been disobedient or had asked too many questions, but for a bondservant to speak so curtly was unheard of. She was torn between instinctive upset—she was a princess; how could Miruna speak to her so?—and an odd sense of pride that Miruna felt comfortable enough with her to speak to her as a parent might. Before she could decide between the feelings, figure out how to respond, Miruna continued, her tone much kinder. 
“So what happened to Vedrana?"
Lisette hesitated, and then took the out Miruna had offered as they continued on. “Nobody really knows. She went to explore, even though Floriane begged her not to. She went on a whole lot of expeditions and brought home amazing things, but then one time her expedition never came back. Queen Floriane waited and waited for her, but once she realized Vedrana was never coming home, she named the forest after her."
And she didn't like thinking about that, Lisette realized. Focusing on all the awful things that might have happened to Vedrana just as they were about to go into the place where she'd disappeared. She started to twist her hands together and then deliberately moved them back to her sides. Father Nazar didn't like the nervous habit; he said it was unbecoming of someone of her station.
Instead, she looked around, searching for a distraction. "Look at how small the houses are!" she said, pointing. "And they're so close together! Does every family own several?"
"Not exactly, Princess."
Lisette frowned up at her. "Surely they don't live in only one? Such space isn't enough for one person, let alone a family."
"That can be discussed later," she said, looking behind them for the fourth time in as many minutes.
"Will you really get in so much trouble if we're caught?" Lisette asked. "I'll tell Mother and Fathers that it was my idea to go."
"I would be in a great deal of trouble, yes," she said. "But you love stories of Vedrana's Forest, so I consider this worth it."
"Thank you, Miruna."
"You're welcome," she said, and then nodded ahead of them. "There. We're within sight of it now."
Lisette couldn't stop herself; she raced forward. Miruna hissed at her to wait, but she ran on, skidding to a stop near the edge of the great forest, her slippered feet starting to sink into the soft ground.
She stared up in awe. The trees reached to the heavens, lush and green and tangled with vines. The smell of the place was earthy and muggy and wonderful, and Lisette nearly shook with the need to go in.
Miruna caught up with her then. "Did you know there are people who live in there?"
"Really?" she gasped.
"Mmm-hm. Hunters and fishers. They live a short distance inside and then peddle their wares at the markets. You might run into them."
"Oh, I hope so!" she said. She'd love to hear stories from people who'd actually spent time in here rather than wild tales, as entertaining as those were. She started to take a step in and then glanced back at Miruna, who had retreated. "Aren't you coming?"
"Soon," she said, reaching under her cloak and taking out a bundle of white cloth strips. "You explore as much as you like but tie one of these around a tree every so often. I'll keep watch here and make sure we weren't followed."
Lisette grinned, looking at the dark, tangled expanse before her. Then she threw her arms around Miruna's waist. Father Thibault would have a conniption―he thought the only reason handservants should touch them was to lace up their clothes―but he wasn't here, and Lisette had never much liked the idea of treating the people who helped her so callously.  "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
"Are you all right?" Lisette asked. Miruna sounded like she was about to cry.
"Of course," she said, her voice steady once more. Lisette wanted to look up at her and make sure she was telling her the truth, but the law that no handservants or bondservants were allowed to look royalty in the eye was a longstanding rule that went back far past her parents' time, and she was afraid of breaking it.
"Good," she said, her concern overridden by the knowledge that she was wasting time. She took the proffered fabric strips and turned toward Vedrana's Forest. Though part of her wanted to race inside, she forced herself to take the first few steps slowly, relishing how the very air changed.
It was cool out in the villages but immediately warmer inside the tree line. The air was damp and thick, and she bounded forward, barely remembering to tie her first fabric strip onto a nearby dangling vine.
Clutching onto the base of that vine was a multi-legged insect. It glowed pale orange, and Lisette knelt down to get a closer look, realizing her mistake an instant later when her knees grew damp with mud.
She would have to get the shoes cleaned, she thought, and ask Miruna to hurry this dress to the bondservants before her mother and fathers saw it.
It didn't matter now, however. Was this a common type of bug out here, something the residents of the forest saw every day? Or was it something not yet discovered? So much about this place was unknown, after all. It was no wonder that a plethora of scary stories had sprung up around it.
However curious she was, Lisette knew better than to touch the bug. It could be poisonous.
After staring at it for a few seconds longer, fixing its image in her mind, Lisette got to her feet and moved on.
She could hear something―birds? animals?―whistling and squawking farther up in the trees. Lisette wished she could climb up and investigate, but neither her shoes nor her dress would allow that.
Patches of moonlight shone through here and there, and she skipped from one to the other, tying fabric strips . She wondered if it would be any different exploring this place during the day; if sunlight would be able to penetrate where the moonlight couldn't.
Probably not. Everything she'd read about Vedrana's Forest described it as a den of midnight, even on the brightest day. Having grown up in the castle, where windows let in every available bit of daylight and closely-spaced torches and rushlights illuminated the hallways once the sun fell, this place was fascinating.
Perhaps it would be all right if she stayed out just a little longer than half an hour.
Lisette turned to see how far in she'd gone. Her eyes widened when she saw every single one of her fabric strips wrapped around the same slender tree trunk.
*~*~*
Miruna hadn't said a thing about this possibility. She'd been the guard outside Lisette’s room since the day she'd been born, had helped care for her when her parents had been busy with the workings of the Kingdom, had read her bedtime stories on the nights when her mother―so very heavy with child now―had been too exhausted to do so. Why wouldn't she warn her of this particular danger?
She must not have known about it, Lisette thought. Miruna believed the stories about Vedrana's Forest were simply the work of people's overactive imaginations. She never would have brought her out here otherwise.
But where was she now? Lisette had shouted Miruna’s name repeatedly, to no avail.
Had Miruna abandoned her? Had she been planning to abandon her the entire time?
"Hello?" she called, walking back the way she'd come. At least, she thought it was the way. "Who's there? Miruna? Please come out; this is not funny in the slightest."
A giggle was her only answer. It was soft, high-pitched, and might've been a child's laugh. But Lisette suddenly knew it was no child, wasn't even human, and she dropped the rocks and berries she'd meant to keep as mementos from her adventure, gathered bunches of her long skirt in her fists, and ran.
"Lisette?"
"I'm here!" she called, running toward the sound of the voice. Then she hesitated, just for a second, because what if some thing was out here, and it knew her name and it was calling her and―             
She felt something brush the back of her neck, and maybe it was a tree branch―hopefully it was a tree branch―but it certainly felt like claws and Lisette raced toward the voice again, shrieking for help.
She charged out of the woods and into the sunlight, and immediately someone caught hold of her. Her neatly-trimmed nails raked at his face and arms, and then she realized that he wasn't a thing from the forest, wasn't a threat; she knew him. The Huntsman.
"Stanimir?"
"Gave yourself a fright out there, didn't you?" he asked. She nodded; it was so much easier to believe that she'd imagined a giggle, that a branch had simply touched her skin, now that she was away from the trees. And then she saw the look in his eyes. Not humor at the way she'd torn out of the forest, not relief at having found her safe. He was afraid.
"What is it?" she asked.
He didn't answer, only looked away from her. "What're you doing all the way out here?"
"I wanted to see Vedrana's Forest."
"You had to've had help," Stanimir said. "There's no chance you could've gotten past the Wall alone."
Lisette crossed her arms. Maybe Miruna had abandoned her, but maybe not. She wouldn't say a word against her until she knew what had happened. "No. She was being nice, and I don't want her to be in trouble."
"She won't be in trouble. I promise. Who...whoever it was did the right thing."
"Huntsman," she whispered, because she couldn't keep her voice strong if she raised it; he still wouldn't look at her and he should be utterly furious that she was out here and instead he told her that Miruna had done the right thing? "What happened?"
"There was a coup," he said quietly. "Your mother and Father Thibault are gone."
Lisette took a deep breath, then another. So he was angry, after all. This was a punishment. It had to be. "I know I shouldn't have come out here, but that is no reason to play a trick this cruel!"
"It is no trick, my Prince. My Princess," he corrected. "I'm sorry."
Lisette looked to the ground. He shouldn't sound so serious, not when discussing something that had to be a lie. 
Father Thibault had told her that he would teach her how to use a bow and arrow tomorrow after the midday meal. Mother Thekla had told her that once the baby was born, she could name him or her. ("What about the second name?" she'd asked eagerly. "What if the baby ends up with a second name, just like me?" "Well, you chose yours," her mother had said. "So the baby can choose a second one, if need be.")
They couldn't be gone.
But she couldn't help remembering the desperation in Miruna's voice as she'd argued with the guard. It had been her suggestion to explore Vedrana's Forest...
No.
"Miruna," she began, her voice choking on the word. She gave herself a moment, tried to compose her thoughts. "Miruna knew, then," she finally managed.
"Yes."
"Did you?"
"I knew there was unrest. I had heard of the possibility, particularly with the upcoming war. I didn't know it would happen so…I'm sorry," he repeated, and she suddenly knew that he had been privy to so much more than he'd admitted.
He had known of the betrayal. Had known when it would happen, when Mother Thekla and Father Thibault would be―
"Please don't," the Huntsman said, and only then did she realize she was crying.
Lisette turned away from him, taking what privacy she could until she managed to calm herself. Wiping the tears off her face, she spoke quietly. "What of Miruna?"
"She was killed."
"How?"
"You are a child yet," he said, shifting his weight uncomfortably. "You do not need details as to―"
"I asked you how!"
"She went to your mother's chambers. Tried to block the door. She was run through."
"And...and my mother?"
"No. I will not speak to you of that."
She almost pressed him on it, almost shouted again, but the ball of nausea in her stomach told her that maybe he was right not to tell. "And Father Nazar? Did he escape?"
"He orchestrated the coup. He holds the throne now."
She closed her eyes, and when the Huntsman spoke next, he was crouched down in front of her. "Princess, your father says he will spare your life if you swear him allegiance. If you have cause to believe otherwise, I can say I never found you. You could―"
"No. Winterbourne is my home. I will not be driven away by that... that murderous wretch."
"Be careful. He is your king."
*~*~*
"There is a chance he will have me killed. Isn't there?"
 
Stanimir shook his head, the motion so quick that Lisette wondered if he truly believed that answer, or if he just wanted to reassure her. Keep her calm right up until she was sent to Grisha's dungeons.
He needn't worry about that. She was calm.
No, not calm, precisely. She just couldn't seem to feel anything. Ever since Lisette had made the decision to return home, she had barely been able to gather the will to speak. She'd just trudged along beside the Huntsman, one foot in front of the other, knowing what she was likely heading towards and unable to make herself care.
It was horrible of her, she was certain, that she couldn't even call up any more tears. There had been some, back at Vedrana's Forest. But they had dried quickly, leaving nothing in their place.
Her mother was dead. One of her fathers was dead. And she couldn't even cry for them.
She tried to focus on things that would draw out the mourning they deserved. Thoughts of how her mother had surely begged, how terrified she must have been in her last moments. Thoughts of how Father Thibault would have screamed for her mother, would have asked for her life to be spared at least. Thoughts of the little one who would never draw breath.
There was nothing.
Then the Huntsman laid a hand on her shoulder. "You have nothing to fear," he said. "You are but a child."
 
"So was the babe my mother carried."
 
He swallowed hard, and she wondered again what he had seen. What he had allowed to happen. "Huntsman, what did Father Nazar do to―"
 
"I have already said once that I will not tell you of your mother's end. Do not ask again."
 
"Then I will order you!" she screamed, the barrier that her feelings had been lurking behind shattering so suddenly that it nearly sent her to the ground. "Because it is your doing as much as his! At least Miruna acted! She did something to help!"
 
"And where is she now?" Stanimir yelled. Then he took a quick step back, pinching the bridge of his nose. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. "She could not stop Nazar. It was foolish to try."
 
"And if she had believed that, I would be dead as well. Why did you make certain that your life would be preserved, Huntsman? So you could continue to do nothing with it?"
 
"Princess, you are grieving. As such, I will allow your words. But we are nearly to the castle, and I warn you to keep a more civil tongue in your head when you address the king."
"He is not my king," she retorted. "Is he yours?" When Stanimir didn't answer, she hurried around in front of him, crossing her arms. "Stanimir. Did you wish this to happen?" He still did not answer, but she saw both grief and resolution in his eyes, and she backed away. "You wished Father Thibault dead? My mother―"
"No. I never wished that. I desired King Thibault gone from the throne, yes, but not―"
"You have betrayed them," she said. "And in that, betrayed me as well."
"Princess―"
"Do not call me that. Do not call me anything; do not speak to me!" Lisette turned away from him and ran. She heard his footsteps close behind; she was not fool enough to think she could outrun him. But she did not address him again.
*~*~*
Nazar wondered if it was an especially gruesome thing to keep Thekla's head.
His former husband, after all, had been disposed of in the giant bonfire in the middle of the arena. Most of his wife's body had followed. But he had kept her head, wanting to be able to contact his ally in the Mirror after this meeting with the loyalists was done.
Still, perhaps he should have kept Thekla's arm or leg instead. The head did seem rather disrespectful.
"My husband and wife are dead," he announced. "That leaves me in line for the throne. Are there any objections?"
One of the loyalists cleared his throat, fidgeting in his seat as everyone turned to look at him. Finally, he gained the courage to straighten his shoulders and speak. "King Nazar, you well know that most of us supported this coup. But you swore to only act against Thibault. Thekla was against war with Village-by-the-Sea as well."
"A fair point," Nazar said. "Grisha. Reward our inquisitive friend."
At the sound of the torturer's name, the loyalist scrambled away from the table. He almost made it to the door before the guards caught him, dragging him back. Grisha followed, a smile on his face as the loyalist began shouting for help.
"I never wanted anything to happen to Thekla," Nazar lied. "But in the end, she sided with Thibault. She left us no choice." Noticing that several of the loyalists were glancing back toward the door nervously, he smiled. "Do not fear for your friend. My late husband would have had him killed  for questioning any word out of his mouth. And disloyalty will not be accepted, of course...but there is no need to be so cruel about it. He will be imprisoned for two weeks and then will be returned to his home."
The loyalist's wife nodded her head in acknowledgment, smiling gratefully. "What of your boy?" she asked. "Is…is he dead as well?"
"He went for a jaunt to Vedrana's Forest last night. A villager called out to him as he entered the woods, but he didn't heed the warning. The Huntsman is looking for him now," Nazar said. "I will make my first edicts tomorrow at sundown. You are dismissed. I know which ones of you supported my recent actions and believe me, you will be amply rewarded."
"My King!" a young Page called, as the loyalists began to shuffle out of the room. "The Huntsman found Lisette. They await you in the throne room."[Author1][Stephanie2]
Nazar sighed at the sound of his son's chosen name; almost corrected the Page. Then he relented. The boy would likely only remember his correction for a few moments before it flew out of his head again. "Thank you. Would you please tell Grisha to meet me there?"
"Of course, my King."
*~*~*
Lisette stared at the triad of thrones, biting her lower lip hard. Two of those thrones would stand empty now.
“Princess...” Stanimir began, but then Father Nazar walked into the expansive throne room, a triumphant smile on his face. Grisha followed close behind, as always.
"A fine job, Huntsman," Nazar said. "You are excused."
The Huntsman bowed deeply, trying to catch her eye, but Lisette just turned away. Whatever he had to say, it meant nothing in the face of what he'd allowed to happen.
"I suppose the Huntsman explained everything?" Nazar asked.
Everything that you did, Lisette thought furiously. "Yes."
"Then you are aware of the choice before you."
"Yes." She stood very still, because all she truly wanted to do was charge at him, punch and kick and scratch and make him feel even a fraction of the pain he must've put Mother Thekla and Father Thibault through.
Had they known Miruna had gotten her out? Or had they died believing that she was gone, too?
He addressed her again—by her old name, and she couldn't help but cringe. “You're fortunate I am giving you this choice to begin with; I will not stand here for the entire afternoon while you make it."
Lisette stared at her father, nails digging into her palms. "My apologies. I'm simply thinking it through."
He laughed. "What is there to debate? You either swear your loyalty and keep your position as my son or you become the whipping boy for my next child. You'll sleep in the bondservant’s quarters and do hard work every day. You've been assigned no tasks in your entire life; I doubt you would enjoy it."
I am no one's son. "Be that as it may," she said. "I would far sooner work than claim any loyalty to you."
"If that is the way you would have it," Nazar said. "You could have refrained from insolence and lived out your life. Grisha? His hair."
Lisette yelped when Grisha grabbed her arm, a knife in his other hand. "Hold still," he hissed.
She did so, terrified that if she tried to run or struggle, the knife would cut into her head rather than just slice off her hair.
Just, she thought, trying not to cry as she watched the long, dark hair she'd grown cascade to the floor in ragged clumps. She remembered how thrilled she'd been when her mother and Father Thibault had given her permission to grow her hair long, to wear dresses if she so wished. She had learned through asking the handservants that such things were generally allowed among their class, but with royalty, it was always a hazy matter. "They have a son," she remembered one of the kitchen workers saying. "Why would they want a daughter instead?"
Father Nazar had argued against it, saying that such 'weaknesses of identity' were more suited for servants and peasants than someone of royal blood. But Mother Thekla and Father Thibault had understood and overruled Father Nazar. They let her grow her hair, and two days after Lisette had spoken to them of her feelings, Miruna had dressed her in a newly-made pale green gown.
Now the knife grew ever closer to her skull, scraping her skin bare, and Lisette closed her eyes and tried very hard not to tremble. Finally, her father gave a satisfied nod.
"Take him away."
*~*~*
Nazar watched Grisha take hold of the child's arm and lead him out of the room. Pity. He might have made a fine heir. The fact that Thibault and Thekla had been standing in his way didn't mean Nazar meant the boy ill, but he clearly wasn't bright enough to understand that. Now Nazar needed to go elsewhere for answers.
Which was for the best, he could see that now. Thekla had been a fair-haired, fair-skinned woman. He himself had hair so blond it was almost white; the boy's brown eyes, dark skin, and black hair had marked him as Thibault's son from the moment of his birth. [Author3][Stephanie4][Charlie K5]And Thekla had refused to share a bed with him for months upon months now, so the whelp she'd been carrying had been another one of Thibault's.
He'd wanted to have a child of his own before he acted against his violent, treacherous husband, but that had not come to pass. None of the servants he'd brought to his bed had fallen pregnant, which made him wonder if there wasn't some conspiracy afoot against him. The peasants reproduced like flies; it was hard to believe that palace women would find conception such a rare thing.
He walked to his quarters and picked his former wife's head up off the bedside table.
It was a pity, Nazar thought, that Thekla had grown so cold toward him. He had loved her dearly once.
With one hand carelessly fisted in her hair, he walked to the ornate Mirror and gingerly removed it from the wall, laying it down on the bed. Nazar pressed the bloody stump of her neck to the cool glass.
Instantly the surface changed, swirling dark colors as all of the blood drained from Thekla's neck. Finally, the Mirror released her, and Nazar tossed her withered head aside.
A face smiled at him from in the Mirror. Nazar smiled back and asked his question.
"An heir?"
"The answer you seek lies with the headmistress of the servants."
The king frowned. "What?" Sidonie was a hard worker, had never made any trouble, and stayed well out of the way during his takeover, but she was past her childbearing years. How could she be of aid?
But though Nazar might have had concerns, he knew better than to voice them to the Mirror. The last time he'd verbally doubted his old friend, it had taken the blood of four bondservants to get him to come out again.
"She harbors what you need."
The face disappeared into the colors, and Nazar sighed. He supposed he couldn't have expected a very long conversation, not with what little lifeblood he had brought this time.
He made his way to the headmistress's quarters and stopped at her door, pressing an ear against it.
Where there should've been silence, he heard voices.
"Did I or did I not tell you that he would leave?"
"I know. I'm sorry."
An aggrieved sigh. "And I suppose you want me to help raise the brat."
"As soon as the child's born I can work again. I'll speak to Ermolai once I'm fit and able to earn a room. Until then, let me stay with you? Please."
The king grinned and pulled open the door. Both women took a step back, and while normally the display of subservience would've pleased him, right now the only thing he could see was how heavily pregnant the younger one was. His grin grew wider.
"Sidonie," he said pleasantly. "Who is your guest?"
"My daughter."
"Hm." He looked her over.  Her hair was pulled back tightly―too tight to be pretty; he would ask one of the handservants to fix that―and her clothing was plain, all draping robes and pale fabric. She'd been living as a villager, out past the Wall. "What's your name?"
"Emeline," she murmured.
"And the father? Who is he?"
"I don't know."
He smiled. "You're a poor liar, Emeline. I simply want to know if he's going to create trouble for me."
"He doesn't know of the child," she admitted. "If he ever found out, I doubt he would be sober enough to care."
"And what does he look like? Is his skin dark or fair?"
"Fair," she whispered, looking confused. "Blond hair, blue eyes."
His own coloration, Nazar thought triumphantly. "I must congratulate you, Sidonie. She's precisely what I'm looking for."
Sidonie beamed. “I'm honored, my King. Emeline's a fine daughter. Well-suited to the life she has now, in fact," she said. "Doesn't aspire to more. She's quite a humble girl, really."
Nazar laughed. He could practically see the nervousness radiating off her, hear the faint tremble in her voice as she fought to keep her tone conversational. "Why, Sidonie, are you saying you wouldn't approve of my taking interest?"
Two weeks before the coup, he'd had to dismiss his latest mistress, Yeva, when she'd proved herself incapable of granting him a son. She'd whined at him, begging to stay—it was the hope of all servants and peasants to one day be chosen by a royal or a loyalist—[Charlie K6]and he'd finally had to slap her to make her see sense. Sidonie had been the one to retrieve the sobbing woman from his quarters, and it was plain that she was worried her daughter would be put in Yeva's position before long.
She had no reason to fear, so long as the child was born healthy.
Now Sidonie bowed, the perfect picture of an obedient servant.  "My deepest apologies, my King, if that was how it came across. I simply believe you could do so much better."
"It is true, I could.” He'd had such high hopes for Yeva; she was tall and delicately beautiful and would have looked perfect standing by his side. “Emeline? Come with me."
"She will be your bride, then?" Sidonie asked. Nazar laughed.
"That depends on whether she bears me a son or a daughter. Once I have a son, she'll get the title of Queen." Disappointment flashed across Sidonie's face, and he grinned. "You didn't become headmistress without doing the proper work, now did you?"
"No, my King."
*~*~*
The king looked down the table at the gathered loyalists, waiting for silence before he began speaking. It didn't take long for them to settle down, which made his heart swell with pride.
The last time his husband had given his yearly edicts, there had been no talking at all. There was a fine line between being a good, firm king and being a tyrant. Thibault had crossed that line early into their rule, and most had been terrified to anger him. He and Thekla had argued against some of his crueler edicts, but he had slowly gone from considering their words and compromising, to barely pretending to listen, to simply laughing whenever they tried to intervene.
They were meant to rule equally, and Thibault had ignored that. Really, he was lucky that Nazar hadn't overthrown him sooner.
So far, the loyalists held enough respect for Nazar that they grew quiet when he wished but weren't frightened into utter silence at the sight of him.
"My first edict," he said, "is that there will be no war against Village-by-the-Sea."
Almost everyone at the large table smiled or breathed sighs of relief.
"If I may speak?" one of the loyalists said, getting to his feet. "I would like to thank you. My son is a soldier, and no one he knew was looking forward to an engagement with that kingdom's sorcerers."
"Sorcerers or no," King Nazar said, "war with them is unnecessary. We can easily keep them as an ally. My husband's greed would have been the death of far too many of us." Thibault had scoffed at the soldiers' fears, saying that their Goddesses were far stronger than any rumored magic Village-by-the-Sea could possess.
Which was true, yes. But it would have been a horrendous battle for little gain.
"My second edict," he continued, "is that the merchants will no longer have to pay an entrance fee to come to the castle market. My third edict is that the arena will be expanded to hold up to two thousand more people; the expansion is already planned, and construction will start day after tomorrow. Now, I'm sure you're wondering if I'm going to raise your taxes in order to pay for these things. That will not be necessary, because my fourth edict is that people from outside the castle gates will be welcome to attend the fights, for a fee."
Another loyalist got to his feet, and King Nazar nodded to him.
"They will have a separate section, correct?"
"Of course."
The loyalist smiled and sat back down, and King Nazar continued.
"My final edict is that there will now be five deathfights a year, not two. As a corollary, legal betting will now be allowed." He smiled. "With a portion of the winnings going back to the castle, naturally."
The loyalists descended into a flurry of conversation, grinning and whispering excitedly to each other like children. King Nazar gave them a benevolent smile.
His rule would be perfect.




Chapter Two

"Time to go, Prince."
 
Lisette rubbed a hand over her now-bare head and looked up at Grisha, who was smirking at her through the bars. Raising her chin, she got to her feet and walked out of the cell at a measured pace.
 
She almost made it to the arena before she started shaking.
 
Lisette knew she could keep her chin high all she wanted, but she wasn't royalty anymore. She was as low as the bondservants now. Her finery had been burned, leaving her with only a white slip of a dress that scratched against her skin. No shoes. She first felt the cold stone under her feet and then the dirt of the arena. She'd heard tales of how much blood had been spilled here. Hers would be next.
 
That knowledge didn't help her stop shaking.
 
She walked further in, and for a few seconds considered just throwing herself into the enormous fire in the middle of the arena. The audience wanted the entertainment of a fight; that would certainly change things.
 
However, a few steps toward the roaring fire told her that there was no chance of getting close enough to throw herself in. The heat and smoke brought tears to her eyes as it was.
 
She stopped and looked up at her once-father, who was beaming down at her from his throne. The two thrones beside him were empty, and though she'd been expecting that sight, it still twisted her stomach into a knot. "Any last words?" he asked, clearly trying not to laugh.
 
Lisette wanted to snarl at him, wanted to tell him he was a murderer and was sure to be a poor excuse for a king, but her throat had grown tight and she was most certainly not going to give that horrible man the satisfaction of seeing her cry.
 
"All right, then," Nazar said. He directed his gaze to the other end of the arena. "Bring in the new fighter."
 
Lisette froze, praying that she'd heard wrong. Several loyalists had spoken of the arena's latest acquisition, though they'd stopped if they realized she was within earshot. He was a traitor to the crowns, she'd heard, a vicious and brutal man. He had never lost a fight.
That record was unlikely to be broken now.
He walked into the arena, the guard escorting him looking more nervous than stoic. Small wonder, Lisette thought. The fighter was a head taller than he was. On the rare occasions her parents had allowed her to view the fights, every fighter had bowed to the kings and queen the moment they'd entered the arena, but this man paid King Nazar no mind. He walked straight to the weapons wall, selecting a weapon—a sword that looked to be taller than she was—before stalking closer.
She began to not-so-idly wonder about her chances of scrambling straight up the arena wall. Had Nazar truly needed to call out this giant?
"I knew you would appreciate this opportunity," Nazar said, smiling down at the man. "You clearly had no use for my husband's rule, after all. Strike down his remaining child and I'll not only grant you your freedom, I'll make you a loyalist."
The fighter said nothing, and Nazar returned his attention to Lisette.
 
"Choose your weapon."


Why? Lisette thought despairingly. So this man could knock it out of her hand in half a second and then send her to join her family?
 
"No," she said.
At that word her voice came back, and with it the knowledge of what her mother would've wanted. Nazar had taken her dresses and her hair and her title and soon he would see her life taken as well, but she was still the daughter of a king and a queen. She would not face her end sniffling and weeping.
"If you wish me dead, then you can see it happen in the same way you cut down my mother and father―while they were defenseless!"
 
She whirled on the fighter and to her immediate rage saw a faint smile on his face. He thought to laugh at her, then? "And you!" she snapped. "I sincerely hope you break that sword cutting me in half." She crossed her arms, glaring up at him. "On with it, then."
 
He regarded her for a moment, no longer smiling, and for an instant Lisette wanted to just curl up on the ground and sob.
 
Only a moment more, she told herself, gritting her teeth. It isn't as if this is going to take long.
 
And then the man set his sword on the ground and turned his back on her.
 
The loyalists, who had been talking excitedly a moment before, now raised their voices in shock. Nazar's voice carried above them, shouting at the fighter to pick up the sword and finish it. He didn't move.
 
Then the tone of the chants changed from surprise to amusement, and Lisette even heard several people laughing.
"I am a merciful king!" Nazar roared. "So long as I am obeyed! You will never earn your freedom," he snapped, pointing at the fighter. "You will serve this arena for the rest of your life. And you will be flogged for this treachery."
Then laughter and cheers overtook his voice completely, and Grisha had hold of her hand.
"No!" Lisette protested, digging her heels into the dirt. She hadn't survived this only to be tortured to death.
 
"Hush, boy," he said. "You're to go to the bondservant’s quarters."
 
"How did…Nazar hasn't―"


"It's what your father will want, once he's come to his senses. The loyalists see the two of you as   pets now," he said, glancing back at the man in the arena. "No one likes it when a pet dies. So, you'll be a bondservant."
Several moments later he pushed her into the bondservants' quarters, and she stared around in disgust.
Bondservants were of a lower rank than handservants; they weren't allowed to leave the castle grounds and they ate at the very end of every meal, after everyone else had taken their share. Still, she had always pictured their quarters were something like those the handservants had―nothing luxurious, but comfortable. But this was a large room with an odd, awful smell to it, pallets of what looked like rotting hay on the floor to sleep on, and one large washbasin for everyone to rinse their hands and hair.
Lisette thought of her own personal tub, of Miruna singing to her as she gently washed her hair, of her soft, comfortable bed and warm quilts. She was torn between an overwhelming desire to run back to her rooms and pretend that none of this had ever happened, and a bone-deep shock that other people who lived under the same roof as she did lived in these conditions and she'd never had any idea. 
Some of the bondservants looked at her curiously; most just slept on or continued getting dressed for their late shifts. Two of the bondservants were arguing, their voices low.
As soon as Grisha was gone, Lisette moved closer to the two who were fighting. She recognized one of them; sier name was Roz. Sie divided sier time between caring for the armorharts and fighting in the arena.
"What's done is done," the bondservant said.
"And you should have stayed out of it! There was no―" Then Roz realized how close Lisette had gotten. "Princess."
Lisette nodded in acknowledgment. "What is wrong?" she asked, before remembering that whatever the answer was, she no longer had the power to do anything about it.
"It is nothing, Princess," the younger one said. "Simply a reassignment."
"To where?"
"The arena."
Lisette frowned. Roz was tall, the muscles in sier arms clearly defined. The other bondservant was softer, sturdy but not well-muscled, and her face and arms were unscarred. Unless she was a very fast learner...
"Your crime?"
"It was no crime," Roz snapped, and then sie kneeled. "My apologies, Princess. My daughter is not meant for such a place."
"We tried to protect your mother, once we realized what was happening," the bondservant said quietly, as Roz regained sier feet. "My involvement was discovered. And I was lucky, actually," she said, looking pointedly at Roz. "Three other bondservants were killed."
"Which is precisely why you should have retreated!" Roz said. "You should have come to me, to the other fighters―"
"There was no time."
"I know," Roz admitted. Sie took a deep breath and then turned to Lisette. "I am so sorry no one was able to help her. If there's anything I can do for you, Princess[Charlie K7], let me know."
"Me as well," Roz's daughter said, holding out her hand. "I'm Soraya."
"Thank you," Lisette said, tears pricking at her eyes. But these weren't tears of mourning, or of fear like the ones in the arena. They were tears of gratitude. Her fathers had said time and again that any kindness shown to them and the loyalists was because of their rank; now that hers was gone, she'd assumed that everyone would grow cold. These two had every reason to hate her, or at the very least ignore her, but instead they showed overwhelming kindness. "Thank you so much. And I do remember you, Roz. You've taken lovely care of my armorhart."
Not hers anymore, she thought, biting her lip.
"Thank you, Princess," Roz said, gathering the last of sier daughter's things. "Dinner is already over for tonight. But Loyalist Yelena will bring food in the morning after she visits the market."
"I do not know a Loyalist Yelena," Lisette said, trying to remember all the names she'd heard during the royal banquets.
"She was promoted earlier today. She promised the bondservants a meal."
Just promoted today? That meant she had supported Nazar's coup. She wouldn't take a scrap from that woman. She could live with being one of the last ones in the castle to eat, but she would not accept food from one of the people who'd put her into this position.
That anger held out through Yelena's first visit, and her second. On her third visit, hunger overrode pride.
*~*~*
"If there's anything else you need, Mistress, feel free to summon me."
Emeline could only imagine Lisette's desperate need to get out of that room. On the day of the Snow Festival last year, her mother Thekla had been wearing this very dress, and Lisette herself would have been decked out in finery, ready to go play in the snow with the loyalists' children.
When Emeline had spoken out of turn at her Introductory Dinner, the king had assigned the former princess as her attendant, ordering Lisette to teach her all the customs she needed to know.
"Thank you, Lisette."
The girl looked up, coming very close to meeting her eyes at the sound of her chosen name. She looked down again immediately, then gave her a brief curtsy and left.
It was tradition, on every Snow Festival day, for one bondservant to be released. If the king wouldn't have her lashed or worse for it, she would suggest Lisette's name.
Emeline looked down at the dress Lisette and her other attendants had helped her put on this morning. Nazar had brought in a cape to go with it, one that had been passed from queen to queen for generations. The pearl-colored fabric draped over her shoulders, and seabird feathers decorated the collar.
Nazar had said that he was doing her a favor by allowing her to wear it when she was still only his mistress, but wearing it didn't feel like a blessing. The tips of the feathers brushed against her chin, and it was a constant hassle to remind herself not to swat them away. She could only imagine what the repercussions would be if she destroyed part of this cape, especially in front of an audience.
It had been a gift from Village-by-the-Sea. Lisette had rattled off the name of the gifter, of the queen it had been given to, and of the circumstances surrounding the ceremony, but half of the information had drifted right on through Emeline's mind.
She wasn't meant for this.
Emeline paced back and forth in her new room, wishing that she could enjoy the fine luxury of the tapestries and thick bedding and her own washbasin and bathing tub without feeling like she was about to be sick. She wondered if Lisette had ever felt this way, felt trapped. The girl was young, yes, but only about seven years her junior.
She tightly gripped the stone sides of the window, staring at the snow-covered ground so far below, wondering if it would be an irredeemable sin or a great mercy to throw herself down.
What kind of life could her child have now?
He would never want for anything, she thought, glancing back at the beautiful room. Would never go to bed hungry.
But to be brought up as the son of that man...
Many of her friends had supported Nazar , had wished for him to be the sole king and had cheered when he'd taken the throne. She hadn't. She had grown up in this castle, and knew full well what type of man she'd just been bound to.
It chilled her to think of all the people who had irritated Nazar and suddenly 'volunteered' for the deathfights. Sidonie told her friends the tales as though they were funny things, charming quirks. ‘You should have seen Daciana's face as they took her to the dungeon,’ she'd said. ‘That'll teach her to look one of our kings in the eye.’
Nazar had gained support from people out past the wall because he'd promised to tear that wall down. Take down the barricade that separated the loyalists and the castle from the commoners and replace it with a wall that protected everyone from Vedrana's Forest.
All of her friends loved that idea, and Emeline couldn't blame them. She herself had lost her father to a monster from that dank, humid place. But while others in her village had seen Nazar as a savior, she'd known he was no kinder than Thibault. He was simply more charming.
And now she was his mistress. He would be the father to her child.
Emeline gasped in pain as her grip on the stone grew too tight, slicing open her hand.
She watched droplets of her blood fall to the ground, staining the snow, and closed her eyes.
It was nonsense, she thought. Just an old children's story, and a gruesome one at that.
Still. It was said that if a pregnant woman saw white snow mix with red blood, she could make whatever wish she chose for her unborn child, and the Goddesses would see that it came to pass.
Emeline felt in her heart that she was carrying a son, but she prayed for it to be the truth anyway. A daughter would have every right to the throne, but Nazar was woefully old-fashioned and he would only be satisfied once she bore a son. Perhaps if this child was a boy, he would consider her duty completed and wouldn't expect her to lie with him.
Let him be far different from his father, she prayed, both the true and the new one. Let him have an aversion to bloodshed, rather than a need for it.
She drew her hand back inside, cradling it as she moved to the washbasin. Her heart felt a little more at peace as she lowered her hand into the water and watched the clear liquid turn pale pink.
One of her handservants rapped on the door, telling her it was time for the festival, and Emeline waddled to the door.
"Would you please ask the doctor to fetch a bandage for my hand?" she asked. "Thank you."
The handservant nodded and ran off, and Emeline waited.
"What happened?" the doctor, Alain, asked as soon as he arrived, gingerly wrapping the bandage around her hand.
"Edge of a stone," she said. Then she smiled. "But there was enough blood to drip down. I got to make a prayer for my child."
"That's wonderful."
Then she descended the stairs and found King Nazar waiting for her. She took his hand with her uninjured one and smiled brilliantly as the doors opened for them.
Despite her exhaustion and general nerves, it wasn't hard to smile at the sight that awaited her. The grass, which had been lush and green just yesterday, was now dusted with white. And the Goddess Tree...
She wished that there was no ceremony, that she could just sit underneath the tree all day as she had once in a while as a child, whenever she'd been able to avoid Sidonie for long enough.
The Goddess Tree had been standing for as long as her mother, grandmother, and her grandmother's mothers had been alive. Three lunar cava trees had grown together near the roots, twining up and around until their branches formed one enormous canopy. Over the decades, kings and queens had ordered wood and metal supports built to help hold up the flower-laden branches, making it possible for ceremonies such as this one to be held underneath them.
"Greetings, loyalists," King Nazar said, smiling out across the crowd. He adjusted the fur-lined white cloak that was a match for hers and then continued on. "We gather here to give praise to the Three Sisters: Calene, Nobaris, and Miona. Without their fine influence, we would be nothing. It is said that it was Miona, the Goddess of the Heart, who first created this Day of Snow. The Goddesses of the Mind and Conscience had gone into battle, fighting against the Goddess of Lies, and left Miona to mind their home. But they did not return, and eventually all of Miona's warmth faded and the earth froze. But then Nobaris and Calene came back to their sister, wounded but alive, and the sun shone again.”
Emeline tried to listen, to focus on the familiar story and on keeping a smile on her face for the gathered crowd, but a sharp pain in her abdomen nearly sent her to her knees. She squeezed King Nazar's hand, trying to silently tell him that something was wrong, but he didn't react.
“Miona kept one day of snow every summer to remind us of how quickly things can change, to always be grateful for―"
Wetness flooded down her legs. Please, she thought, let it be birthing water and not blood. She squeezed the king's hand again, this time hard enough to elicit a yelp.
"Emeline, what―"
She motioned down, to the pool of liquid spreading out from under the front edge of her skirt.
"Doctor!" Nazar shouted, as Emeline staggered back to lean against the trunk of the Goddess Tree. "Everything is fine," he assured the crowd, as Alain and three handservants rushed to her side. "My heir will be born on the Day of Snow,” she heard him continue, as the doctor and his assistants helped her back toward the castle. “This is a particular blessing from the Goddesses, and one that hasn't occurred in over three hundred years, since King Anselme's rule. Please join me in a prayer for the child's safe delivery."
*~*~*
The lifecord was wrapped around her daughter's neck.
Emeline sat up as best she could, tears streaming down her face, watching as her attendants took care of the child. Her tiny face was blue, and Emeline knew the mistake she'd made. By giving prayers to a boy, to a child who didn't even exist, she'd doomed her little girl before she'd taken her first breath.
Then the baby sucked in air and let out a furious cry, and Emeline laughed, holding out her arms for her.
Nazar bestowed a name upon her―Ilari― before she could fully catch her breath. Afterwards, Emeline held her daughter close, gently kissing the top of her head.
"She's perfect," Nazar said, holding out his arms for her. Emeline reluctantly held her little girl out, reassured somewhat when Nazar held her gently, staring down at her with honest affection.
"She'll be a true royal," he whispered. "She'll get the best of education in all things, just as I did. Your mother will teach her how to deal with the servants, of course, and I'll bring in the very best of tutors."
Emeline's heart grew cold. She had heard tales of some royal children being raised by nannies and tutors, but such things had gone out of style decades ago.
But then, she thought bitterly, Nazar was old-fashioned.
"What of me?" she asked.
He chuckled indulgently. "Come now, Emeline. You can't even read. What use could you be to her?"




Chapter Three

Gennadi couldn't believe he'd been nervous about moving to the castle market. Since his mother and Donatien had been nervous, too, he'd downplayed any concern he'd felt, but as they'd ridden in past the wall, within full sight of the castle and the loyalist’s homes, he couldn't help but stare around in a panic.
He'd reminded himself that he shouldn't feel intimidated. The loyalists were just people, after all. Potential customers. But looking around, seeing the square teeming with the most people he'd ever seen in one place, and comparing it to the tiny daily markets in his village…
Then they'd settled into their booth and had gotten down to the familiar business of selling their fruits and vegetables and wares while Donatien waved and called loudly to the loyalists, trying to lure them in. Gennadi had calmed down within moments.
Less than an hour later, Renaud wandered up to the booth, and Gennadi decided that he could very well get used to the castle market.
He knew he should also be calling out to the passing loyalists, but they'd been doing quite well; his mother was completing a sale even now. She wouldn't mind if he spared a few more moments to talk.
"So which village is yours?" Renaud asked. "I live in Masonfield."
Very close to the wall, then. Pity. Well, perhaps if sales stayed good, they would meet each other here again. There was no ridiculously high entry fee to pay any more, after all. "We're in Warelane." 
"Isn't that right next to Vedrana's Forest?"
Gennadi nodded, standing up a little straighter. "I've been in there a time or two."
"Really? Did you see any monsters? Which were the worst?"
"Well, the Dwarves were terrifying―"
"Did you fight them?"
Actually, he'd run away screaming, but that wouldn't be the most flattering picture to put forward. "Lucky I'm alive," Gennadi evaded. "But the worst were the nightmare lights."
"I don't think I've ever heard of those."
"If you ever go into Vedrana's Forest and see blue lights, don't look right at 'em. They take your worst fear and show it to you. Awful way to go."
"Have you ever been to Village-by-the-Sea?"
"No," Gennadi said. "You?"
"Not me, but my father has. He says…" Renaud glanced around, making sure no one was eavesdropping. "He says it's even more amazing than this castle. Some people live so close to the ocean they can about reach their hands out their front doors and touch it. And there are mermaids." When Gennadi just gave him a confused look, he went on. "Top half of a woman and the bottom half of a fish."
"Has to be just a story," Gennadi said, though he could feel his heart light up with curiosity. If a forest held such oddities, what might an entire ocean contain?
"Swear on my life," Renaud said. "My father saw the skeleton of one with his own eyes. If you ever get a chance to trade there, take it. Cured fish is fine, sure, but fresh fish is supposed to be the best thing you could ever eat."
Gennadi was trying to figure out how to segue into the possibility of meeting up with each other again next week when Renaud peered behind him and frowned. "What?" Gennadi asked.
"Well, your little brother was peeking out and making faces at me." Gennadi turned, ready to lecture, only to go completely still.  "And then he just ran off."
Gennadi looked this way and that, searching the crowd for Donatien. Just when he was about to start yelling his name, he saw him scurrying through the crowd. Caught sight of a sweets cart, no doubt.
"Tell my mother what's going on," he said, and then hurried past Renaud and ran after his brother.
He was nowhere used to his newfound height yet.
He'd always been awkward as a child, and this latest growth spurt had morphed that into full-out clumsiness. He bumped into three people on his quest to catch Donatien before the boy could run into a carriage's path or something equally dangerous, and then nearly got hit by a carriage himself.
Jumping back out of the way of the trotting armorhart, Gennadi stumbled, knocking directly into someone behind him.
Turning, the sight of a young man around his own age had him falling silent. This other was dressed in finery the likes of which Gennadi had never worn and would never wear―only now, those fine clothes were a dripping, slimy mess.
Gennadi hadn't knocked into him directly but rather into the basket of eggs he'd been carrying.
A loyalist's son. And he'd done this.
Before Gennadi could gather his words together, the other boy narrowed his eyes and then actually stomped his foot. "You tell me you're sorry, right now!"
Embarrassment  morphed into anger, and Gennadi glared right back, tempted to spit on this pompous brat's foot. Then he felt a hand on his arm. His mother―with, fortunately, little Donatien in tow.
"Oh, dear," Ambre murmured. "We're quite sorry about this."
"No," the loyalist's son said, "I want to hear it from him."
"Beg your pardon," she said. "I merely―"
Her words stopped suddenly, interrupted by the crack of his palm across her cheek. "Did I or did I not say I wanted to hear from your boy?"
Gennadi leaped at him.
He'd scrapped around with the village children but never anything quite this serious and, he realized, never against an opponent who was so very, very poor at fighting back. It was this realization that finally let him give in to his mother as she tried to pull him away, his knuckles split from the force of his blows. The loyalist's son was curled on the ground, wailing.
More importantly to Gennadi, his little brother was crying as well. He went to Donatien, trying to calm him, and then a furious shout had him turning back.
A man and woman hurried forward, concern and fury warring on their faces. "Guards!" the man yelled. Then he strode up to Gennadi, fists clenched. "Violent little cur," he snarled. "I'll see you put on the circuit!"
"Loyalist, please," Ambre begged, kneeling, one hand over her heart in apology.  "He's only sixteen. Do not have him sent away. I will pay you what I can; I will work as a bondservant for as long as you require and―"
"I only fought him because he struck my mother!" Gennadi protested.
The woman ignored him, helping her son to his feet. "Oh, poor darling, look at your clothes! Shh. Come on, let's get you to a doctor."
Realizing there was no quarter to be found with the loyalists, Gennadi turned to his mother. "I'll be fine. You can earn plenty of king's copper in the fighting circuit! I'll send you back anything I can. And you," he said, hugging Donatien, "be good. No...no getting into fights?"
The small boy nodded, scrubbing at the tears on his face, and then he dove into his mother's arms.
And Gennadi had done the right thing, he knew that; he couldn't have let someone hit his mother and let that go unanswered. But seeing the expression on her face as she cuddled Donatien close, he wondered if it had truly been the right thing after all. She would rather have lived with the humiliation of a slap, he realized, than with losing him.
What had he done?
"Mom," he said. "I'm sorry."
"It's all right," she said, tears shining in her eyes. "Just be careful. Please."
"Actually," the woman said, and Gennadi dared to give her a hopeful look. Then he saw the calculating expression on her face as she looked over his mother and brother. "What you said about working for us? I do believe we'll take you up on that. And you needn't worry about sending them king's copper, boy," she added, giving Gennadi a too-sweet smile. "We'll provide them with whatever they need."
Then the guards grabbed Gennadi's arms and led him away.
*~*~*
They were inside the wall now, at least. Gennadi had to focus on that, remind himself that his mother and Donatien weren't in any danger from the monsters in Vedrana's Forest.
No, just monsters with haughty expressions and fancy clothes.
It would be all right, Gennadi told himself. The loyalists might not approve of him sending his family king's copper, but they would be fine with him sending it to them. Four of the other fighters here had joined the circuit because they wanted to be able to earn enough to buy their relatives or friends from servitude. He would do the same.
Granted, this latest development meant that it would take him longer to get them out.
Roz had called a meeting of the fighters and asked for help. Sier daughter Soraya was pregnant and given that the year's third deathfight was scheduled in ten days’ time, they had to get her out .
His first training session had been with Roz. He'd asked sier how sie'd gotten to be here; sie'd told him that sie'd had an entertainment stand at one of the weekly village markets, doing trick throws with sier knives, until someone had told sier that sie could make  much more king's copper by joining the circuit. And sie had, later in the year when drought stole sier crops for the second year in a row and sie hadn't been able to afford to keep the farm. At which point Gennadi had set down his sword and asked very politely (he would not use the word 'begged', though from the glimmer of amusement  in sier eyes he was sure that term was more accurate) for sier to show him some knife tricks.
Roz obliged, and told Gennadi about sier village all the while, and he'd given sier stories of his own in return, finally telling sier of the situation his mother and brother were in. Sie had responded by telling him about sier child, who had been assigned to the circuit after siding against King Nazar during the coup.
Roz had been the one who'd reminded him, in the midst of his depression and panic, that bondservants could almost always be bought from their masters. Sie had given him hope again.
Given that, how could he not help sier?
Most of the fighters, it turned out, sent their king's copper elsewhere. One of the loyalists, Yelena, came and gathered coin and letters, delivering them to friends and family beyond the wall. So, when Roz asked for help on Soraya's behalf, nearly all of the fighters gave what they could. But it hadn't amounted to enough.
Gennadi had heard stories in the village about the terrifying, hardhearted men and women who worked the fighting circuit. Instead he'd found himself sitting among a group of people who were heartbroken at not being able to help one of their own. Several looked close to tears.
And so he'd put up all of the rest.
It set him back five months' worth of saved earnings and winnings, but he knew it was the right thing to do. Moreover, he knew that his mother would agree.
He wasn't expecting the hug one of the other fighters immediately gave him. 
"Not a problem," he muttered, quickly getting to his feet. "I can last a day or two without visiting the shops for such a cause."
"That's more than a day or two's winnings," another fighter said, clapping him on the back as he headed away.  "Good of you."
Certain that his face was red by now, Gennadi shook his head. "Now, don't start cooing at me. It's only about self-preservation. If Soraya fights in that arena she'll be fighting for herself and that baby. I've been on enough hunts to know you never threaten a mama's cubs."
"Very true," Roz agreed. "And I know you dearly want to run, boy, but I'm going to hug you anyway."
He smiled at sier and opened his arms. Roz gave him a brief hug before stepping back and addressing him quietly. "Aubin was right. That is far more than a day or two's winnings. I will repay you any king's copper I earn from a fight, until the debt is paid."
"I don't..." he began, but then nodded once. After all, coin from the two of them would add up much faster than just his earnings. "Thank you, Roz. Though, I have to ask...you called a meeting of everyone, and didn't ask the Champion? Given his record, he must have enough king's copper to buy every one of us our freedom twice over."
Sie blinked at him and then gave an indulgent smile. "You're so boisterous that sometimes I forget how new you are," sie said. Roz sierself had been on the circuit for years; sier left arm wouldn't bend correctly anymore and sie bore a wicked scar that rose from the top right corner of sier lip up towards sier nose. "He doesn't earn anything for his battles or deathfights."
"What? Why not?"
"Four years ago, he refused an order to kill Lisette after the coup. King Nazar sentenced him to serve this place until he dies."
Gennadi winced. He hadn't really spoken to the Champion―so far as he could tell, nobody did―and given that the man didn't socialize with anyone else after the battles or during training, he'd just assumed he was standoffish. Which he'd seen as both a pity and a blessing. A pity because, after hearing so many impressive tales about his accomplishments in the arena, he dearly wanted to speak with him and perhaps even become friends. A blessing because his admiration for the man may have shifted  into deeper feelings, which meant any attempt to talk to him would just result in Gennadi tripping over his own words.
"I have to go tell Soraya ," Roz said. "I didn't even let her know that I was going to ask this of all of you. I didn't want to get her hopes up if I couldn't..."  Sie cleared sier throat and gave him a bright smile. "Thank you again. I might even consider letting you get a hit in next time we spar."
"No, you won't."
Sie laughed. "No, I won't."
*~*~*
Three months later, having saved enough king's copper, Gennadi asked Roz to write the letter. Sie did so, and the following day he sent it out with Loyalist Yelena. She said that she knew the couple who had 'hired' his family, and they weren't truly as bad as they'd first seemed. While the look on Yelena's face had been sincere, Gennadi was afraid that she was just trying to make him feel better.
When he got the reply six days later, he became certain of it.
"Are you sure you don't want to wait until after the battle?" Roz asked, unfolding the letter. "Best to keep a clear head beforehand, especially since you're going against the Champion. Good news or bad might impair your reflexes, and―"
"Not as much as not knowing would," he said. "Besides, it's not to the death." While he was old enough to participate in a deathfight―barely―his name had yet to be called. Sooner or later, though, it would be. He dreaded that and looked forward to it all at the same time; the idea of fighting someone to the death was terrifying, but those battles provided much more king's copper to the winners.
Roz raised sier eyebrows at him but finally returned sier gaze to the paper.
"We find your concern for your kin quite admirable," Roz read. "However, they have proven to be valuable help and as such they will be staying. No need to waste your coin–though I assure you, were we willing to give them up, it would be for a much higher price than the sum you offered." Sie glanced up at him, grief plain on sier face, and then quietly finished. "We wish you well. Loyalist Emeric and Loyalist Orianne."
Gennadi slowly took the letter from sier hands and stared at it, as if his glare would make the letters rearrange themselves into more agreeable words. Then he swore loudly and tore the thick paper to shreds.
"I'm so sorry, Gennadi," Roz offered.
Knowing that anything he said would come out in a yell and unwilling to shout at sier, Gennadi stormed out of the room, heading to the entrance of the arena. The gate was still closed, but he could hear the rustle of the loyalists' clothes, the murmur of their voices.
Were Emeric and Orianne there? Had they brought along his mother and brother, so they could laugh at their concern for him during the fight?
As the gate opened, Gennadi, fists clenched so tightly his hands ached, nearly shoved the guard aside in his haste. People shouted and cheered as he entered, laughter in their voices, and he searched the shadowy crowd for his family's familiar silhouettes.
He stalked to the weapons wall, looking everything over, and then turned a glare toward King Nazar when he spoke.
"Eager, are we?"
The loyalists around him laughed, and Gennadi bared his teeth in a poor semblance of a grin. It was enough for the fools up above, who continued to snicker and pay compliments to their king.
"Gennadi?"
He turned to the Champion, tempted to start the battle early by swinging on him right now. "Oh," he snapped. "So, you can talk."
"On occasion," the Champion replied, utterly indifferent. It was all Gennadi could do not to snarl at him. Could he at least have the decency to look insulted?
"Face me," the king ordered, and the two of them moved away from the weapons and looked up towards the king .
"Now shake hands," he said, humor plain in his voice. "This battle will be fought with no weapons."
"Son of a..." Gennadi grumbled. No weapons meant the fight wasn't over until one of them was beaten to the ground. Whoever won, this was going to hurt.
Good.
*~*~*
For a time, after her own would-be deathfight, Lisette became quite interested in the battles.
 
If King Nazar announced that they holding were a deathfight, she left her perch. She had no interest in seeing that. But in the battles, fighters were simply brought to the ground or knocked unconscious, and she found herself fascinated by the fighting itself.
 
Lisette wondered what it would be like to be able to throw a punch that would make someone stagger away from you and stay away. She daydreamed about being able to do that to Nazar, throwing wild swings into the air when she was alone in the chandlery.
 
Tonight it had taken her longer than usual to get all her cleaning done, and she was late. She scurried to her perch, only to see the man who'd once spared her life take a hard hit to the face and fall. He was up again quickly, but...
 
Telling herself that this was foolish―she had spoken to other bondservants about him, had she not? His only known name was the Champion for a reason; he surely did not require her aid―Lisette jumped down, making a loyalist who hadn't even realized she was there squeak in surprise. Paying the loyalist no mind, Lisette took off down one of the narrow servant hallways, racing down the stairs and around the building to the entrance of the arena. The gate was closed, but the bars were spaced to keep out adults, not someone of her size. And the guard, who certainly hadn't been expecting her, didn't even realize she was there until she'd squeezed her way through. He reached in after her, almost getting a hand in her hair. It was still too short for her liking, but as Lisette jerked away, for the first time she felt slightly pleased that the king kept ordering it shorn.
 
"Stop it!" she shouted, trying to wedge herself between the fighters and letting out an indignant squawk when one of them stepped on her foot. "Ow! I said stop!"
 
The two of them moved apart, staring down at her. She recognized Gennadi now—he talked to her sometimes while she cleaned the fighters' quarters—but at the moment the look on his face was anything but friendly. He started for the Champion again, and she glared up at him, throwing a high punch and hitting him in the side. Her hand, particularly her thumb, seemed to feel the blow far more than he did. She contained a wince, trying her best to look fierce. 
 
He took a step forward. Behind Lisette, the Champion put a hand on her shoulder and started to pull her back. "Gennadi," he said, voice full of warning.
 
Gennadi looked up. He seemed to have settled somewhat; there was a familiar, faint smile on his battered face. "Relax. You aren't the only one who has no quarrel with a fighter so young."
 
No. They were not going to start this up again the moment she left. "I may be young yet but that doesn't mean I won't―hey!" she snapped, when the arena guard came up beside her and wrapped an arm around her waist, easily lifting her. "Put me down this instant!"
 
"What in the Goddesses' names were you thinking?" the guard grumbled. "Lucky you didn't get yourself killed."
 
"I was going to do no such thing! I was simply repaying a favor and you are making that very difficult. I said put me down!"
 
He didn't listen; he just carried her back outside, and Lisette muttered a curse, crossing her arms as best she could. When he finally put her down, he gave her a light swat on the back. "Now get out of here. Go...I don't know. Go clean something."
 
She almost yelled at him again, but the words that ended up coming out of her mouth were far from loud. "It's not to the death, is it?"
 
"No," he answered. "No need to worry tonight."
*~*~*
Gennadi found Roz as he stumbled out of the arena. Sie stood at the curve of the hallway, sier brow furrowed in concern. He gave sier a brief nod, and then walked past sier out into the courtyard, heading for the tavern. If any night was good for finally finding out what passing out from drink felt like, it was this one.
"And what was that all about?"
Glancing over his shoulder at the Champion, he grinned. "Come for a second round?"
"You want to kill yourself, fine. Don't try to use me to do it for you."
"Thought that was what you were here for. Take us out, one by one?"
"Enough," the Champion said, moving to stand in front of him. It was a strange feeling, Gennadi thought, looking at someone eye-to-eye. He was used to having to look down at anyone he spoke to. "What happened?"
"Don't know what you're talking about."
"Wouldn't even know you were on the circuit before tonight. You run around asking everyone for their life stories, doing favors, and playing pranks. Now you break my nose before the king even finishes the word 'begin'?"
"Get out of my way," Gennadi muttered. "I'm going to the tavern."
The Champion glared at him for a few seconds longer and then stepped to the side. Gennadi hurried past him, but then his steps slowed. 
Foolish, reckless idiot, Gennadi thought. It shouldn't surprise him. This was who he was, after all; if there was a violent way of dealing with a situation, he'd be sure to take it.
 
When he'd been a child and scrawny for his age, some of the other village kids delighted in taunting him because he would go flying at them without fail, arms pinwheeling in vain attempts to land a punch.
And his mother would shake her head and hand him damp cloths to press on his cuts and tell him that he shouldn't get into fights he wasn't certain he could win. He would nod and agree, and the next week he would be back with an eye swollen shut.
And then had come the day at the market. If he'd just apologized straight away...
"Why do you suddenly give a damn?" Gennadi asked, not turning around. "You've spoken ten words to me over the past year, if that."
For a long moment, there was no answer, and Gennadi shook his head at himself. The other man had probably already headed back inside, leaving him talking to empty air.
"You remind me of my sister." His voice was gruff, uncomfortable, and it was that, rather than a comparison to someone he'd never met, that made Gennadi speak.
"I tried to pay a pair of loyalists to release my family. They refused."
"I'm sorry."
"Nah, don't say that. Suppose I'm the one who should be apologizing." He glanced back and grinned. "Bet that was the closest you've come to being beaten in a while, huh?"
"Sure, kid," the Champion said, smiling, "whatever you say." He came forward, held out his hand. "Vasya."
"Good to meet you."
*~*~*
Gennadi lay back on his cot and stared at the words, willing them to make true sense. Roz had read him the letter five times in a row―Goddesses bless sier patience―and though he knew it by heart, it wasn't the same thing as being able to read it on his own. He thought he recognized a word or two now―his own name, the name of his brother―but most words were just prettily-scrawled gibberish.
It was from his mother. The first one he had gotten from her.
"Dearest Gennadi," it read. "Loyalist Orianne addressed me by name today. At first it terrified me. In all the time we have worked for her, she has never done that. I quite feared I was about to be dismissed, sent back to our village where there would be no chance of seeing you again.
"She overheard her boy, Gustave, talking to his friends while they were visiting in his room. One of them was wondering which cart to steal from at the next market. Another said he didn't know if he wanted to keep on it with it, as he was certain they would be caught. And Gustave said if they got caught, they would just blame Donatien.
"She had a long talk with Gustave. He told her the truth of what happened that day in the marketplace.
"She pleaded with me―a loyalist, pleading!―to understand that she heard her child crying and screaming and ran to him to see another boy hitting him. She told me she did what any mother would have done. I nodded, naturally, thinking that was what she wanted me to do. But perhaps she was looking for honest words from me, because in the next moment she knelt in apology. She told me that her family had done us a grievous wrong.
"Though Loyalist Orianne offered to send us back to our original home, she asked that we stay and work for her instead, but as handservants rather than bondservants. They will also bring us to the battles so that we may visit you in the fighters' quarters afterwards. And we will accompany them to the weekly market; I trust you will be there as well? I am so glad I'm able to send you such good news. We will see you soon, darling.
Love, Mother."
Gennadi started at the beginning again, intending to go through it letter-by-letter if necessary to see how everything fit, when he heard footsteps. He looked outside to see Lisette kneel down on the floor, scrubbing hard at the stone. She didn't look up, didn't acknowledge him.
He frowned. Normally the girl was irrepressible, chattering on the entire time she cleaned the hall outside his room. She wasn't still angry at him for that fight against Vasya a few weeks back; she'd apologized for hitting him and he'd apologized for not letting her know to hold her thumb outside her fist when she threw a punch. "Lisette?"
She didn't answer.
"Hey," he said, getting to his feet. "What's wrong?"
She still didn't answer, but her shoulders began to shake. He went out into the hall and helped her to her feet, leading her back into his room. "What happened?"
"Nothing," she said. "I just...I don't want to talk anymore."
Halfway through the sentence, her voice cracked.
Ohhh.
"It's all right," he told her, though it very clearly wasn't. He just didn't know what else to say.
"It's bad enough that I look like something I'm not. Must I sound that way as well?"
His first instinct was to make a joke, but given the look on Lisette's face, that would be an awful idea. "Wait right here. Okay?"
She nodded, curling in on herself, and Gennadi felt worse than useless as he hurried out of the room. He went down the hall, passing by multitudes of closed doors before coming to the one he was looking for. Like his, it stood open. "Roz?"
"Yes?" sie said, getting up from sier cot.
"Need a little help," he said. "Lisette's voice is changing and she's really upset."
"I imagine so," Roz said. "Where is she?"
"My room." He followed Roz back, lingering in the doorway. “Lisette?” he asked. “You want me to go?”
She shook her head, and he moved a few steps further into his room, shutting the door behind them as Roz sat down on the bed.
"Princess?" Roz asked gently.
"Don't call me that," Lisette said. "I never actually was one, was I?"
"Nonsense. You―"
"Look at me," she wailed. "Listen to me!"
"I am," Roz said, draping an arm over her shoulders. "Do you know, in some circles, people like you used to be considered holy?"
Lisette sniffled and rubbed at her eyes. "What?"
"It's true. People like you or like me were thought to be ambassadors from the Goddesses. You may sound more like a man than you'd like, but you're a woman, aren't you?"
"Yes."
"I know what it's like to feel like your body's betraying you. I feel like neither man nor woman, so why do I have the attributes of one of them? But I know my soul," sie said. "This body will not be mine forever."
"Is that why you're so...comfortable?" Lisette asked. It was a good word for sier, Gennadi thought. Roz never drew sier shoulders in or directed sier gaze to the ground; sie was absolutely at ease in sier own skin. "Because you think things'll be better in your next life?"
"Partly," Roz said. "And partly because this is what I was given. I can either be miserable over it, or I can ignore it as best I can and carry on. Don't get me wrong; when I was your age, I was miserable as well. It took me years to get through that. I'd like to help guarantee you don't go through the same hardship."
"Thank you," Lisette said, throwing her arms around sier. Her voice cracked again, and though she winced, this time it didn't send her into a fit of tears.
"You're welcome, Princess.”
“Glad sie could help,” Gennadi said, dropping down on her other side. "My only idea to cheer you up was to go get you drunk. This way you won't have the kingdom's worst headache tomorrow morning."
"Thanks," she said, leaning against him.
"You're welcome."
Several moments later, after Lisette was certain it didn't look like she'd been crying, she left Gennadi's room, smiling. How many times had she lain awake or paced the halls, thinking of her first father and her mother, wondering how things could have gone so wrong and trying to determine what she'd done to alienate her second father so badly that he was willing to disown her? When the answer had been in front of her the entire time, in an old folk tale of the Goddesses.
The legend said that once upon a time, souls were  assigned practical homes. Mothers and fathers were matched with children sensibly; souls who would be good friends were assigned close to each other. But then the God of Trickery cast a spell undoing all of that. The Goddesses punished him, sending him away for a thousand upon a thousand years, but the damage was done. From then on, souls were assigned randomly, causing confusion and pain among the mortals.
Despite all the time Lisette had spent fretting over how quickly and horribly her relationship with her second father had deteriorated, she had forgotten that old story. She had forgotten the lesson behind it.
Just because Roz wasn't blood kin didn't mean sie wasn't her parent.




Chapter Four

"Do I have to be here?" Ilari complained as the king sat down at the head of the table. "Speeches are boring!"
"Shush, now," the king said, as Emeline sat down at the first seat on the right of the table. "Come sit," he told her, nodding to the seat beside him as one of her handservants came around to pull the heavy chair out. Ilari rolled her eyes and darted away, racing around the long table as the loyalists began to file in. 
"Ilari," Emeline said, "we're almost ready to begin. You need to sit down, please."
Ilari sighed loudly and plodded back to her seat. Why did she have to waste an evening listening to her father drone on and on about some loyalist or another? She was eight years old; that was plenty old enough to entertain herself in her rooms while all of this nonsense took place.
The king looked to the pair of loyalists who were sitting closest to them on the left side of the table today, in honor of their upcoming marriage. "Greetings, and welcome to all," he said. "Loyalist Yasha and Loyalist Sandrine met almost twenty years ago. They were dear to each other from the start..."
Ilari rolled her eyes and made a show of yawning.
"Shh!" Emeline whispered.
Ilari drew herself up, the laughter gone from her face. "Don't you 'shush' me! Daddy said you can't!"
"Your father is trying to speak!"
"Stop being mean to me!" she exclaimed, pounding her small fists on the table. The motion upended a loyalist's glass, sending a spray of wine everywhere.
"Emeline," the king snapped, "get her out of here."
"No!" Ilari protested. "It was her fault! I just yawned, that's all!"
"Now," the king ground out, and Emeline grabbed her hand, scurrying with her out of the Great Hall.
"Why couldn't you have just behaved?" Emeline moaned. "Do you realize what's going to happen tonight once the festivities are done?"
Ilari pulled her hand out of her mother's grip, smirking. "Nothing's going to happen, Mistress. Not to me."
She watched her mother's face twist into a frown and tried not to laugh. It frustrated her to the point of distraction when Ilari called her 'Mistress' instead of 'Mother.' Not that she could do anything about it. If she dared discipline her, or even speak to her in a harsh way, Father would punish the whipping girl for it.
Last time Emeline had overstepped, her father had used a switch to hit her hands. It had been interesting to watch—especially the hits to her palms—but she wondered if she could antagonize her mother into risking a flogging.
*~*~*
That night, Ilari watched as [Charlie K8]her father marched back and forth in front of her, complaining about the need for respect and obedience. He emphasized some points with a sharp snap to the air from the slender tree branch he held, and she tried very hard not to giggle.
Then the door opened, and her grandmother appeared, dragging Lisette beside her.
Grandmother and her father had both spoken of her—though her father tended to use her old name—but Ilari had never been entirely sure what to make of her. She called herself by a girl's name, but she wore a loose shirt and pants as befitting a servant boy, and her hair was trimmed almost as short as her father's.
"Now," the king said, as Sidonie left and shut the door, leaving Lisette behind. "Do you understand what I've told you?"
Ilari shrugged.
"Do you understand?" the king roared. When she didn't answer right away, he spun and slapped Lisette hard. She stumbled, her back colliding with the wall.
Her father looked to her then, clearly expecting a reaction, and Ilari frowned. Was she supposed to be upset? What did her father think a whipping girl was? Nobody could hit her; she was royalty.
And so was Lisette once, Ilari thought, but she didn't focus on the wayward thought. Couldn't. Instead, she sighed. "Yes, I understand."
"Good," he said, not turning away from Lisette. "Hold out your hands.  Palms up."
Lisette stayed still for a few seconds and then slowly held out her hands. The king held up the thin branch, glancing back at Ilari.
"I don't want to have to do this. But you embarrassed me in front of our guests. This is for your disobedience." He brought the branch down and it cracked against Lisette's palm. She yelped in pain, yanking her hands back behind her, but the king grabbed her other hand and pulled it out in front. The stick came down again.
"Do you apologize?"
Another sigh. She'd seen this particular punishment before and couldn't understand why her father thought it was supposed to upset rather than bore her. "I suppose I do, yes."
"I swear," Nazar grumbled, "you're tempting me to marry you off early."
"You won't marry me off at all."
Nazar took a step closer. "And why not?"
"Because everyone knows the only reason you're with my mother was to have an heir. Your union is already miserable enough. Why would you get rid of me and ensure the whole thing to be a failure? You need me."
King Nazar stared at her for a long moment, and then he laughed. "The Goddesses saw fit to teach me a lesson, I see, by giving me a daughter with the heart of a son!" He put an arm around Ilari's shoulders and gave her a squeeze, and then glanced back at Lisette. "And perhaps you were a son with the heart of a daughter. You may wear dresses again and grow out your hair, if you still wish."
*~*~*
"Lisette?"
She paused in the act of stacking silverware onto a plate and looked up,  lowering her gaze again when she realized who had spoken to her. "Good morning, Mistress."
"You...you can call me Emeline," the young woman said, edging closer.
Lisette started to reply, and then she coughed. Curse it all, she thought irritably. First her hands and face last night, the pain causing her several sleepless hours, and then an early morning that brought with it the cloudy mind and sore throat that signaled sickness on the way. She wasn't certain what the Goddesses were punishing her for, but it did seem as if they were focused on her for some reason.
Then the Royal Mistress whispered something, two words that she was sure she hadn't heard correctly.
"What?"
"I'm sorry," she repeated. "For last night. Do your hands still hurt?"
"No." It had been a trial to hold onto anything all day; any shift to the skin of her palms made her feel like shrieking. "They're fine. There's no need to apologize. It wasn't your doing."
"It was. No matter what I do, I can't convince Ilari to behave."
"That does not make the king's choice of punishment your fault."
She didn't look very reassured, but then her face brightened. "Here! I saved you this!" She withdrew a small loaf of honey bread that had been wrapped inside a cloth napkin in her dress pocket.
"I can't―"
"Please? I am sorry. And I...I know you eat scraps from the table. You need something more."
Lisette almost argued further, but she couldn't afford to turn down food, no matter the blow it might be to her pride. "Thank you."
She ate the bread quickly, ignoring her sore throat in favor of this bounty, half-expecting Emeline to leave now that she had made her apology. When she didn't go, Lisette finally let herself ask the question.
"How is Helia?"
"My armorhart?"
Her chest tightened at the casual way she had said 'my'. "Yes. She…well, she was mine once."
"I had no idea."
"There is no cause for you to feel poorly about it," Lisette said, hearing the guilt in Emeline's voice. "Of course you didn't know. I simply want to be sure that she is well."
"Very well. She's one of the best armorharts in the entire stable. She can travel for one whole week without water, and some of the traders are already asking if they might use her for their next trip to Village-by-the-Sea," she said proudly. "And she's never bitten a single soul."
"That's wonderful," Lisette said. "Are you able to ride her?"
"Oh, yes. Every day."
"When the coup happened, she had just grown big enough to start riding."
"She had two calves last year."
Lisette grinned. "They must be perfect."
"Just like their mother." Emeline smiled as well but then looked away. "I fear that Ilari is going to get in trouble again."
"I expect nothing less.”
"I'll bring you more food," she offered. "It won't be complicated at all; I eat alone every day." She wasn't quite a royal, but her designation as mistress made her higher in rank than the loyalists. So, she ate after King Nazar and her daughter, while the loyalists bustled about in the hall, waiting for her to leave. "You're in the bondservant’s quarters?"
"Yes. But as much as I appreciate your offer, Mistress, it would not be proper for you to visit." Despite the fact that she dearly wanted her to, Lisette admitted to herself. As a child, her mother and fathers often had to get after her for being too rambunctious; she couldn't imagine such a descriptor ever being applied to Emeline. She was lovely in a soft, serene way, and she'd never once seen her so much as frown, let alone lose her temper or laugh too loud. She was fascinating.
"That is true. Then you can come to visit me."
"I don't know if―"
"I will leave a pearl," Emeline said, "in the gap in the stone at the bottom of my door, on the left side. Then you'll know that it's safe for you to visit."
She sounded so hopeful that Lisette relented. If she was caught associating with her, then yes, she would be beaten. But Emeline clearly wanted so much to try and make things right. Lisette couldn't bear to crush that impulse. Nor could she resist the chance to speak with Emeline further, when it was a chance so eagerly given. "All right."
*~*~*
Lisette stumbled towards her room, dirt caked under her fingernails, wishing she could once again just call someone to bring up hot water for a bath before she fell into bed.
Of course, now she understood what a chore lugging all that water around was.
She yawned, and then paused when she heard an odd noise.
Someone was crying.
Lisette told herself to walk on. She'd been worked hard yesterday and the day before that and would be worked even harder tomorrow; she needed some rest. But her feet only took her three more steps toward the bondservant’s quarters before she stopped at Emeline's door, leaning against it for an uncertain moment.
Yes, she had once been her attendant, but such things simply entailed lessons on workings in the castle. It didn't extend to bothering her in the middle of the night.
Even if the pearl was wedged into the gap between bricks.
Whatever her reasoning for the intrusion, Sidonie would have her whipped at the very least if she went inside.
Had she known the headmistress of the servants treated them all so poorly, Lisette would've asked her parents to dismiss her at once. Granted, Father Thibault would've chuckled and told her not to worry about such things, but at least it would've been an effort made.
Lisette opened the door a tiny crack, whispering. "Mistress? All you all right?"
"Lisette?" she asked, her voice thin and broken.
"Yes," she replied, moving into the room and quietly shutting the door behind her. "Are you hurt?"
"No," Emeline said. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to disturb you."
"No need to apologize, Mistress.”
"Please, call me Emeline."
Lisette hesitated. "All right. Emeline."
"Thank you. Was it...was it tiresome for you to have so few people meet your eyes? To have  everyone you saw day-to-day be so careful to not fully acknowledge you're here?"
"I didn't think much about it then," Lisette said. "And I had full plates of food every day, which made up for a lot."
"Of course. I know I shouldn't complain so. But..."
"That isn't how I meant it," Lisette said. "The fact that I have problems doesn't mean that yours disappear."
"I've borne him a child," Emeline said after a moment. "That comes with a certain amount of power. But I can't help but feel I'm only tolerated . He constantly brings loyalists or servants to his rooms. I dare not complain; I'm afraid he would send me to Grisha. Is it true that the first thing he does is take out your eyes?"
"No," Lisette said. She'd only spoken to Grisha a handful of times when she had been down in the dungeons awaiting her deathfight. If he didn't greet prisoners by removing their eyes, it was only because he'd thought up something worse. However, she didn't want to terrify the poor woman. "I'm sure the king wouldn't send you to him."
Except she wasn't sure at all, and the uncertainty must have shone through in her voice, because Emeline just laughed .
"They put me in this room," she said. "And a mistress is supposed to be intelligent and sophisticated, so there's that wall of books. I was never taught how to read. I've entertained loyalists here and some fully believe I'm the woman this room says. They seem so happy to meet me. And I honestly don't know which is worse. Those people because I let them believe a lie, or the ones who realize it's a game and just smile at me like I'm the kingdom's biggest fool." She shook her head. "I tell myself it doesn't matter. And I don't suppose it does, but―"
"I can teach you how to read," Lisette exclaimed. "My mother taught me." In her sudden excitement, she actually looked up at the mistress and met her eyes.
Realizing her mistake an instant too late, Lisette looked back to the floor. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean―"
"No, it's fine," Emeline said, gently taking her hand. "I promise."
Lisette nearly retreated from the unexpected contact, and then instead she glanced up again, more surety in her gaze this time. She could well understand why King Nazar had chosen Emeline as his mistress. She was the most beautiful woman Lisette had ever seen, and she bore every indignity the king and his loyalists doled out with a composure that Lisette found impossible to comprehend. The fact that he would not raise her to the status of his queen was baffling.
"I―I'm not exactly sure how to teach you how to read," Lisette finally said. "But I know how, and maybe if I read to you, you'll learn?"
"Couldn't hurt to try," Emeline said. She grinned and hurried over to the bookshelves. "How about this one? The drawings are beautiful."
"I love that one," Lisette said. "Mother used to read it to me every night."
Lisette decided then that it didn't matter if Sidonie eventually caught her; she could withstand a few lashes. She sat down on the bed and Emeline sat down next to her. Lisette opened the book, smiling at the sight of the old illustrations. Her mother had told her that her grandfather had written and illustrated the book himself as a present for his children. "The Story of How Vedrana's Forest Came to Be and Other Legends," she read. "Once, in the kingdom of Abaya, there lived two beautiful princesses. Their names were Eshanti and Deviki. They were inseparable, though Deviki was outgoing and charming and little Eshanti preferred her books."
The drawing on that page showed two girls, both dark-haired and smiling, one holding a book and one spinning happily, dancing. Lisette remembered that she used to look at that page and hope that her mother's unborn child would be a girl.
She cleared her throat and went on.
"But then came the time when the eldest sister, Deviki, grew old enough to be married. Eshanti could not bear the thought, and she retreated once again into her books. But this time, she was not satisfied with tales of pretty magic and good sorcerers. This time she searched for anything that might keep her sister with her. And she called forth a Shadow. The Shadow promised that he would do away with Deviki's bridegroom, and any others who came after.
“This pleased Deviki, as the prince she was to marry was not a good man. But upon his death, the king arranged another marriage. This man was even worse, and when the Shadow took care of him, the sisters rejoiced. But then it happened that Deviki found someone on her own. A young prince from a neighboring kingdom.
"Deviki begged her sister to call off the Shadow . And she did try. But the Shadow had made a vow, and it was fulfilled. Heartsick and horrified, Deviki threw herself from the highest tower. Realizing what her beloved sister had done, Eshanti followed.
"But that left the Shadow with no mistress or master. Free, it slaughtered everyone in the kingdom. Then it settled in the forest. The forest, before its arrival, was a bright and welcoming place. But the Shadow frightened the good folk away, and the creatures that replaced them would make even the bravest warrior flee.
The Shadow lives there still, waiting for those foolish enough to enter Vedrana's Forest...or waiting for one clever enough to become its new keeper."
Lisette smiled over at Emeline. "Are you sure you don't wish to start with something more cheerful?"
"Oh no, no. This book is perfect," Emeline said. "Could you read the next story?"
Though she was exhausted, Lisette couldn't say no to the enthusiasm in Emeline's voice. "Of course."
"Are you able to write as well?"
"Yes."
"Would you write a small list for me?" Emeline asked. "Please?"
"Certainly," Lisette said, setting the book down momentarily to fetch a piece of paper and a quill from her desk. "What would you like it to say?"
"Zelie. Isidora. Ulysse. Melor. Miron. Anselme. Sofya."
Lisette was confused for a moment, and then she recognized one of the names, as a servant who'd been― "These are the people you've had pardoned."
Emeline nodded. "Yes. The king said that this year I'll be allowed to pardon three on my birthday instead of just one. And I thought perhaps the next time I become upset, looking at their names will help."
"I'm sure it will, Mistress."
*~*~*
Vasya yawned as he opened the door to his room. He stepped out onto the cold stone floor of the hallway, intent on getting breakfast. Then he cursed when he heard the sound of approaching voices.
It was Visitors' Day.
"It's so good to see you again!" a loyalist chirruped, clasping Gennadi's hands as if she were greeting an old friend.
Vasya watched Gennadi give her a genuine smile. To him, the loyalist might very well seem a friend, someone who came to see them once a month to hand out sweets and advice and praise.
He'd always seen them more as owners giving empty attention to their pets.
But then, he most likely felt that way because he was trapped. If he was simply here for a year or two to earn extra king's copper, if his service to the arena could be bought, if he could still be raised to loyalist status himself, then perhaps he would be smiling just as broadly.
The loyalists milled about the fighter’s quarters, completely unconcerned for their own safety and rightly so. The guards stationed up and down the hallway had something to do with it, yes, but Vasya knew that the more important factor was the fighters' pact.
Decades ago, for his birthday, a loyalist had requested a fight to the death between two warriors who were wildly mismatched. He'd found the moment-long debacle amusing, at least until the best friend of the fighter who'd lost took the loyalist's life.
In return, the queen at the time had declared that any fighter who acted against a royal or a loyalist would not only have their own family put to death, but that ten people from the other fighters' families would be randomly chosen for death as well.
There had been instances of fighters plotting against a loyalist or sometimes even one of the royals. The other fighters had quelled such things―sometimes lethally―before anything could be done. There were, he was certain, far more than a few fighters who would dearly love to exact some type of retribution on the fools who came here, but concern for the others' families stilled their hand.
Vasya had no family left, but that didn't mean he would risk Roz's daughter, or Ghislain's mother, or Amandine's brother. 
"Bondservant!" one of the loyalists, Jodoc, said cheerfully as Gennadi and the loyalist who'd caught his attention strolled away. "Another glass of wine for me, and one for my favorite fighter here,” he said, draping a possessive arm across Liliya's shoulders. “Have you seen her on the circuit?"
"I can't say I have, sir," the bondservant said, exhaustion clouding her voice.
Vasya looked to the girl. Lisette had grown taller in the years since he'd seen her last, and the king was no longer forcing her to keep her head shorn. Some of the servants, the favored ones, were fed just as well as the fighters. Judging from the way her clothes hung so loosely, from the gauntness of her cheeks, Lisette wasn't favored.
He would have smiled at the knowledge that she was still clearly fighting in her own way, but then she swayed on her feet, and he saw the dark circles under her eyes and the way her hands shook as she handed the loyalist two cups of wine.
"She's one of the best we've seen in a while," Jodoc boasted. "I daresay she could even beat you one of these days," he said, grinning as he clapped Vasya on the shoulder.
Normally Vasya would have given him a polite smile to match the one on Liliya's face―he'd learned quickly that if he didn't at least pretend some level of good feeling toward them, more deathfights were the result―but now he didn't even look his way.
"Champion," Jodoc said, waving a hand in front of his face. "Perhaps you didn't hear me?"
"Liliya is an excellent fighter," he said, giving her a quick smile of acknowledgment as she took a drink of wine. "With more training, who knows?"
It was the best answer he could give. Praise her too much―and she was an incredible opponent―and the two of them would most likely get sent to the next deathfight. Play down her accomplishments, pretend that she was no threat at all, and the loyalist's interest in her might wane.
Just before he returned his attention to Lisette, he saw Liliya smile briefly. 
"It gives me great pride," Jodoc said, "to see young fighters such as yourself working so hard, Liliya. I know there are easier ways to earn king's copper; it takes a lot of bravery to enter the arena. My own father worked his way from fighter to loyalist; it took him almost thirteen years." His smile grew sly as he lowered his voice. "Our low-born Royal Mistress simply spread her legs and got the same benefits and more. It's much more honorable to fight."
Before Vasya could open his mouth, Lisette had taken a wobbly step forward.
"You listen―" she began, and then her eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed.
One of the loyalists squeaked in surprise and  backed away before the spreading puddle of wine around Lisette could get on the hem of her dress.               
Vasya knelt at Lisette's side, and a loyalist also knelt down, draping her shawl over the shivering girl. Vasya gave her a grateful smile, and then he realized who it was and looked away.
He heard Loyalist Yelena get to her feet and retreat, and he took a few seconds to make sure his own hands were steady before he gently grasped Lisette's shoulder and turned her to face him.
"Lisette?"
"She'll be fine," Jodoc said. "If she's even sick. I know you probably don't realize because you don't live in the main castle, but a certain type of servant loves faking fits in order to get out of work."
Lisette blinked slowly and looked up at him, her eyes glassy, her brown skin waxy and slick with sweat. Though he only had a palm resting against the shawl covering her shoulder, Vasya could feel the heat radiating from her. Then she reached up and grasped his hand in both of hers, grumbling in protest when he moved it away to motion everyone else to stand back.
"It's all right," he said to her. "I'm going to get you to the doctor. Okay?"
She muttered something unintelligible, coughed, and burrowed further under the shawl. So he picked her up, edging some of the fabric back from around her face.
"I really think this could wait," Jodoc  complained. "Besides, did you hear how she spoke to me? I think a lashing at the very least would―"
"Please forgive her, Jodoc," Yelena said, even as Vasya tensed for a fight. "In her delirium she must have mistaken you for another."
Jodoc muttered a curse and then finally nodded and moved over to Liliya again.
*~*~*
The doctor took one look at Lisette and blanched. "Here, set her down. Poor thing, look at the state of her. What in the blazing fires took you so long?"
"I didn't know about this until today," Vasya said tersely. "Can you help her?"
"Well, I would rather have seen to her three or four days ago but yes, yes I think so." Alain paused in his scurry around the room to gather various bottles, eyeing him warily. "If I can't?"
"You won't be the one I look to."
"Ah. All right then, very well. And please don't take offense, as I ask this of everyone, but if you could wait out in the hall? I simply cannot do my work with people staring at me. You understand. Well, I suppose you don't, as all of your work is done with quite a large audience, but―"
"Doctor."
"Yes?"
"Just work, please," Vasya said and quietly shut the door behind him. Then he sat down in the sole wooden chair beside the doctor's door and waited.
That was where Sidonie found him , her face red with anger. "You interfered with my decision as to the discipline of a member of my staff, and―"
"Are you stupid?"
Her mouth fell open. "I beg your pardon?"
"It was a simple question. Are you stupid?"
"No!"
"I don't believe you. Because anyone with an ounce of sense in their head would've known she needed to come here."
"Do you have any idea how many servants claim sickness when the only thing wrong with them is laziness, or a desire to spend more time with their current bedmate? I'd already been lenient with her for two days, but she was not going to miss Visitor’s Day."
"Did you even go into the bondservants' quarters to look at her?"
Sidonie pressed her lips into a tight line and finally said, "No. Which was a simple mistake, and an understandable one."
"It won't happen again."
"Well, I―"
"I've heard stories of you. And if Lisette is hurt by your hand―"
"I will punish her as I choose when she misbehaves."
"Very well. And any punishment you dole out to her, I'll give to you tenfold."
"I…you…" She hissed out a breath and then smiled tightly. "I have to treat her just as I treat the others. Otherwise you know they'll give her their own punishments when I show her favor."
"So leave them alone as well."
"You impudent…" She took a step forward, and he smiled.
"Please. Go ahead."
She stepped back again, her teeth clenched together so tightly he thought a few of them might crack. "You cannot order me about . You don't have the authority to do so and that's the end of it." She kept her eyes on his, standing her ground without any of the nervous tics that usually gave someone away. Vasya thought of the people who grew apprehensive at the mere sight of him. She was brave; he had to give her that. It was a pity she didn't possess any other honorable characteristics.
He said nothing. As infuriating as it was, she was right. And then she turned and walked away.
*~*~*
"How is she?" Emeline asked.
"She'll be all right, Mistress," Alain said. If the doctor was confused at her showing such concern over a bondservant, he didn't say as much. "In fact, she's awake. Would you like to speak with her?"
"Yes, please."
He nodded and ushered her into the room, leaving the two of them alone. Emeline hurried to Lisette and sat down on the bed, clasping her hands. "Are you feeling better? Is there anything I can bring you? I'm so sorry; I had no idea."
"I'm all right," Lisette said, smiling and patting her hands. "I promise."
Her smile looked a little dizzy, and Emeline gave her a skeptical look. Then she looked up as the door opened.
Instead of the doctor, her mother was standing there. Emeline gave her a calm smile.
"Emeline," Sidonie said. "I was coming to see when this one would be ready to work again. What are you doing here?"
"The news of her collapse gave me quite a scare. She was once my attendant, after all."
Sidonie smiled. "That's quite kind of you, dear. May I speak with you outside? And Lisette, if you're well enough to be sitting up and talking, I expect you to be back at work tomorrow morning. Understood?"
"Yes, headmistress."
Emeline got up and followed her mother out into the hall. The doctor gave them a respectful bow and went back in to see to his patient.
"I need to talk to you," Sidonie said. "Someone threatened me, and I need you to speak with the king about it."
"Of course!" Emeline exclaimed.
"You know what happened to that bondservant, so you also know that the Champion brought her to the doctor. He wrongly decided her condition was my fault, and…you know what he's capable of, Emeline. He frightened me."
Emeline searched her mother's face for any sign of lingering fright, or even nervousness. As expected, she found none. She doubted even one of the Dwarves in a full rage could scare her mother.
Sidonie did, however, look angry. That, Emeline believed. Very few people found it in themselves to say cross words to her.
"I doubt he meant to do so. He was just worried."
"He's a brute. Just because he didn't kill a small girl once doesn't mean he has morals."
"I know. It's just that―"
"There's kindness and then there's stupidity, Emeline. You give someone like that the benefit of the doubt, and you'll end up with a knife in your back." She narrowed her eyes. "You're not interested in him, are you? You know such things aren't allowed."
"I'm not, but could you blame me if I was? It's all right for Nazar to take anyone he wishes to his bed."
Enough, she told herself. You've already taken leave of most of your common sense by saying this much; don't discard it completely.
Her mouth didn't listen to her mind, however, and she went on. "I did my duty, I bore him a child, and now what am I? The loyalists bow to me and refuse to meet my eyes but as they turn away, I can see them smirking. I can't―"
"Oh, enough. You would rather be out with the commoners again, scrabbling for every bit of food on your plate? Working the fields with your pitiful excuse for a first husband? If you're bored, find a hobby, but don't wallow in self-pity like a weakling." She paused and then pressed, "Well?"
"I don't...I don't know what you want me to say."
"Of course you don't. I should have known better than to ask you for help." With an aggrieved sigh, she turned and walked away, leaving Emeline standing there, twisting her hands together.
Weakling.
It wasn't an inaccurate statement, she thought. Were Lisette's mother still alive, she couldn't imagine Lisette hesitating even a second to defend her life or good name.
But then, Thekla actually had a good name to defend. Sidonie...
Shame welled up like blood from a reopened wound. How dare she think such things? Sidonie was her mother; she might have worked her way up to the rank of loyalist by now if she hadn't been so busy caring for Emeline. She'd repaid her once by running away with no word as to where to reach her, but even then Sidonie hadn't disowned her, which had surely been her right.
And the Champion was a frightening man. She'd only seen him in the Arena a handful of times; she couldn't imagine being face-to-face with him when he was angry. Just because her mother hadn't shown that fear outright didn't mean that the encounter hadn't rattled her. And Emeline hadn't even been able to spare a reassuring word?
Emeline took a deep breath. She knew where King Nazar's private reserves of liquor were; now seemed an ideal time to partake.
*~*~*
Vasya paused at the sound of the high-pitched yelp and turned to go back down the hall.  He found the source of the noise at a room several doors down from his, where a tiny light-haired girl stood next to a sword that probably weighed half as much as she did.  She'd swung at the quintain she'd dragged up next to the wall, only to miss the training dummy and hit the stone instead, judging by the way she was frantically rubbing her arms.
"You might want to start with something smaller," he told her, trying not to smile. "Work your way up to the broadsword."
She let out a loud sigh. "I know. But Mommy used this one."
"Who was your mother?" he asked, knowing he should just turn and walk away right now. Odds were that he had been sent against this girl's mother in the Arena and had taken her life.
"Sandrine."
No, she wasn't one of his. A wound she'd gotten while sparring had become infected, and she'd passed away two weeks later. "I knew her," he said. "She was a brilliant fighter."
The child grinned. "I'm gonna be brilliant, too."
"What's your name?"
"Esfir."
"Well, keep practicing, Esfir," he said. "I'm sure you'll make your mother proud."
She beamed at him, and Vasya headed towards his room. He would talk to Gennadi about the little one, see if they could figure out a way to buy the child's freedom before she got to the age where she would actually be sent against other fighters.
Vasya stopped before he reached his doorway, knowing at once that someone was in his room.
The door was ajar, and he could hear footsteps inside, and then the unmistakable sound of someone bumping directly into the wall. If this was an assassination attempt, they should've sent someone more skilled.
Still, just in case there were more than one, he stayed outside for a long moment, closing his eyes to adjust them to darkness. Then he stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him.
He needn't have worried. There was only one other person to be seen, and she was so drunk she could barely stand.
She could swing, however, though he easily dodged the blow. The sight of the fist coming at his face almost had him reflexively punching back, until he realized who his drunken visitor was.
"Mistress Emeline?"
"So!" she said dramatically. "You certainly have her fooled, don't you? Lisette," she elaborated. "But you never tricked my mother, no. Won't trick me, either," she said, nearly toppling into him as she leaned forward to poke him in the chest. "How dare you threaten her?"
He
thought of the smirk on Sidonie's face as she'd walked away, of the stripes of dried blood he'd seen stained into some of the servant’s shirts as grim reminders of a whipping.
"Were she any sort of decent human being, the threat wouldn't have been necessary."
Emeline let out a screeching curse and swung at him again. He sidestepped easily and she careened forward, tripping over her own  feet and sitting down hard. She blinked up at him, clumsily trying to shove her hair out of her face, and he turned on the lantern.
"Why did you come here?" he asked, as she struggled to her feet. "To hit me a few times to make yourself feel better?" He shrugged. "Go ahead."
She started to take a step forward, and then she froze. "No.  You're tricking me. I'll hit you and then you'll kill me and say I started it."
"Why would I do that?"
"Because you hate me."
"Not true, and I believe you know it," he said, looking around the otherwise-deserted room, his gaze lingering on the door . He was between her and the exit, and even if he hadn't been, it wouldn't make much difference on a night like this; the fighters had gotten their payments tonight, and most were  busy spending them at the tavern. He saw her face as the realization hit. "Otherwise, this would be the worst idea in the world, wouldn't it?"
Then something flashed behind the nervousness, something dark and bitter, and Vasya realized that a part of her had been hoping that Sidonie had been right.
If she was miserable, he told himself, that was none of his concern. She was far from the only unhappy one in this castle.
Not for the first time, he was glad of the fact that the other fighters didn't stop by his room for random visits. It was bad enough that she was in this building at all; if she was discovered in his room specifically, the king would have his head.
It was doubtful that she'd thought through the ramifications of this visit, he realized, as  Emeline scooted away until her back was pressed against the wall. He wondered if this was the position Lisette would've eventually found herself in if there had been no coup: trapped in a marriage that was beneficial only to the king and searching for any way out―even a permanent one.
"Promise you won't punch me again?" he asked lightly, sitting down next to her.
"Promise," she said, her voice suddenly very small and her eyes shining. The crying stage of drunkenness was never fun to deal with, but at least she seemed to have left the confrontational stage behind.
"What's it like?" she asked quietly.
"What?"
"Having everyone love you?"
He couldn't help a laugh. "Is that what you think?"
"You're the favorite," she said, pausing to sniffle and rub at her nose. "Nobody laughs at you behind your back. Or to your face."
"No, they just send me into the arena to fight to the death."
She clapped her hands over her face and started to sob, and he remembered too late that sarcasm wasn't the best way to deal with a drunk person.
"Mistress, I'm sorry."
"You don't have to apologize," she mumbled into her hands. "It was a ridiculous thing to say. The loyalists think I'm useless and so does my husband, but I don't have anyone trying to kill me."
"And I don't have to spend most waking moments watching my every step around the king and loyalists," he said. She didn't reply and didn't uncover her face.
He carefully took one of her wrists, tugging it down so she'd look at him. "Emeline."
By the Goddesses, she was young.
Which wasn't precisely true. She was a mistress and a mother and stood to inherit a kingdom should Nazar die before their child came of age. But she remained somehow younger than any of the fighters he'd known, including those who were years behind her in age; she was all wide, worried eyes and quiet words and hesitation. The idea of someone with her temperament trying to navigate all this...
"What did happen between you and my mother?" she asked.
"I was upset, and I spoke out of turn about her treatment of Lisette."
"She could have died," the mistress said, and he wondered at the fierce emotion in her voice. Royals did tend to have favored servants, yes, but a friendship was unheard of.
"I ordered her not to treat her in such a way again. I may have threatened her," he admitted. "I honestly don't remember all of my words."
"She can be awful," Emeline said and then covered her mouth again. "I shouldn't say that. She's my mother. She's done so much for me."
She looked like she might be ready to cry again, so he spoke quickly. "How did you get in here?"
"A passage," she said. "I can't tell you where. But it was installed so royals could use it, either for safety reasons or to simply sneak out and have trysts with their chosen fighters." She blinked, giving him an unsure sideways glance. "Not that I…it certainly wasn't my intent to―"
"Really?" he asked, affecting a disappointed face. "Because when I walked into the room, my first thought was 'now here's a lady bent on seduction.'"
She let out a snorting giggle. "It isn't right, I suppose," she said. "To feel toward Mother as I do. I love her. But it's just that…"
"You don't like her much."
"Yes! Exactly!"
"Don't fret about that. Neither does anyone else."
She laughed again, and the following silence felt almost companionable. Then she slowly got to her feet and stumbled to the door, fumbling with the knob for a good minute before she managed to figure out how it worked.
Most all of the fighters would still be at the tavern or out in the courtyard celebrating. Now would be the best time for her to get back to the castle proper.
He escorted her down the hallway, making it only about ten steps before he heard a shaky, "Don't feel good."
Far too familiar with that tone of voice, he immediately stepped behind her, gathering her hair back in one hand. An instant later she hit her knees, throwing up a fairly impressive amount. He could imagine her after the conversation with her mother, downing the drinks quickly, gathering all of her courage and anger together and fortifying it with alcohol before she'd found her way to his quarters.
She finally groaned and then coughed. Vasya kept a hand at her elbow, helping to steady her as she got to her feet.
"I'm okay from here," she said.
"You sure?"
"Uh-huh. Besides, I can't show anyone where the door is. I'm drunk, but I'm not that drunk." He laughed, and she gave him a lopsided grin. "You know? You're really not that scary."




Chapter Five

This one simply wasn't fun anymore.
Grisha sighed as he regarded the deformed shape in front of him. It had been fascinating to watch it survive all this time―first without the use of its eyes, then its tongue. He regretted taking that out so soon as time went on; it would've been  pleasant to hear honest screams as he took off fingers and toes.
No one had lived through the amputation of even one limb before, let alone three. He was getting so much better at his craft, improving every day.
Still, all good things had to come to an end, and the time to play with this one was done.
He slit the thing's throat and hefted it over his shoulder, tossing it outside to his private courtyard for the pigs to take care of.
On to the next one.
Then he changed his mind, deciding to go to the upper levels instead. The mistress was quite fond of wandering around at night, and he was equally fond of catching glimpses of her whenever possible.
Grisha drifted through the halls, his disappointment growing with every corner turned that didn't reveal Emeline's silhouette. Then he came to the Hall of Windows and found her sitting on one of the sills, staring out into the night. Smiling, he spoke.
"Trouble sleeping?"
Emeline turned quickly, swallowing hard as recognition overtook her expression.. "Just enjoying the night, Grisha." She stood up, glancing nervously back at the stone windowsill.
She'd heard stories of him, he thought with a smile. His Emeline was clever, knew how easily a push could be blamed on a deliberate jump. Not that he would ever do such a thing to her, not even on orders from the king, but he couldn't deny that the wariness in her eyes pleased him.
"Hm.  I'm not sure you're being honest with me, my Mistress."
She straightened her shoulders, wariness replaced by irritation for a split second, and then she looked away again. She was indeed the king's mistress, Grisha thought, but Nazar paid more attention to his words than hers. "What do you mean?"
"Look at you," he said, sidling a few steps closer. "Your dress is gold, your necklace and your lips red. The gloves you favor meld both of those colors. When you wear veils, they're red, orange, or gold. Everything about you speaks to a love of day. Not night."
As he spoke, he looked her over, imagining it was his hands rather than just his gaze trailing down her body.
"If you go by surface appearances, yes."
He let out a pleased humming sound as he smiled. "Fair point. And what shadows might you be hiding?"
"I'm not certain that's any of your concern," she said, twisting restlessly at the ring she wore on her pinky finger.
"How could you say such a thing? If I have behaved in a way that makes you think I hold no esteem for you, then I deeply apologize," he said, kneeling. Though the words and gesture were properly apologetic, there was mirth in his eyes as he looked up at her and continued, "I am far below the level of mistress, after all, and as such only exist to serve my lady."
"I thank you, but such offers are not necessary."
"Was that another lie I heard?" he asked, regaining his feet. "Come now. What has you wandering the halls so long before dawn? Fretting about your daughter, perhaps?"
Her gaze darted to his. "What about her?"
"Oh nothing, nothing. But it is her Introduction tomorrow, isn't it? And it'll be too late for her then."
She turned away, returning her gaze to the moon, her hands clenching and unclenching. She wanted to strike him, Grisha thought, and while that realization had brought him irritation or fright before—depending on the power the one angry at him wielded—now he found himself unexpectedly delighted. Once she warmed to him, he could cultivate beautiful things out of that anger.
"I mean no threat by the words, my mistress. Only the truth. You look at her with such affection. Why let her life take this turn?"
"I..."  She cleared her throat. "It is none of your concern."
"Of course it is. I deal in truth."
"Is that so?" she asked. "Last I heard, you dealt in blood."
He nearly gaped at the audacity of her words. Few dared speak to him so; even the fighters looked down in deference when he approached.
He laughed. "And what is more honest than that?" he asked. "When someone is down to their last moments, you hear truth. You hear what was important. Were you at your last," he said, taking another step toward her, "would words about your child escape? Words about her father? I know you would not speak of the king." At the look on her face, he started to reach out a hand to her and then stopped. "Yes, I know. Nazar keeps very few secrets from me."
"He should have kept this one."
"There was no need. He knows I can be trusted."
"Goodnight."
She swept past him but paused at the curve in the hall when he spoke. "Royalty is such a dangerous place for a child, is it not? She ascends to the throne, and all will bow to her. But then, what is to stop another coup? What is to stop the next king or queen from carrying your child's body to the fire?"
"Stop."
"I speak only what you have been thinking," he whispered. "And if there is something she could know, something that might protect her from such a future...would it not be best if she knew it?"
"What game do you play?" Emeline asked, stalking up to him.
"None." This conversation might reap benefits for him, but that didn't make his words any less true.
"You belong in the daylight," he said simply. "This castle is darkness enough. To see the death of your child? Especially when you might have prevented it with a simple truth?"
"Goodnight," she repeated, though now her voice wavered on the word, and her steps were slower as she made her way down the hall.
*~*~*
Ilari watched her mother walk past her door, eyes downcast and her shoulders turned in, and felt a twinge of disgust. She could be the Queen of Winterbourne, the bride of King Nazar and the co-ruler of his lands, if only she would take her position seriously. Instead she wandered the palace despondently, feeling sorry for herself.
 
Pitiful.
Though also for the best. After all, if Emeline did bother to fulfill her duty and bear Nazar a son, then Ilari would be relegated to the role of princess forever.
 
Ilari nodded once to signal to her handservant that the necklace she'd chosen would do, and then she raised her hair so the older woman could clasp it in place.
Her father was pitiful as well, just in a different way. He had strength, yes, but very little imagination. He simply kept most of the same policies in place that his husband had enacted, content simply with the knowledge that he was in charge now. What he had changed came on the advice of Grisha or sometimes Sidonie, not through any ideas of his own. 
The executioner had been the one to come up with the deathfights, and while they were quite entertaining, both Grisha and her father had missed some obvious things. First, many of the battles were between trained fighters. Those were cheered for, yes, but they didn't draw nearly the enthusiasm that a bout between two amateurs. Skill lent speed to the fights and ensured they were over faster. Instead of keeping fighters at the castle and trotting them out like prize armorharts, they should select  criminals from among the citizenry and see what type of damage they could do to each other.
It would keep the loyalists far more amused.
And her father was also incredibly lax with those who said unkind things about him. He'd killed his former husband and wife, yes, but then he'd allowed Thibault's daughter to stay in the castle! Hatred shone in Lisette's eyes whenever she regarded the king, but he still gave her food and shelter. It was a ridiculous spectacle.
He had even listened to Emeline when she'd suggested the option of extending bondservant sentences for lawbreakers rather than branding them. Because work really taught a lesson, Ilari thought wrly. Her mother was  soft-hearted, and her father was  soft-brained for giving her words any attention at all.
 
Someday she would not have miniature versions of her mother's riches. The dresses would be dark red instead of a child's white or gray; the necklaces would hold many stones instead of just one or two. Tomorrow was her tenth birthday; the day of her Introduction Ceremony. . She would be old enough to truly be considered an heir.
 
"How do I look?" she asked her handservant. 
 
"Beautiful, Princess."


She reached out with a foot and nudged the door closed. "What was that?" she chided, expression eager.
 
"Beautiful, my Queen."


"Thank you."
When the handservant re-opened the door a moment later, Ilari sighed at the sight of Emeline standing outside. "Yes?"
"I would speak with you."
"Really? I thought you just liked to lurk in doorways," Ilari grumbled. She motioned for her handservant to leave. "So, what is this about?"
"It's...it's about your father," Emeline said, smoothing her skirt, her eyes on the ground before she risked a glance up at Ilari.
She didn't continue, and Ilari sighed loudly. This was but one reason she despised talking to the woman; every third sentence had to be pried out of her. "What about him?"
"I'm sorry I didn't try to explain sooner. It was decided that I shouldn't have much to do with your upbringing, and I―"
"Mistress," Ilari snapped. "What does any of this have to do with Father?" Her eyes widened. "You're bedding another, aren't you? I've heard tell of you wandering around at night! The loyalists talk, you know; they've seen you with Grisha!"
"I am not with Grisha in any sense of the word.”
"Then who are you―"
"No one!"
"Good. Father will not tolerate an affair."
"But I am to tolerate him bringing a different woman to his bed every night?"
Regret flashed over her face as soon as she said the words, and she tried to continue. Probably to apologize, of all the weak-willed things. Did she not realize that Ilari knew  how the castle was run? "If you had ever produced a son, he wouldn't find the need!"
"And aren't you glad I haven't? You would be dismissed from this castle in an instant were he ever to get a true heir!"
Ilari stilled. "What do you mean?"
"I'm trying to tell you," Emeline said, eyes on the ground again. "I'm so sorry. I shouldn't have snapped at you like that. But the truth is, King Nazar isn't your father. I know you must've heard the rumor that he took you from one of the servants, but that isn't true. You're mine through and through, but the king is not the one who got me with child. And I wasn't ever his mistress."
"You...you don't believe I'm deserving of the throne?"
"'Deserve' has nothing to do with it."
Unable to stand any more of this, Ilari clenched her fists. "You're lying!"
"Ilari, no," Emeline said. "I'm telling the truth. I was going to name you―"
"You're lying, and I'm telling Father!"
"Listen to me!" Emeline said, grabbing her arm. "Don't―"
Ilari snarled a curse and then she spit in Emeline's face. Her mother's grip only tightened as she wiped at her face with her free hand, telling her to calm down, to just listen. 
Except there was no reason to listen; this was just a falsehood Emeline had come up with to try and steal her away from her father, from her life. What did Emeline expect, for Ilari to continue Lisette's legacy? To become another princess-turned-bondservant?
Spitting hadn't worked, so she used her teeth next, leaning down and biting Emeline's hand. Emeline let go and Ilari twisted away, screaming for help.
"I wasn't lying," Emeline said, as they heard the thunderous footsteps of approaching guards. "I know I haven't been the best mother, haven't done right by you at all,  but I love you. Please know that."
"Such declarations do not matter," Ilari snapped. "What you are saying is treason."
The guards flooded into the room, and several moments later King Nazar came striding in after them. He listened to Ilari for a moment, his expression as close to sympathetic as she'd ever seen it.
"I can see she's upset you," he said. "Do not fret. If she behaves herself, she can see you at ceremonies. In any case, she will not speak such blasphemy in front of you or anyone else again."
Then he walked over to Emeline, his measured steps somehow more frightening than if he'd charged at her. He stopped in front of her, his voice low and harsh.
"You would spread such lies while in the castle I gave you free rein over? While wearing a dress I gave you? I could have just left you the daughter of a servant!" he said, his voice rising to a roar. "I gave you everything!"
Ilari smiled and would have stayed to watch whatever her father had planned―he didn't call Grisha in for just anything―but then the guards left the room, escorting her with them.
*~*~*
"I'm  sorry you had to go through something so upsetting," Nazar said. "Rest assured, she won't ever harass you like that again. From now on, if you need something, you come to me or go to your grandmother. "
"Thank you, Father."
"No, thank you for letting me know what was going on. Such an action deserves a great reward."
Ilari's face lit up, and she nearly bounced after him into his quarters.
"You have heard tell, I'm sure, of my Mirror."
Ilari froze, hardly daring to believe what she'd just heard.
The King's Mirror was thought by many around the castle to be nothing more than a rumor, a bit of fantasy he'd created to discourage coups or other acts of dissent. It was said that by looking into the Mirror, he could see past, present, and future. Wilder tales said that if he said a person's name in front of the Mirror with ill intent, that person would drop dead instantly.
She'd dismissed much of the talk as childish stories but hadn't been able to stop the hope that the Mirror itself was real, that it was another bit of power she would control someday.
Now that someday was here.
He smiled and took the heavy frame off the wall, setting it down on the bed and motioning Ilari to sit next to it. She gently tapped the glass with a fingertip, looking up at him when nothing happened.
"How does it work?"
He drew a vial out of his pocket, and her eyes widened with fascination when she saw the crimson liquid inside.
"Is that blood?"
"Yes," he said. "Emeline's." Her smile widened, and her father chuckled.  "You approve, then?"
"She lied to me. She tried to turn me against you. I'm simply surprised the vial isn't larger."
Nazar laughed and rested a hand on her shoulder. "Would you like to pour it?"
Ilari took the vial and tugged the stopper out, emptying the blood out onto the mirror. When nothing happened, she frowned. "What's―"
"Be patient," he said. "It wasn't lifeblood, so it'll take him a moment to wake up."
"You've used lifeblood?" she asked. "Whose?"
"In time," he said, as the face appeared. "Greetings," he told the Mirror. "This is my daughter, Ilari."
"Pleased to meet you," the Mirror said. "You have a request, Princess?"
"No requests," Ilari said. "I simply wanted to meet you."
"She proved herself a loyal ally today," the king said.
"I'm glad for both of you," the Mirror said. "However, since you didn't bring much blood, I'm going to cut this visit short."
The Mirror faded back into ordinary glass, all blood gone from its surface. Ilari stared at the object, a dazed smile on her face. "Is it true that it'll tell you anything you want to know?"
"In a way," he said. "His knowledge isn't all-encompassing, though it helps to let people think that it is. But I have found out several interesting things from him. It was actually because of the Mirror that I met Emeline."
"Really?"
"She was here visiting Sidonie. And the Mirror told me  my future mistress was in the headmistress's quarters. I owe it so much." He hung the Mirror back on the wall and turned back to Ilari. "I'm very proud of you."
"Thank you," she said, her eyes still on the Mirror. "Can I use it whenever I want?"
"With my permission.”
Ilari nodded. Not precisely the answer she wanted, but it would do. Especially since she now knew the Mirror took blood.
It didn't surprise her; anything with true power wanted blood, not offerings of food or prayer. She wondered if she could use blood from some of the fighters to awaken the Mirror. The deathfights would offer a warrior's lifeblood, after all... perhaps she could convince her father to hold more than five per year.
"Using your mother's blood truly didn't bother you?" Nazar asked.
"It was necessary."
"You have told me before," her father said, "that you believe you have all the makings of a fine queen."
Ilari nodded, trying to keep a smile of anticipation off her face. The king looked solemn  now, not pleased, and he would expect her to follow his lead.
"Some of the things I have to do or oversee as king are not the most pleasant. People plot against me. They lie. They have to be punished. Those punishments could sicken someone with a weak stomach."
"Nothing about me is weak, Father, I assure you."
She held herself still and straight, meeting his gaze directly. Finally, he nodded once and she held back a grin, knowing she had passed. Had she fidgeted, or glanced away, or broken the silence first...
"Good. I will ask Grisha to let you tour the dungeons with him after your Introduction. Do you know your mother has tried to convince me  to dismiss him? She insists we don't need him." He smiled. "I'm so glad you took after me."
A sharp rap on the door made them both turn, and then one of the guards called, "Your Majesty! The Head of Village Ferapont requests an audience!"
King Nazar sighed. "I will speak to you more of the Mirror on another day, then."
"Thank you again, Father."
As soon as he was gone and the door securely closed, Ilari scurried around the room, searching for something that would serve her purpose.
She found it in a ceremonial dagger, hanging on the wall. Drawing it down, she jabbed the point deep into her fingertip, drawing several drops of blood. She cupped her left hand under the wound, careful not to spill any of the precious liquid. She headed to the mirror and  pressed her blood-coated palm to the glass, and then also touched it with her still-bleeding finger.
The face reappeared.
"Decided you have a question after all?" it asked.
"Yes," she said. "I would know, among us in the castle, who is the most beloved throughout the kingdom?" Even now villagers were arriving with gifts for her Introduction Ceremony. She imagined them talking amongst themselves, smiling, desperately eager to meet their future queen.
"Your mother."
"What?" she exclaimed, yanking her hands back from the glass. The face began to fade. "But she's a laughingstock!"
"To the loyalists," the Mirror said. "Not the people."
Then it disappeared , and Ilari thought for a moment about cutting herself again, bringing it back to life and demanding an explanation. Her mother was traitorous! And she wasn't even a royal, not truly!
Holding  back a squall of rage, Ilari stormed out of the room.
*~*~*
"What do you want?"
Emeline took a deep breath and then sank down to one knee, her wounded hand over her heart in apology. "I'm sorry, my King. I never should have spoken so to our daughter."
"No, you shouldn't have."
She got to her feet, unable to meet his eyes. "You said I wouldn't be seeing her again, speaking with her. I would ask you to reconsider. Please."
Nazar shook his head. "Get out. I have no further use for you."
"Please," she repeated, darting around in front of him as he started to walk away. "Grisha can take my other thumb. One of my hands, I don't care; just let―"
"I told you to get out!"
"She is my child! You cannot do this!"
"I am the king!" he shouted. "If I wish to, I can do far worse! You're lucky I'm a merciful man. Leave now and I'll forget this pathetic display ever happened."
Emeline ordered herself to stand and fight, to argue until he finally saw sense or was at least impressed enough with her stubbornness to relent. But she saw the rage on his face and recoiled, flinging the door open in her rush to leave.
Lisette stood in the doorway.
Emeline hurried into the hall, starting to pull the door shut behind her, praying that the king hadn't seen. But he snatched the door from her hand and flung it back open.
"Meddling brat!" he snapped. "You'll be in the arena tomorrow night. Either you'll be beaten to the ground, or that treasonous wretch will get the lash again. I'll greatly enjoy whichever way it turns out."
"Nazar," Emeline said. "She must have heard shouting and thought you were in trouble. Isn't that right, Lisette?"
"Right," Lisette echoed, and if she wasn't the worst liar Emeline had ever seen...
In answer, Nazar shoved Emeline the rest of way out of the room and then slammed the door.
"Are you all right?" Lisette asked, looking her over. Her mouth dropped open in horror when she saw Emeline’s left hand. "Oh, Goddesses. What did he do?"
"I'm all right," Emeline said, though she clutched at her wounded hand. Lisette took it gently, resting her other hand on top of where her thumb should have been.
"I'm so sorry. What happened?"
 
"I..." She thought about telling her the truth but hesitated. Should Lisette eventually tell someone else, should that particular rumor start spreading around the castle, Nazar would know exactly who to trace it back to. "I displeased him," she finally said. "At least your assignment is only against the Champion; you won't be hurt."
Lisette took a deep, shuddering breath and then sighed, rubbing her hands up and down her arms. Emeline started to try and reassure her again, and then she realized that the fact the man would be flogged was worse for Lisette than if she was to be flogged herself. Her mother had as much explained that to her once, after punishing a bondservant who'd attempted to run away by branding her best friend.
"It's one thing to take on pain yourself; it's entirely another to know that someone else is taking that pain instead and that it's your fault," she'd said, watching Emeline's face carefully for her reaction. Some of her horror must have shown because Sidonie had muttered a curse and turned away.
"I'll speak to him before the fight," Lisette said. "See if I can convince him to strike a blow or two. Perhaps that will prevent a lashing." She gave her a short curtsy. "I...I am sorry he put you through  that. Please let me know if there's anything I can do."
"I will."
"Goodnight, Emeline."
"Goodnight."
She waited until Lisette had disappeared around the curve into the hall, waited further still until she would have had time to reach the bondservants' quarters, and then she moved down the hall toward one of the candleries.
Fright lending speed to her steps, she opened the small door at the very back of the candlery. She gingerly descended the steep steps to the ground level and then below, running down the underground tunnel until she got to the small set of steps leading upward into a supplies closet in the fighters' building.
She hadn't worn a cloak to disguise her identity, so she merely ducked her head down and hoped that if she ran into anyone, they would leave her in peace.
Emeline reached the Champion's door and knocked rapidly. An irritated mutter from inside made her sigh with relief―she hadn't known where to start looking for him if he wasn't in his room―and then he opened the door, tugging his shirt on. His eyes widened in surprise when he saw her.
"What are you doing here?" he asked gruffly, stepping back so she could come inside.
Emeline noted that he didn't meet her eyes, as was custom, but there was enough tension in his frame that it almost made her wish that no direct eye contact wasn't the rule; she would feel much better right now if she could get some inkling of what might be going through his mind.
"It's Lisette," she said.  "She has...has displeased the king," she said, tripping over her words at the memory of the fury on Nazar's face, the fright on Lisette's. "He will send her against you tomorrow. She intends to ask you to strike. I came to request that you not. I know it is asking a painful favor of you, but I have king's copper to reimburse―" She had no sooner begun the words than she remembered that he wasn't allowed to accept coin. Reluctantly, she continued, "I can repay you in a different fashion."
He didn't reply. Unsure if he had caught her meaning, she sat down on the small cot.
When he didn't approach, she cleared her throat. "I cannot grant you your freedom," she said. "Cannot even promise fewer deathfights. What else is there?"
"I don't require payment."
"Oh," Emeline said, the fear draining out of her so quickly that she had to lean back against the wall. She'd never had to address a crowd, and she rarely addressed the loyalists. The idea that she wouldn't be able to convince this man into agreeing had terrified her. "Thank you."
"I'm just glad to see you sober this time."
Emeline laughed. "You remember that, then? I can't recall half of it."
"I'm not surprised."
"Do you get many visitors here?" she asked.
"No."
"Then would...would you mind terribly if I came by on occasion? It's quite peaceful."
"I wouldn't mind at all," he said, sitting down next to her. "In fact, that's the second time I've heard the question from you."
"I asked...?"
He nodded. "Granted, you slurred most of the words, but yes."
"Oh, Goddesses. You see, this is why I rarely drink." She started to run a hand through her hair, nearly yelping in pain when she brushed her injured hand  against her temple. "Curse it all," she grumbled, inspecting the bandage. She was to see the doctor in the morning to have it changed and to let him inspect the wound again.
It had been a clean cut. Grisha had had a lot of practice.
"What happened?" he asked.
"I told Ilari something I never should have spoken of." He raised his eyebrows, clearly curious, but Emeline found she couldn't say the words again, not tonight. Instead, she simply told him, "I am no longer allowed to see or speak to my child."
"I'm sorry."
"It would not be such an awful sentence, I suppose, if she had at least believed what I told her. But the look in her eyes...it was nothing but hatred," she said, her voice breaking.
She had her morning tea served to her every day without fail, had fine food, people who helped her dress, and she could take carriage rides around the kingdom whenever she so chose, but she would give up all of it, without question, to just be back in her little village with her daughter by her side. Just a chance, somehow, to do it over again.
She covered her face as best she could with her uninjured hand as she sobbed, tucking the sore one up to her chest. He laid a hand on her shoulder and she wanted to turn to him, nearly shook with the need to simply be held.
But wasn't that how it had started with Savva, after all? She had made a mistake as a girl, had knocked over a vase in the royals' room when she'd been cleaning. She had tidied up afterwards and had gathered all the fragments―or so she'd thought. King Thibault called for the doctor less than an hour later, a sliver of glass embedded in his foot.
Her mother's punishment had been swift and fierce. Savva had found her crying, bloody stripes on her back. And he had comforted her, promised that he would get her out.
Just because solace was freely offered didn't mean there wasn't eventually a price.
"I should get back," she said once the worst of the tears had passed. "Thank you."
He looked bemused, as if he wasn't quite sure what she was thanking him for. "You're welcome."
*~*~*
Nazar had announced that Emeline had 'taken ill' and therefore wouldn't attend the Introduction Ceremony. Ilari listened to the well-wishings and condolences from loyalists and citizens, and she felt a glow of satisfaction. She knew the true reason for her mother's absence, knew something none of these other people did. Well, save for Grisha.
Now she stared at herself in a large mirror. Today she would wear a crown for the first time. The Goddesses had blessed her in allowing her to live to her tenth birthday―so many royal children did not. After today, she would be fully eligible for the crown should something happen to her father and mother.
She walked down to the main hall where her father was waiting. The king smiled broadly, and Ilari beamed at him.
As they walked out to the Goddess Tree, she glanced back at the small crowd that had gathered – people who still had work to do in the castle, but who'd wanted to catch a glimpse of the royal family on their way to the ceremony.
Lisette was there, looking down from the balcony.
Turning away , Ilari moved out into the sunlight. She took in the sight in front of her and couldn't help but be awed. The Goddess Tree was covered in snow, just as it had been on the day she'd come into the world. A crowd of loyalists was gathered underneath the glittering white branches, grinning at the sight of her. She grinned back. Artisans had been working day and night on the armorharts in the stables, and now their scaled coats were painted in beautiful mosaics of blue, purple, and pink.
"Loyalists and esteemed citizens," King Nazar said. "It is my duty and my pleasure to introduce to you, my daughter."
The crowd cheered, and Ilari stepped forward, closer to the crowd. Guards flanked her.
"Princess Ilari," Nazar announced, and Ilari bowed to her people. "I ask that someday the Goddesses will give her a long and successful rule."
Everyone in attendance touched their throat, symbolically adding their voices to the prayer.
"And now, the chosen citizens may come forward with their gifts."
Ilari swallowed hard. The citizens who had been randomly chosen to attend this ceremony had all brought gifts, and while she would keep all of them, she was expected to choose her favorite three and give the creators a blessing. The Goddesses had seen fit to give her their blessings, to keep her healthy for this long, and today she was meant to pass that on.
She didn't know how she was supposed to choose only three.
Then the first citizen knelt down in front of her, holding up an intricately carved box. Behind him, she could see an old woman holding a beautiful, fragile-looking doll. The line stretched on, each person holding a wonderful present, and she couldn't help a squeal of delight.
She looked to her father, afraid that such a thing was unbecoming, but he only smiled down at her indulgently. Letting out a sigh of relief, she looked back to her first citizen.
Today, of all days, she could let go of worry.
*~*~*
Lisette crouched on her hands and knees, scrubbing the floor and trying very hard not to think bitter thoughts.
She should have had her own Introduction  by now. She should be in the rooms that Ilari occupied; she should be spending a little time every day admiring the gifts she'd been given when she'd been presented to her future kingdom.
She closed her eyes  and took a deep breath, reminding herself that such thoughts weren't worthy of a princess, even a disgraced one. "Is it useful?" her mother had once asked. "Does it get you closer to what you want? If it doesn't, then dismiss it."
These thoughts certainly weren't useful.
Then the main doors opened, and she got back to work, peering up through her bangs as Ilari charged into the palace. She tracked wet, muddy prints across the floor as she ran for the stairs―precisely why Lisette had started at the edges of the room―and  shrieked with laughter as she acted out a mock-fight between the beautiful dolls she'd chosen. Handservants followed after her, carrying other gifts, and though Lisette smiled at the sight of Ilari acting like a happy little girl for once, she couldn't help feeling another stab of envy as she saw the overflowing baskets of fruit and sweets, the lovingly stitched stuffed animals, toys, and jewelry.
Once  it was time for her to retire for the night, Lisette avoided the bondservant’s quarters in favor of going to the servant’s chapel.
"Greetings, Three," she said, kneeling on one of the threadbare cushions at the front of the room. She remembered the lavish chapel two floors up that she and her parents used to attend.
The final time they'd all visited together, her mother had asked the Three for a long and peaceful life for her baby.
Stop, Lisette told herself. This is precisely why you're here.
"Tonight, I ask Nobaris for her counsel," she murmured. "I would seek her aid in ridding my mind of hurtful thoughts. Envy overwhelms me, though I know it is pointless. Focusing on the past will do nothing to improve my future."
Lisette knelt there for several long moments, waiting for something. Anything. A lightening of her spirits, a joy in her heart. She'd heard so many stories of people feeling the Goddesses work within them.
She'd never felt a thing.




PART TWO

TEN YEARS LATER

Chapter Six

"Hm. I believe that one will do."
Gennadi tried very hard not to groan. Some loyalist's son had gone missing out in Vedrana's Forest, which of course meant it was the job of the  huntsman to  risk his life to find him. Probably just like the brat who'd gotten him sent here, thinking that a jaunt out in that wretched place would make for a fine story later on.
It wouldn't concern him at all, except the huntsman wanted someone to carry his food, water, and other supplies.
"Come on then," Stanimir said, motioning him forward. "Let's get you loaded up, and then we can go find the poor lad."
"Yes, sir," Gennadi said, wondering if this was to be the last time he'd see the arena. The fact that his heart didn't leap at the idea puzzled him. After all, it was only a matter of time before he was matched in a deathfight against someone he couldn't best.
But he had found friends here, found Vasya. And his mother and brother did benefit from what he was able to send them.
Still. He had promised himself, his first night within the castle walls, that as soon as he found a good chance to escape, he would take it. And this was the perfect chance.
He could lose Stanimir, stay on the outskirts of Vedrana's Forest for a few weeks until he was forgotten, and then creep back home.
Stanimir handed Gennadi a pack that weighed half as much as he did and then clapped him on the shoulder with a broad grin. "Well then! I think we're set. And don't worry, Gennadi. I've been in several forests before―best marksman in the entire kingdom, if I do say so myself! Got this job because of it. Vedrana's Forest can't be that bad. Just a lot of superstitious nonsense, really. So there's no need to be frightened."
Gennadi blinked at him, realizing that the Huntsman was truly so daft as to believe that. Vedrana's Forest was survivable—he'd lived on the outskirts for years and had listened closely to the tales of hunters and foragers—but not if you didn't have a healthy respect for the place. Not if you strolled right in thinking it was no different than any other forest.
He'd have to come up with a different plan. If he lost Stanimir there, the man would be dead within two minutes.
*~*~*
"See?  Nothing but trees, mud, and vines!" Stanimir said proudly.
They were three steps inside.
Gennadi gave the older man a smile. "It's actually not my first time in here, sir."
"Oh? Really? I almost went in once myself, years ago, out looking for the princess―the former princess," he  corrected himself. "You're young to have set foot in a place of such ill reputation."
"There's an herb that grows here," Gennadi said. "Waxwort. Used in healing. My father had need of it."
"Ah," Stanimir said. "Quite good of you. How does he fare? Did it work?"
"For a time. He passed on shortly before I was given over to the circuit."
"I'm sorry."
"As am I. But as Mother Ambre says, at least he's with my first mother now." At Stanimir's questioning look, he elaborated, "She died less than a year after I was born. I don't remember her well, but both Mother Ambre and Father told me stories. What of your own parents?"
"None still living," Stanimir said. "But my fathers and mother were wonderful people. I miss them daily."
Gennadi nodded in commiseration and gave the older man a pat on the shoulder as they moved deeper into the shadows.
*~*~*
They followed the young man's trail without incident for most of a day. The only thing to bother them was a ratstalker, which snarled viciously at them, tried to eat Gennadi's boot, and then scurried off into the underbrush. No Dryads, Dwarves, or Shadows. Gennadi listened intently nonetheless, certain that this forest wasn't going to let them return the missing loyalist to his luxurious home so easily.
The sound he finally heard wasn't the war cry of one of the Dwarves but a high, sweet voice. Singing.
He pressed his hands over his ears, instructing Stanimir to do the same.
"Whatever for?" Stanimir asked. "She has a lovely voice. Still, a young woman living out here voluntarily?"
"It's not a young woman!" Gennadi said, grabbing his arm. Already, Stanimir had started to change course, heading for the voice. "She's an Enchantress."
"I would say so," Stanimir said, giving him a wink and pulling him along. "Come now, let go. I simply want to see what's going on."
"Stanimir." Her voice was louder now, and Gennadi was forced to let go of the huntsman's arm to cover his own ears. "Stanimir, stop!"
He kept going, disappearing into the trees, and Gennadi shrugged off the pack and ran after him, risking her voice in order to grab Stanimir and pull him back.
The huntsman spun, punching him solidly in the jaw.
Gennadi fell, dazed, fumbling to cover his ears again as he slowly gained his feet.
Then he realized there was no need. The Enchantress was no longer singing.
He ran the way Stanimir had gone, stumbling to a stop when he found himself almost at the shore of a lake. A young woman crouched in the knee-deep, brackish water, lapping at the blood pouring from Stanimir's torn throat.
Upon the sight of Gennadi, she clutched Stanimir's body closer and hissed, exposing long fangs. Her skin shifted tone as she did so, turning a scaly blue-green. Gennadi held up his hands and  retreated, then turned and ran back to the pack. He had to wait several moments for his hands to stop shaking before he could take up the load again.
*~*~*
This is the most idiotic thing you've ever done in your entire life, Gennadi thought. Just go.
But he continued along the trail. As much as he tried to picture the loyalist's son who'd struck his mother, he couldn't . And if it was Gustave...well, even that pitiful man didn't deserve an end like Stanimir's.
He knew nothing of the missing lad, not even his name or his parent’s names or his age. He supposed that Stanimir had known, but the huntsman hadn't seen fit to share any information with him. He'd just been there to cart supplies, after all. Gennadi was expecting someone closer to a man than a child. So, when he found the loyalist's son, for a few seconds he couldn't speak.
He couldn't have yet reached his tenth birthday.
"Are you all right?" Gennadi asked. The child had two black eyes, and his lip was dark with caked-on blood.
Vedrana's Forest hadn't been kind to him, but it also hadn't been nearly as cruel as it could be.
The boy nodded, and Gennadi moved closer. "I'm Gennadi. Your name?"
"Andriy."
"Andriy. I'll get you home, all right?"
The boy retreated, shaking his head.
"You're lucky you've survived this long. Come on."
"No!"
Gennadi winced and looked around, hoping the child's shout hadn't drawn anything he wouldn't be able to defeat. "You'll die out here. And badly."
Andriy straightened his shoulders. "Then kill me."
"No! What are―"
"Make it look like something out here did it. It would be a mercy, sir, I promise you. Please."
Gennadi turned away, unable for a moment to look at the child's bruises, knowing now who had caused them. "Are any loyalists honorable?"
"Olya," the child said quickly. "And her mother."
"Who are they?" Gennadi asked, desperate for any type of conversation that didn't consist of a child asking for death. 
"She's my best friend. My father believes that Olya's mother stole an armorhart from his stable, but she did no such thing. Father lost it himself, traded it away while under the drink. I tried to tell him, but he...he didn't listen. He forbade me from seeing Olya, but she's my friend. And he caught me."
"What of your mother? Does she not protect you? Or try?"
"She laughs," he whispered. "Sometimes she helps. Sometimes they just fight. I go under my blanket then. Are you going to kill me now?" he asked hopefully.
"No."
Andriy looked dejected at that but also resigned. He walked to Genndai’s side. "All right."
"That doesn't mean I will not help you," Gennadi said. "Stay close."
He remembered the plant  he needed well. It had small white berries, similar to waxwort, but the leaves split out into four points, not three. The tiniest distinction between something that could save a life and something that would end it. He plucked a small branch that was thick with berries.
"What are those?"
"It's a poison," Gennadi said. "Tasteless."
"Oh!"
Andriy took the branch from him and started to put the berries in his mouth. Gennadi grabbed his hand and jerked it back.
"Don't! You should not pay with your own life for your parent’s crimes. Once the berries dry, crumble them. Can you get them into your parents' food?"
The boy stared at him, wide-eyed, and shook his head. Gennadi gently took the branch from him and stuffed it into his jacket pocket. "Should you change your mind."
*~*~*
Gennadi was congratulated for his good work when he got back to the palace. The loyalists all fussed over him. Loyalist Orianne now cooed at him, and Loyalist Emeric recommended to the king that he be named the new huntsman, given the 'unfortunate end' Stanimir had met. Gustave had held out his hand, the hand he had once struck his mother with, and Gennadi had no choice but to shake it.
And he had no choice but to smile at Andriy's parents, though he saw how hard the father was gripping the boy's arm and the simmering fury in the mother's eyes.
Less than a week after they returned from Vedrana's Forest, he asked a page how Andriy was doing. The page clucked his tongue . "Well, he's somewhat fine."
"Oh?"
"Yes. Poor lad broke his arm! A most accident-prone child, he is."
Later, Gennadi asked again. There was no news. For a long time, he didn't ask at all, afraid to hear the words.
One day, however, the page approached him as he and the fighters went to retrieve their meals from the dining hall.
"Huntsman? You had asked before of news of Andriy. I thought you would wish to know."
Gennadi braced himself for the words he had known were coming. "Yes?"
"His parents fell quite ill and died. Their closest neighbor took him in. She has a daughter close to his age, so that might ease the transition for the poor boy. Though, just between us, of course, his parent’s disease might be the best thing to happen to him."
"Why is that?"
"Neither of them possessed the best of tempers. Oftentimes they took their woes out on the child."
"And nothing was done?"
The page stared at him as if he had started speaking in tongues. "They were loyalists. Such things were not spoken of."
"Of course not," Gennadi said, filling his plate with some of what the royals had left behind.
*~*~*
"And this one!" Gennadi exclaimed, propping his left leg up on the table and rolling up the cuff of his pants to display a thick, jagged scar. "Beast of Veldar's Field!"
"That was you?" one of the other fighters asked.
"Goddesses, yes, that was me!" he said proudly. "Thing damn near took my leg off. I got it in the end, though. Meanest son of a Shadow I ever fought. Thought I―" He paused as someone came into the doorway―wide skirt, hair held in place by an elaborate crespine, a silhouette that was completely out of place here. When she came fully into the lamplight, he recognized Loyalist Yelena and gave her a wave.
Across from him, Vasya glanced back to see who he was greeting. At the sight of Yelena, the smile that had been on his face disappeared, and he got to his feet. The look Yelena gave to him as he left the tavern was so grief-stricken that it diminished a good deal of the warm cloudy-headedness Gennadi had built up over the course of many drinks.
"Hang on," he said, using the table to brace himself as he got up. "More stories tomorrow."
He stumbled over to Loyalist Yelena, giving her a smile as she walked directly to the bar and ordered a glass of fire brandy. "Y'know," he told her, "could just give you a good whack on the head if you wanna pass out. Head would probably hurt less in the morning, too."
She chuckled, picked up the small glass the bartender handed her, and downed it in one swallow with barely a wince.
Gennadi's eyes widened. "I think I love you." When that earned a full laugh, he grinned and leaned against the bar. "Don't suppose y'remember me at all?"
"Of course I do. Your mother and brother seem to be doing splendidly." She rested a hand on his forearm, giving him a reassuring smile. "Besides, even if I had forgotten all that, you wouldn't be far from my thoughts. Little Andriy thinks quite highly of you."
Gennadi drew back, staring down at her. "How do you know Andriy?"
"He came to live with us after his parents passed away."
"You're Olya's mother."
"Yes."
He laughed loudly and pulled her into a tight hug.
And now, he thought as he just as quickly let go of her, he knew without a doubt how to make a tavern full of rowdy drinkers fall silent.
"It's all right," Loyalist Yelena told them, and though many of them went back to their conversations, Gennadi could feel several still watching him.
"I do apologize," he said quietly. Though he felt that the unspoken rules about how those of the lower classes should not touch a loyalist were ridiculous, he knew that he might have  made her uncomfortable, and that needed an apology.
"Think nothing of it."
"Y'know, been meaning to thank you. For going to visit the dungeons and the bondservants. You still bring them food?"
"When I can."
"If you don't mind my asking...why?"
"Penance."
"No. You've been making those visits for years. Since before I came here. Can't imagine you having done anything so terrible that it would require that much penance."
"You're still young," Yelena said,  and motioned the bartender over to ask him for an ale. Gennadi asked for one as well, and when she walked to a table at the back of the tavern, he followed.
"We were close once," she said after she'd sat down at the table and taken a long drink. "Vasya and his sister and I. Ania was my best friend. And Vasya..."
"Ohh."
"It was never mutual," she explained. "But he knew of my feelings and was kind about them, and I suppose that's the most one can ask for in that particular situation." She took another drink and slowly continued, "I was always so focused on myself. My friends, my family, my tiny corner of this world. Ania was different. She cared for everyone, even if she'd only spoken one word to them before. Everything mattered to her. And so, when she learned of the abuses under King Thibault's rule..."
"She supported a coup."
"Yes. Some protesters wanted Thekla to be the sole ruler, some wanted Nazar...but all agreed that Thibault should go. But Thibault had his supporters as well, of course. And though they didn't find Ania right away, they got close enough to…to take me in. Question me."
Gennadi knew full well what that meant and reached out to clasp her hand. "I'm sorry."
"Don't be," she ordered, snatching her hand away. "A better person would've been able to withstand it. And I did. Grisha kept me there for ten days, and I didn't speak. But then he told me if I  wasn't going to be useful, Thibault had given him permission to kill me. He described how he would do it. And Goddesses help me, I didn't want to die. I tried to make him promise. Promise that if I gave him a name, that he wouldn't kill her.
"And he  kept his word," she said bitterly. "He sentenced Ania's brother to the arena. Murdered her boy. And in the end he didn't have to kill her. She took her own life. She was my best friend," Yelena whispered. "And him? I loved him with my whole heart. No matter how many messages I deliver, no matter how much food and drink I bring, it will never erase that."
*~*~*
Lisette slowly wandered the fighters' building, her thoughts crashing into one another. Roz was distraught, and rightly so. Sie had gone to the king, offering to serve the arena for ten years past sier current sentence if sie were allowed to visit sier sick grandchild. The king had refused. Next, sie had told the king that sie would give him all the coin sie earned from now until the day of sier freedom.
Another refusal.
The only option left was escape.
Lisette had helped get bondservants out before, yes, but that had consisted of giving Emeline the name of one who most needed to get out when her birthday came along so that she might grant them a pardon. A true escape? Getting past the guards, the wall?
She had heard tale of secret passages hidden throughout the castle, but though she had searched diligently, she had yet to find one.
And with her luck, she thought, she would find one that led straight to the king's chambers.
Then Lisette froze. The Champion's door stood open. He sat on a cot that seemed barely sturdy enough to hold him, his bare back to her. And that back was crisscrossed with scars.
He'd had a name once, of course, but Lisette had never heard it. She only knew that when the king wanted to ensure death for a particular contestant, he sent them against the Champion. The deathfights varied. Some, the more merciful ones, allowed both combatants to have weapons. Some gave only one weapon, and the first fighter to get hold of it had the advantage. The most brutal ones dictated that there would be no weapons at all, that beating the opponent to death with fists and feet was the only option.
 
The Champion had survived all of these challenges and more. 
 
She'd heard plenty of boasts during the Visitor’s Days. Several younger fighters had claimed that they would be the one to beat him. He was older now, after all, past his fiftieth year while many of them had barely left their second decade. They were destined to win.
One at a time, many of the loudest boasters fought against him and lost.
 
Lisette had been nine the first time she faced him in the arena.
 
Since then, she had been sent against him once more. That time, she had struck him. She'd trusted that he wouldn't kill her and hoped that if a few blows were exchanged, the king would not order him flogged.
 
There was no such luck. He took her blows stoically and then walked away for a second time.
Lisette knew many of the fighters considered them close friends, which was an odd thing, given that the two of them had very rarely spoken.
She kept intending to talk with him. But the thing that she wouldn't admit to anyone else, hated to admit to herself, was that she was frightened.
Not of him―any nervousness she'd felt around him had disappeared the first time he'd turned away from her in the arena―but of what he might turn out to be. She had always silently considered him an ally, but she had to admit that probably wasn't the case. The fact that he hadn't wanted to kill an unarmed child didn't mean he would side with her in other areas. He'd been sentenced to the arena in the first place for acting against Father Thibault, after all.
And the idea that he might side with her, might become a friend, was almost worse. Because though he'd taken down all the braggarts so far, one day he would come across someone who could best him. If she lost an acquaintance rather than a close friend, it would hurt less.
She seemed to lie to herself quite frequently where he was concerned.
Lisette walked closer, hovering in the doorway. He turned , his profile ragged and tired.
"How..." She cleared her throat. "How many of those are because of me?"
He smiled. "None."
"Do not lie," she said, taking a few steps further into the room. She made grand plans, yes, but so far, she had not even managed to protect this one man who had done so much for her. "You were flogged after each time I faced you. I would know how much of a debt I owe."
 
"And I told you. None. Every lash I've gotten is because of the king."
She drew in a breath, wanting nothing more than to reach out to him. But one question hung in her mind, keeping her still.
"I have a question for you. And I request an honest answer."
"Of course."
"Nazar's coup. Were you a part of it?"
"No," he said. "I was sentenced to the circuit weeks before the attack. And had I been free, my answer would be the same."
Lisette crossed over to him, resting a hand on his shoulder. After a moment, he placed his hand over hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.
 
She looked down at his hand, wondered how many death blows it had struck. "Someday I will escape from this place," she whispered. He glanced up, worry plain in his eyes, and she gave him a reassuring smile. "When I do, I'll bring you with me."
*~*~*
"He's certainly grown into his frame, hasn't he?"
Emeline nodded absently to Loyalist Ustinya, who was staring at Gennadi with something akin to hunger.
The first time Emeline had seen Gennadi in the arena, he was awkward and gangly, like he wasn't entirely sure what to do with his height. Now Gennadi stood before everyone, smiling broadly, his black hair twisted into a multitude of braids and then pulled back into a ponytail.
Loyalist Ustinya was right, Emeline thought, even if the realization didn't light kindred feelings in her own body. 
She had fully expected, as she grew older, to feel attraction to some of the loyalists, or the occasional visiting princess or prince.
What she hadn't expected was to feel...well, very little. She could look at someone and acknowledge they were attractive, experience a pleasant tingle in her chest if they looked her way. But she felt none of the outright passion she'd heard the servants speak of, hadn't possessed any of the strong desire that her first husband had clearly felt for her. When she'd been a handservant , she'd listened to the others giggle their way through talks of their eventual wedding nights, and though she'd smiled right along with them, the act of making love had never seemed anything other than distasteful.
Since learning to read, Emeline had gone through every book she could reach, every diary, hoping to find some similarity of thought between herself and one of the writers. There had been none.
She was beginning to feel as though she were irrevocably broken.
Returning her focus to Gennadi again, she wondered if he was truly as happy as he seemed to be as the object of their attention. He certainly knew how to play to the crowd, his sparring fights full of complicated maneuvers and wild grins, charming the loyalists so that he had rarely been called for a deathfight.
"Fighter," King Nazar called, "do you promise to take up the mantle of Stanimir, the huntsman before you, and protect my family and these loyalists with your life if need be?"
"I promise."
"Do you swear to take whatever missions we assign to defend this castle and her inhabitants?"
"I swear."
"Then I pronounce your status raised from fighter to huntsman. Perhaps, should your actions continue to impress, I will even pronounce you loyalist someday."
Gennadi bowed and then turned away, crossing to a small woman with black hair and a young man. The woman hugged him tightly and then stepped back, laughing, as Gennadi grabbed the man―a brother, probably, given that they had the same dusky complexion and dark hair―and swung him around, despite his immediate flailing.
Emeline watched the scene with a mixture of fondness and sadness. The ease Gennadi had with people was something she'd never managed to attain. She had two people she was truly comfortable with―Lisette and Vasya―and even then, she had to keep her guard up, lest someone see her talking with them for too long a period and inform her husband.
She wanted to be able to easily speak with more people. But all she could seem to manage were brittle smiles and carefully rehearsed speeches.
Emeline tried not to fidget with the need to get up and leave the room. Sometimes she felt the desire to be around crowds of people, around noise, but she was only ever able to stand it for a few moments without feeling like she wanted to crawl out of her skin.
"See this and remember," Nazar said, looking to the fighters who were gathered in a half-circle at the edge of the arena. "Faithfulness is always well-rewarded."
"And my faithfulness?" Roz called.
The king smiled tightly. "I do not believe I granted you permission to speak."
Undaunted, Roz moved forward. "I have served the arena well!" sie called. "My grandchild is sick, and my daughter has need of me. If you grant me leave, I promise I will return and―"
"Your daughter, the traitor?" King Nazar asked. "She's fortunate she still has her life, let alone her freedom. And if you continue on, I'll rescind your promotion to trainer."
"That is not the―"
"Or you can move to the dungeon."
Roz pressed sier lips together and retreated, and the king's smile widened as he sank back into his plush throne.
*~*~*
Gennadi headed back to the fighters' quarters, whistling. Tomorrow he would move his things from his current room into the castle proper as befitted his new station.
Right now, though, he wanted to have a few moments with Vasya. Gennadi had known that Vasya wouldn't attend the ceremony―he preferred to spend as little time listening to the king's long-winded speeches as possible―so he had crept away as soon as his own part in it was done.
He hadn't decided yet if he should bring up the conversation he'd had with Loyalist Yelena. If Vasya hadn't mentioned such things, then maybe he didn't want to discuss them at all. On the other hand, perhaps broaching the subject was too painful, and he would rather someone else initiated the conversation.
Lost in thought, Gennadi jumped when he heard the sharp sound of wood scraping against concrete. Quickly rounding the curve in the long hallway, he blinked in surprise when he saw three men charging into Vasya's room. From the cursing and sounds of flesh hitting flesh, at least one was already inside.
Gennadi ran forward, grabbing one man by the back of the neck. After giving him a sharp uppercut to the jaw that sent him sprawling, he reached inside the room and grabbed the second nearest fighter, pulling him back and slamming his head against the wall.
The third fighter he went for, having more time to react, slashed at him with twin knives. Gennadi ducked away, trying to lead him out into the hall where there would be more room to fight, but the man was having none of it, and it was all Gennadi could do to keep the blades from striking anything fatal.
He recognized the attacker. Recognized the two he'd knocked unconscious, as well. They and their two other friends―whom Vasya seemed to be making quick work of, though one of them had gotten in a deep-looking cut―had been sentenced to the arena four days ago after being convicted of murder. The five of them had been traveling, stealing food and belongings from villagers. At one home, the owner had still been inside, and he had fought back. They had killed him.
Apparently, they didn't like the idea of a one-on-one fight in the arena against someone they weren't likely to beat.
Then Vasya knocked out one of his attackers and caught him before he could fall, picking him up and throwing him at the man wielding the knives. He hit the wall with a pained exhalation of air, and Gennadi stomped on his one visible wrist, kicking the slender blade away. His other hand was pinned under the man who'd been thrown into him. If the other attacker was lucky, the second knife wasn't embedded in his back.
Gennadi winced, looking over the multitude of defensive cuts up and down his forearms. "Good thing you weren't asleep."
"Oh, I was," Vasya said. "I just tend to put a chair in front of my door to block it." He sighed, looking down at the groaning men scattered around on the floor. "I'll get the guards." Then he glanced over at Gennadi, smiling. "How did the ceremony go?"
"Not nearly as exciting as this."




Chapter Seven

"What do you mean he isn't here?"
The castle doctor blinked wide, owlish eyes at her. "Exactly what I said, Lisette."
"But I...I heard he took a rather nasty cut." That wasn't the first thing she'd heard. The first had been a wretched rumor that the other fighters had been successful in their ambush, and that he had been killed. Her stomach hadn't yet stopped roiling.
"Probably did.  He just prefers to deal with such things himself. Gennadi's here, though," Alain continued, nodding toward the open door. Lisette hurried into the medical room where Gennadi was sitting on the cot, his restless expression shifting into a smile as soon as he saw her.
"Are you all right?" she asked, looking over the multitude of bandages that covered his arms. "I heard there was an ambush. I didn't know who else was involved, that you…do you know who did this? Are they in the dungeon? If they aren't, I'll―"
"Slow down," he laughed, taking her hands gingerly in his uninjured one. "I'm all right. So is he. And yes, the five who tried this are in the dungeon."
"Five?" Lisette exclaimed. "Against only two?"
"Wasn't even supposed to be against two," Gennadi said. "I heard the fight starting and..." Seeing her face blanch, he sighed. "I'm not very good at this whole 'reassuring' business."
"No, it's all right. I'd rather know everything." She stepped back and looked around the room, hands twisting restlessly. Alain's quarters and the dungeon were so very close to each other. She wondered at that sometimes, wondered if the man who'd dedicated his life to healing others ever had to hear the screams of the tortured.
"Well, this won't do," she finally said. "For a bad cut…what do I need?"
Several moments later she was crossing to the fighter’s quarters with a shallow bowl of water, a washrag, and a bottle of the strongest alcohol the doctor's collection boasted. A needle and thread were tucked safely in her pocket.
She rapped on the Champion's door with the bottle, her mouth dropping open in shock when he opened it. His left arm was slit open almost all the way from shoulder to elbow and blood sheeted his forearm and hand.
"Why didn't you go to the doctor?" she asked, barging in without waiting for permission. "Sit," she said, bumping the door closed with her hip. "Let me clean that up."
For the sake of her temper, she ignored the fact that he looked amused.
"That is what Alain is there for, you know," she said, scrubbing the blood off his forearm. She rinsed the cloth with more force than was necessary and told herself to be more careful when cleaning the wound itself. "Refusing to seek help is only going to get you a horrible infection, and then someone'll drag you to the doctor anyway. And if it's me, I will make sure to bump your stubborn head on every step on the way there."
Realizing that her intended lecture had stepped well over the line into ranting at him, she kept her eyes firmly away from his face.
"All right," she muttered. "Alain said to just pour this..." She upended the bottle of alcohol over the cut. The muscles in his arm tensed, and he growled a curse that had her automatically scooting back.
He took the bottle and drank what she hadn't poured onto him. Considering that was still well over half the bottle... Realizing she was staring, she quickly returned her focus to her work, withdrawing the suture needle and thread from her pocket. Both were much bigger than what she was used to for sewing, and the needle had an odd curve to it. She bit her lip. Gennadi would be here soon; Alain had said it wouldn't take much longer to finish bandaging the last couple of wounds he'd received. She was tempted to stall, see if he would do this instead, but then she remembered the wound across his palm. It was either this or convince him to go to Alain.
"Don't hesitate with it," he told her. "That'll only make it worse."
She nodded and tied a knot at the end of the thread, willing her hands not to shake. Then she gingerly placed the needle, gritted her teeth, and punched a hole in his skin.
It was like sewing a dress, she thought, blinking rapidly before she continued. A warm dress. That was bleeding. All right, so her comparison was terrible.
"You don't have to do this, my lady."
"You do realize how low I am even among the servants?" she asked, tugging another stitch tight. "Besides, I'm sewing your arm. I think we're past 'my lady'."
"Understood." And he smiled. While her heart had already been pounding from the stress of ensuring that she didn't make a mistake, now it sped up for an entirely different reason. "My lady."
She automatically gave him a swat―not on his wounded arm, she wasn't quite that daft―but she did make contact with a bruise on his chest, and he winced.
"Oh!" she exclaimed. "I am so sorry!" If she hadn't been halfway through another stitch, she would've hidden her face in her hands.
And he laughed. Startled and relieved, she laughed as well.
"Well. Sounds like you're feeling better," Gennadi said, pushing the door open. "How's the cut?"
He moved closer to inspect the injury, raising his eyebrows. "That...is the worst stitching job I've ever seen."
"You hush," Lisette laughed.




Chapter Eight

Lisette brought another two buckets of water from the kitchen well, grinning as she stepped out into the biggest tiltyard. The annual sparring competition was on its second day, and the guards, fighters, and loyalists who were participating seemed like they were going through a hundred buckets daily. She and many of the other bondservants had been excused from their usual duties to make sure the competitors had enough food, drink, and bandages.
None of these fights were to the death. It was just a week-long contest for bragging rights. The participants shouted and swore and laughed with each other, and though it was a great deal of extra work for her and the other servants, it was also the best week of the year. Oddly, it was in this mockery of what they endured in the arena that the fighters seemed most relaxed.
And this sparring competition would be even better. She had developed a plan on how to sneak Roz out on the sixth day of the competition when the great feast was to be held. People were allowed in from out past the wall; the biggest set of gates would stand wide open as people filed in and out. She would sneak to the kitchens with Roz and hide sier in one of the outgoing carts.
Right now, sie was talking to Gennadi, and Lisette moved closer to the pair.
"How are the new fighters doing?" Gennadi asked.
"They have a lot to learn," sie replied, the thick scar on sier lip adding a sardonic twist to sier smile. "Very good with swords and defensive maneuvers, although they need to work on the shorter blades. And some of the younger ones...Goddesses, it's all I can do to not ruffle their hair."
Gennadi smiled. "Is it true that your first training session was just spent telling arena stories to the newcomers?"
"Yes."
He threw his arm around sier shoulders. "So. What'd you say about me?"
"Hm. Don't believe I mentioned you at all. Should I have?"
"You're cruel, Roz."
"I know."
As Lisette approached, Gennadi  reached out and gratefully accepted a cup of water. "Bless you, Lisette." He drank it down and then paused to tie a clean rag around a shallow cut on his left forearm, grabbing one end of the knot in his teeth and tightening the bandage. "Sure you don't want to compete?" he asked. "You have a pretty mean punch."
Lisette laughed. He looked so different now, easygoing and smiling, that she had a hard time associating him with the tall, glowering teenager she'd swung at years ago. "Surprised I didn't break my thumb, actually."
"As am I." His gaze moved from her over to one of the buckets she'd carried down, and his eyes brightened with mischief. "If you'll pardon me."
She nodded, and he picked up the bucket of water and crept up behind the Champion, flinging the contents at his back. The other man leapt up with a shout, shaking his head like a wet dog, and Gennadi howled with laughter, pushing the bucket back into her hands. The Champion turned, shoving his now-soaked hair out of his face, and Lisette abruptly realized how the empty bucket and her wild laughter might add up.
"I had nothing to do with this."
"Oh, I know. Gennadi can't rest during this competition until he's drenched someone," he said, starting forward menacingly. Gennadi danced back out of his reach, moving behind Lisette.
"Gennadi, I hate to tell you, but this is quite like trying to hide an armorhart behind a cat," Lisette said.
In answer, he grabbed her free hand, keeping her in front of him as he tugged her back toward the entrance to the castle. "Since I just wasted the whole bucket, I think I'd best help you replace it. Maybe run a few errands. I haven't spoken to the doctor in a few weeks. Might be in there the rest of the day, really."
"Run if you want to," the Champion said. "I'll be waiting tonight."
Lisette laughed as she pulled the door to the castle closed behind them. "Was that really a good idea?"
"Might've been one of my best, depending on what he has in mind for revenge," Gennadi quipped.
Lisette blinked and then grinned. "You two are...?"
"Well, not yet," Gennadi said. "But I have my hopes for him. As, I assume, you do?"
"I haven't really thought about it," she said dismissively, though judging from the smile on Gennadi's face, she hadn't been at all convincing. She cleared her throat, deciding it was time to change the subject. "I would ask a favor of you. Would you teach me how to fight?"
"What?"
"It is not such a strange thing!"
"Beg to differ," Gennadi replied. "Think you're the first bondservant I've ever seen ask to get whacked around."
"I would know how to defend myself from other servants. I am not the most well-liked person."
"Don't know why you wouldn't be. Always thought you to be a ball of sunshine and sweetness." She narrowed her eyes at him, and he grinned. "I'll show you whatever I can. Not sure how often the lessons'll be, though; the king's talking about sending me off toward Vedrana's Forest after the competition for some damn reason or another."
Lisette stopped, remembering cloths tied around a single branch, eerie voices calling to her. "No," she said. "You can't go in there."
He laughed and started to say something―a smart remark, she was sure―but then he saw the look on her face and relented. "I'll be all right," he said. "I promise."
Before she could argue, they reached the kitchens, and he went to the well to refill her bucket. As soon as it was full again, he reached out with his free hand to try and sneak a tart from one of the trays. Colombe smacked his hand with the back of a wooden spoon.
"Out!"
"Okay, okay!" Gennadi said, holding up his hands. "I know when I'm not wanted."
"Hmph," she said, though she was smiling. Lisette carried two buckets of water back out of the kitchen while Gennadi carried one. Once they were out in the hall, he used his free hand to give her a tart he'd hidden in the pocket of his tunic.
"How did you…?" Then decided it didn't matter. The tart smelled wonderful. "Thank you."
"You're welcome."
"So," she said. "You believe I look at the Champion in a certain way?"
"I know you do."
"And yet you don't know how I look at you?" She grinned. "Seems your eyesight may be going. And at such a young age, too. Pity."
She thought that he would look vindicated, perhaps even a little smug. She couldn't entirely fault him for that last possibility; from everything she'd heard from the other servants, she was but the latest in a long line of hearts he'd effortlessly won. But instead he looked surprised and then smiled as if what she'd just said was the best news he'd ever heard.
*~*~*
Accepting Gennadi's challenge to hand-to-hand combat, Vasya realized, was quite possibly the worst idea he'd ever had. Or the best. Once skin made contact with skin, he found it hard to judge.
Punches were thrown on both sides, and several connected, but Vasya was used to that. No blows were gentled in the arena, even in sparring competitions like this one. And though Gennadi looked somewhat startled when Vasya’s first blow landed, he didn't fold. Teeth flashed in a darkly promising grin, and then he moved in closer, landing a punch of his own.
 
Gennadi did hold his own for a few moments, though he probably would've had more of a chance if his three earlier sparring matches today hadn't exhausted him. A well-placed kick to the kneecap and he went down, raising one hand briefly to signal a surrender.
Vasya held out a hand to help him up, and Gennadi smiled. "I don't know," he said, still on his knees. "Sure you don't want me to stay right here?" And this teasing, mouthy kid was going to be the death of him.
*~*~*
Gennadi had honestly thought he'd made a breakthrough with his comment after their sparring match. Vasya hadn't replied; he had just arched an eyebrow and turned away. But the way he'd looked down at Gennadi before the mask had fallen back into place...
After rinsing off the blood and sweat and tying cleanish rags across a couple of still-seeping cuts, Gennadi went in search of Vasya.
"I need a drink," he declared.  "Come with me."
Vasya just shook his head and started to turn away.
"I know it's a bad idea," Gennadi said. "To play nice with people who're just gonna be one more mark on your death count someday." He grinned, displaying a newly-loosened tooth. "That's not the case with us. Because if we ever get into a true deathfight, I'll kill ya. Now c'mon and let's get drunk."
There was a tavern on the castle grounds, talked about by the king as giving his personal servants and the fighters one more nearby convenience, but all of them knew it was because venturing beyond the wall without permission would either get them arrested or killed, depending on the mood of the guards .
The bartender looked up at them, greeted Gennadi, and then recognized the Champion and blinked.
"What? You don't think he drinks just like the rest of us?"
"Honestly, no," another patron called, and after a spate of laughter, conversation resumed and the two of them sat down at the bar.
*~*~*
Emeline crept down the fighter’s hallway. It was the night they all got their payments and, as usual, the halls were empty and most of the rooms quiet.
She pushed open the door of a now-familiar room and ducked inside, nearly getting the door shut behind her again before she realized that the Champion wasn't alone.
He was on his cot, and Gennadi stood across from him, just a little closer than general propriety would allow. They both looked surprised to see her, and Emeline felt color rise to her cheeks.
Lisette, she was sure, would make a very inappropriate joke and then sit down. She barely managed a mumbled apology before pulling the door back open.
Then she realized what this might look like, a planned tryst that had been interrupted, and tried to regain her equilibrium. "Huntsman," she said calmly, closing the door behind her. "I promise, this is not as it appears."
"Oh." He shrugged, giving a half-smile. "In that case, not sure which one of you I'm more disappointed in."
Disappointed…because she wasn't interested in a more physical relationship? That was something to be disappointed over?
It doesn't matter, she thought. He was a stranger anyway, and he would remain so. She had spoken to Stanimir only a handful of times during his time as huntsman; the same would surely be true now. Any words he spoke meant less than nothing.
"I simply come here on occasion so I can think," she told him. "There are very few truly quiet places in the castle proper."
"Understood," Gennadi said. "Though you don't have to explain yourself to me."
Of course she didn't. But she found herself unable to think of anything else to say that wasn't a stammered excuse. Finally, she cleared her throat. "So. How are you enjoying being huntsman?"
His eyes lit with amusement. "It's never boring."
"Good. That's good," she said and then opened the door again before she could embarrass herself further. "All right then. Goodnight." She shut the door.
*~*~*
Gennadi stared at the door for a moment, considering, and then turned back to Vasya. "Wasn't expecting that," he said. "How long has she been coming here?"
"Off and on for about ten years or so."
Gennadi blinked. "Oh." There was no chance, he thought, that they had been meeting secretly in this room for years to just talk. Not with the way the two of them had looked at each other.
Normally such a thing might not concern him―being involved with more than one person at a time was a commonality, after all. But no more than a month ago, Vasya had seen one of the fighters laughing on her way to the tavern, two men at her side, and made a comment about how he wasn't sure he could handle something like that.
He edged toward the door himself. "I'd better get some sleep."
"Goodnight," Vasya said. And was that regret in his voice?
If it was, likely only regret that he hadn't left sooner.
Gennadi moved out into the hall, closed the door behind him, and then hesitated. Going back in might make him the biggest fool in three Kingdoms.
But then again, he thought with a brief smile, why break a longstanding tradition?
He cracked the door back open. "Actually? Vasya, I―"
Gennadi hadn't expected him to be right in the doorway, as if he'd been ready to open the door himself and follow. He always had something to say, but found himself struck silent by the expression on Vasya’s face.
Then Vasya pulled Gennadi to him, kissing him fervently, as if he had to make up for the seconds they'd spent watching each other instead of touching.
"Emeline?" Gennadi managed. His conscience insisted that he ask, even as his libido cursed at him.
"A friend."
But that couldn't be right. He'd seen the way Vasya's expression had softened when she'd entered the room, and how her gaze had been drawn to him in turn. But whatever the explanation was, he would ask for it later. Right now, the only thing he could focus on, wanted to focus on, was how much he wanted to kiss Vasya again.
Vasya chuckled against his mouth, the sound melting into his entire body and making him groan. He'd been wanting to do this for what seemed like forever, but at first Vasya hadn't seemed interested and then he'd been too nervous to say anything. But now...
"Bed," he growled, and Vasya laughed again as he pulled Gennadi further into the room and closed the door behind them.
"Impatient, are we?"
"Very," Gennadi said, returning his grin. He reached out and rested a hand on the side of Vasya's neck, thumb brushing against his pulse, pleased to realize that it was pounding just as hard as his own. "If I hadn't opened the door again," he asked, "would you have come after me?"
"Yes. Seems I'm impatient as well."
*~*~*
Lisette would not admit that this was becoming a habit.
She stared down from the window, watching the marketplace below, and keeping an eye out for one figure in particular.
She smiled―rather foolishly, she had to confess―when she caught sight of Gennadi. He had been her friend for years; it had surprised her to suddenly notice the way his black hair brushed over the tops of his shoulders, the way his eyes crinkled at the corners when he grinned.
She barely resisted the urge to peer back outside.
A part of her was still unable to believe she'd actually admitted her feelings a few days prior. Gennadi wasn't the first or only one in her life she'd felt such things for, but he was, oddly, the easiest to speak with about such matters. Possibly because he was the one most likely to return those feelings, she thought. The Champion might well still think of her as the child he'd once been ordered to fight, and Emeline was sworn to the king. Though Emeline held no affection for the wretch, that didn't mean she would be willing to risk the consequences of an affair.
If she even felt that way about Lisette. She might consider the two of them close friends and nothing more. And, of course, the only way to find out would be to admit her own feelings and risk breaking their friendship permanently.
Lisette headed down to the kitchens. That was always a good place to distract herself from unwanted thoughts, cluttered and noisy and chaotic as the place was.
Gennadi had come in from the market and was now chatting with Colombe as she stirred an enormous pot. He made a show out of taking down a ladle and trying to get a sample, and she made an equal show of elbowing him away from the pot, both of them laughing.
"Morning, Lisette," Colombe said cheerfully. "Sabine's made up a fresh batch of tarts."
"Oh, I see," Gennadi teased. "I come in and it's 'get out of here' and 'don't touch that', but she comes in..."
"That's because she doesn't steal half the cookies," Sabine said.
"Excuses, excuses," he said as Lisette picked up one of the tarts. She nodded to the kitchen staff and then headed out for one of the smaller courtyards, where she could have some peace.
Leaning against the wall in the courtyard, she stared down at the tart in her hand. Apple, from the smell of it.
"Are you going to share?"
She looked up, startled, as Gennadi sauntered into the small courtyard. She broke the tart in half and handed a piece to him.
"I saw you up in that window, you know."
"Well, I..." She started to try and make an excuse…which was foolish; hadn't she already told him the way she felt? Instead she just smiled. He was giving her an appraising look that made her mouth go dry, and she couldn't help but edge a little bit closer.
She'd noticed before how tactile he was. Always a hand on another fighter's arm or an arm around their shoulders, clapping people on the back, picking up the kids who came up to him at the marketplace. But she'd never been the focus of it before. When Gennadi reached out and curled his palm around the back of her neck, Lisette suddenly found it hard to catch her breath.
She leaned forward even as he did the same, closing her eyes as he kissed her.
"Gennadi!"
Both of them pulled back as someone called his name from out in the hall, and then a page opened the door. "Ah, there you are!" he said, ignoring Lisette's presence. "I thought I saw you come this way. The king requests an audience."
Gennadi nodded, glancing at Lisette as he pulled the door to the courtyard closed behind him, his look full of promise. She leaned back against the stone wall. She really did need to go back inside and get back to work, she thought. And she would.
Just as soon as this smitten, silly grin disappeared.
*~*~*
"Sie's been in the Arena for years," the king said. "Used to dealing with pain. Not sure how much use you'll be able to get out of sier."
"Oh, I'll find a way," Grisha said, and Emeline paused in her sewing and nearly shuddered at the smile she could hear in his voice. "Will Roz be the only fighter sent to me? After all, my King, half the castle knows that sie's looking for a way past the wall."
"True," King Nazar said. "I've just spoken to the huntsman; he'll  keep an eye on sier. When sie makes sier attempt, he'll be waiting."
Emeline swallowed hard. Such news would normally be disturbing but nothing more; she would go to Roz and tell sier to quiet down, to stay within these walls until Grisha and the king found someone else to focus on. Her birthday was in three months’ time; if sie could just wait, she would pardon sier then.
But Roz was wholly determined to escape...and Lisette had a plan to help sier get out. She was going to put it into effect tomorrow, the sixth day of the fighters' competition.
Yesterday she had asked Lisette if helping Roz was truly the best idea. Sier separation from her daughter and grandchild was an awful thing, yes, but anyone with eyes could see that sie missed them; anyone with the faintest understanding of the heart would know sie'd try to get to them.
Lisette had brushed off her concerns, telling her that Roz needed to leave and that was all she cared about.
Her throat tight and her heart heavy, Emeline went to speak with her mother.




Chapter Nine

Emeline knew it was a test.
Her mother could have ordered any of the servants  to go to Roz and tell sier to come to the kitchens after moonrise to meet with more people who wished to help. But Sidonie asked her to do it.
And  Emeline did, whispering to sier as sie came in for the evening meal, thinking of Lisette in an attempt to keep her heart from shattering at the way hope leaped up in Roz's eyes.
The next morning, Sidonie publicly congratulated Emeline on her 'invaluable' help in bringing a traitor to justice. For several days, though Emeline faithfully set the small pearl into the chipped brick, Lisette didn't visit .
*~*~*
"I want to know why."
Emeline looked up from the book she was reading. Lisette closed the door to the library behind her, her hands clenched into fists, fury and grief warring on her face. 
"Roz and sier family were going to be fine," she continued before Emeline could speak. "Now sie'll never see sier daughter or Galya again. Soraya will raise that child completely alone, if Galya even survives. Roz was going to be at their side either way and now you've ruined that!"
"You forget yourself," Emeline snapped.
Lisette lowered her eyes, her voice quieter but still strong as she said, "Tell me why."
"I overheard the king," Emeline said, "speaking with Grisha. He knew Roz wanted out. He planned to lay a trap for whoever chose to help sier."
"There's always a risk."
"This wasn't a risk. It was a certainty! It was either lose a stranger or someone who has become dearer to me than my own life. I could not―"
"Sie's no stranger to me! Now I not only have to get sier out of the castle but out of the dungeons first!"
"That is not your responsibility," Emeline said. "Things are bad, I don't deny that, but that doesn't mean you have to put yourself at risk, too!" Emeline bit her lip, afraid that Lisette would turn and storm off .
Then Lisette spoke, her voice soft and reluctant. "Yes, it does.  For years I took advantage of all this―"
"You were a child! You didn't know!"
"And now I do. I have to help. If you don't wish to join me, that's your decision, but I at least ask that you no longer involve your mother."
"Is she so horrible?" Emeline asked, tears abruptly stinging her eyes as she remembered the way Roz had regarded her with such trust. She wanted Lisette to say no, needed her to say something, anything, that would give her a kind thought of her mother to cling to.
"Yes," Lisette said. "She was smiling as poor Roz was taken to Grisha."
"Sie would not be put to death for such a thing," Emeline whispered. "Only the murder of a loyalist or royal is punishable by death."
"True, at least officially. But if Grisha wants a new toy or three..."
"Mother said sie would be given five lashes. Nothing more."
"Your mother lied."
"I didn't―"
"You should have known! You know her better than any of us!”
And she did. She knew the words her mother spoke behind closed doors, the blows dealt out, but she'd gone to her anyway. She'd run once but ended up right back here, right back here and trusting her when she'd never once given her reason to do so. How could she have been so foolish, again?
Lisette moved closer, looking more awkward than furious, and that was when Emeline realized she'd started to cry.
“Don't,” Lisette said. “Don't cry. I'm sorry. You just...your mother is…" Lisette sighed, rubbed a hand over her face. "Just don't do it again. Please."
"I won't." Except she would, wouldn't she, because if it was one thing she was good at it was making the same mistakes over and over again. "Do you know what happens to idealists? They get killed. And they convince other people to die right along with them." She looked to the bookshelves, remembering the history she'd pored over. "Sometimes I wish you hadn't taught me to read."
"I'm sorry, Mistress. I won't involve you in such things anymore."
"No. I...I'll help. If you insist on continuing with this foolishness," she said, "you at least won't do it alone. I'm sorry for snapping at you. Especially in the fashion that I did," she told her friend, kneeling. Though they'd quarreled with each other over the years, never once had Emeline insinuated that Lisette should hold her tongue because she was speaking with the royal mistress.
"It's forgiven," Lisette said. "Now get up. Should someone open that door, you would lose the rest of your hand."
Emeline rose to her feet and looked toward the door before speaking quietly. "I have something that might be of use to you. But you can only use it in the strictest of emergencies."
"What?" Lisette asked.
"In the Silence, there's a passage that leads all the way to the edge of Vedrana's Forest. It's for the use of the royal family in case of a rebellion, but Roz is in dire need of help."
Lisette grinned, and Emeline knew that if she wasn't so concerned about someone coming here in need of a book, she would hug her. "Thank you so much, Emeline."
"But only if it's an immediate need," Emeline added. "Otherwise I will simply pardon that bondservant when my birthday comes. Does my mother have anyone locked in the Silence currently?"
"No."
"Neither does Nazar or Grisha. Meet me there tonight after moonrise, and I'll show you how to open the door."
As soon as Lisette was gone, Emeline leaned against the wall, taking several deep breaths to steel herself for what she knew had to be done.
The king would never agree to pardon Roz. And once Grisha had gotten hold of someone, they rarely left his rooms alive.
It was her fault that Roz was in the dungeons. And her responsibility to get sier out.
Emeline knew that she should have mentioned her budding plan to Lisette, but having just gone to such lengths to keep her safe, she couldn't bear to involve her. Besides, if she was caught, she would be confined to her quarters, at most lose another finger. Lisette would face death.
*~*~*
Hours before she'd told Lisette to meet her, Emeline crept through the dungeon hallways.
If she closed her eyes, she could pretend to be a Shadow. Hidden and dangerous, able to call down terrible punishments on any who crossed her.
In reality, if one of the guards who roamed around the dungeons caught sight of her...
Emeline swallowed hard and slid silently along the wall, pausing at each of the seven dungeon doors to peer in through the small slot and see who might be within the room. At one, she saw Grisha, sharpening a set of knives. She ducked away from that door, her heart pounding.
At the fourth door, she saw Roz. She crept inside, motioning for sier to stay silent, only to nearly scream herself as she saw that the  person hanging beside sier was already dead, eyes sightless and blood clotted on the floor underneath him. Tears streaming down her face, Emeline grabbed up a blade and used it to saw at the ropes binding Roz's wrists.
"Hurry," Roz hissed. "Grisha could be back any―"
"I know!"
She finally freed sier and sie fell against her, sending Emeline stumbling back to hit her hip against the wooden table. One of the knife racks on it clattered over and they both froze, staring at the doorway.
When it remained empty, Emeline looped an arm around the fighter's waist. "Can you walk?" Roz nodded. "Good," she said, as Roz braced sierself against the table for a moment while sie caught sier breath. "Doubt I could carry you."
"Where are we going?"
"The Silence."
"What?"
She couldn't blame Roz for sier instinctive terror; the Silence was said to be the most dangerous room in the dungeon. "There is a safe passage there. Trust me. I found out about it during the Kalian Uprising."
Soon after she had birthed Ilari, a loyalist named Kalian and his sister had been upset with some of the new changes―one law required a stipend be granted to bondservants upon their release, while another proposal said there would no longer be a wall between them and the peasants―and led a revolt. She had huddled in the Silence with her daughter, the secret passageway open and beckoning.
Emeline had thought about running away then. Taking Ilari and getting as far as she could. But she'd known the king would scour every village for them, and she'd doubted that she could survive in Vedrana's Forest with an infant.
And in the end, it was best that she hadn't given in to the urge to run. Nazar had put down the revolt very quickly.
She and Roz turned a corner in the winding hallway and nearly bumped straight into the doctor. Alain blinked at them, his eyes widening as he realized what was going on.
Unsure of what else to do, Emeline straightened her shoulders as best she was able with Roz clinging to her. "I would request, as Royal Mistress, that you do not say anything about this."
He nodded. "As you wish."
Emeline searched his face for any smirk, any sign of sarcasm. There was nothing.
Then she realized that even if Alain was lying to her and was going to run straight to the guards, what could she do? Take Roz back to the dungeon?
The doctor started to hurry away and then froze as they heard shouting. Grisha's voice, yelling that his prisoner had escaped.
Emeline looked around, her eyes wild.
"With me," the doctor hissed. "Now!"
Roz started to move forward as well, and Alain held up his hand. "I'm sorry."
Emeline began to protest, but Roz simply gave her a brief nod, and then the doctor had hold of her hand and was dragging her into his workspace.
"What about―"
"There is no story they would believe were I to have both of you in here," Alain said, motioning to her to sit.
Emeline took a seat next to the empty cot, breathing heavily. She tried to compose herself, tried to decide what she would say should guards come in. When her mother came in instead, she felt close to swallowing her tongue.
"Emeline? What are you doing here?"
"Stomach pain," the doctor said, as he prepared a small vial. "Mild, fortunately, but she felt it would be best to come down before it became serious. Drink this," he said, handing the vial to Emeline. "It should help."
"Thank you," she said, downing the contents. Water.
"She can come back upstairs, then?"
"Yes, of course," the doctor said. "If the pain comes back, I may need to keep her here for observation, but―"
"Thank you," Sidonie said. "That is all I needed to know."
"What's wrong?" Emeline asked.
"A traitor seems to have freed a prisoner from the dungeon. Roz has been recaptured, but―"
"Roz?" Emeline asked, feeling an unexpected sharp thrill at her mother's mistake. "But you told me sie would only be lashed."
"I don't tell you everything," Sidonie sniffed. "I knew you would simply overreact again, and I decided to spare myself the headache."
Emeline looked to the floor, her face burning. "What will happen to sier now?"
She sighed loudly. "Why did the Goddesses curse me with a simpleton? Roz tried to escape, Emeline. What do you think is going to happen? Come along, now. I'll walk you back to your room."
*~*~*
Though the sun had set hours ago, in the arena it was bright as day. A multitude of lanterns glowed up in the audience, and the enormous fire in the middle of the circle emanated light and heat.
"My dear loyalists!" the king called. "Tonight, I have a gift for you―a rematch between two fighters who have not battled each other in over a decade!"
He paused, smiling as they clapped. Then he motioned to the weapon wall.  "Choose."
Roz strolled over and chose the tiniest dagger available. Several of the people up in the stands laughed, and the king turned to glare at them. "Silence!" he ordered.
As the gates opened to allow the Champion into the arena, Roz looked to the crowd. When sier gaze landed on Lisette, sie smiled and nodded once, sier face lit by the glow of the central fire and more than a dozen lanterns.
Lisette nodded back, trying not to cry as she gave a loyalist her fifth goblet of wine.
"Whatever's the matter, dear?" the loyalist asked. "It should be fascinating to see this! These two are the best fighters the arena has, after all. Pity it hasn't happened sooner!"
Lisette moved away before she gave in to the desire to wrap her fingers around the loyalist’s throat. Neglecting to go to the kitchens and fetch another tray of wine, she moved instead to the wall, looking down over the loyalist’s heads and keeping her gaze on the figures in the arena.
Roz bowed to the loyalists and then marched back to the weapons wall, dropped the tiny dagger sie'd picked up moments before, and drew down a one-hand sword.
Lisette kept her eyes on the Champion, hoping  he would do what he had done for her and refuse to fight. Instead, after a moment, he walked forward and bowed.
As was customary at the beginning of a fight, the two of them faced each other, long enough to tap their swords together. Had they been fighting with no weapons, they would've clasped hands.
As they began to fight, Gennadi made his way to his seat, reaching out for Lisette's hand and giving it a brief squeeze as he passed by. She spared him a glance, and then returned her gaze to the arena.
If she weren't so terrified for both of them, she would admire the skill on display. Instead, she winced every time a blow was struck.
Then, after what seemed an eternity, Roz misstepped, and the Champion knocked the sword from sier hand.
 
And Lisette was sure that she saw Roz's reflexive move, a start to the one that all of them had shown at one time or another during training, the one-hand-up to signal a knockout, before Vasya struck sier down. One instant sie was there―her Roz, who'd scrawl filthy rhymes in the dust and who still called her 'Princess'―and the next sie was gone, leaving only a limp body in ill-fitting clothes.
 
Lisette screamed, and though her sound was drowned out by the overwhelming cheers from the loyalists, the Champion looked up at her. Then he threw down his bloody sword and walked away.
*~*~*
Ilari poured a cup of the fighter's lifeblood onto the surface of the Mirror, smirking as the spirit within appeared. "Well," she said triumphantly, "who is the most beloved now?"
They would have turned on Emeline in droves, she knew, now that she had all but condemned one of their own to death.
"Your mother."
"You lie!" Ilari snapped. "She turned in one of the fighters!"
"And some loathe her for that, yes. Others are still grateful; the life of a family member is worth so much more than the death of a stranger, after all. And still others have done things themselves that they're not proud of in order to get by. They understand."
"Well, they shouldn't! Of course, everyone loves her; she smiles and looks beautiful and never speaks! They'll forget her the moment she's dead. Tell me, Mirror...who is the most feared?"
"Grisha. Followed quite closely by Nazar. Sorry, Princess."
And Ilari could have sworn that she saw a smile just before the face disappeared, half-tempting her to shatter the Mirror into a thousand pieces.
It was decided, then. She could not truly make a mark, not until her father was gone.
*~*~*
"Remember the last time we fought?" Roz had said. "Pity it can't end that way again."
Vasya closed his eyes. Even knowing that only one of them would make it out of the arena alive, sier smile had been genuine.
The first fight he'd ever had in the arena had been against Roz. At the time, sie had been undefeated.
Before the fight had started, King Thibault had smirked down at him and given him his condolences; he had just gotten word that Ania had killed herself.
Unable to charge at the king, unable to do anything useful, he had lashed out at Roz, giving sier the scar on sier face. Immediately ashamed, he had dropped his knife, but the damage had been done, and the fight was clearly over. Two nights later, after the doctor had released sier, he had gone to sier quarters to apologize.
The apology had led to a conversation, and the conversation had led them to bed. It was the only time the two of them had lain together―neither had been capable of anything more than a brief liaison at that point―but they had remained close.
And sie'd grinned at him hours ago, and he'd realized that sie truly held none of this against him. A deathfight between the two of them had been inevitable; either one of them had a fair chance at winning. He'd realized then that though sie might well find the opportunity for a fatal blow, he couldn't call up any ill feeling towards sier, either.
"Never had a problem with you," Roz said. "Hate having to kill you."
"Roz...I can turn away. Just as I've done for her."
"No. I doubt you'd be allowed that luxury even one more time with Lisette, let alone with me. Better one of us than both."
He'd nodded, and though he knew sie'd spoken the truth, knew that one of them would fall here, for an instant he was overwhelmed with the urge to drop the sword and turn away, let Nazar do what he would but not fight again, not tear into someone's flesh at a royal's bidding.
But if it wasn't done, then both of them would face Grisha.
The grin came back to sier face. This time he grinned back. Then the king shouted at them to begin.
*~*~*
Lisette dropped down next to the freshly-turned earth, resting a hand on the small headstone. With the first heavy rainstorm, this stone would wash away and the crudely-written letters on it would be gone.
"I'm so sorry," Lisette whispered. "I didn't know how to stop…I couldn't…" She gulped in a breath and rubbed away the tears on her face. "You deserved so much more than that. I wish I…"
She tried to continue, but finally just gave up and let herself cry. Once the tears were finished, she leaned back on her heels, turning her face to the night sky for a moment. Then she realized she was no longer alone. Glancing back to see Gennadi, she gave him a brief nod and returned her attention to the new grave.
"I'm sorry, Lisette. I wish you hadn't had to see that. There was no way for that fight to end well."
"I hoped that sie had some kind of plan, some weapon or secret attack. But then I realized what that would mean and I..." She trailed off, the guilt crashing into her so hard that she nearly doubled over.
"Hoping he'd survive wasn't the same thing as hoping sie would die," Gennadi told her.
"Wasn't it?"
"No. You wanted a miracle. I would have given it to you if I could've. I know he would have, too."
Lisette knew the words were meant to be a reassurance but instead anger flared. "Can...will you keep sier company? I have to go speak with him."
Normally when she went to his room at night, she entered softly, making sure the lantern was on in invitation before she crept in, closing the door quietly.
 
Tonight, she stormed in and slammed the door behind her. "How could you?"
 
He stood in the middle of the room, lantern on low, and she knew he had been waiting for her. "It was my job."
 
"To the fires with your job!" she shouted. "You've neglected it before! Roz was―"
 
For an instant he looked pained, and Lisette stalked closer. "You did know sier name, didn't you? At least that, if nothing else? Sie knew more about people like me than anyone else I've ever met; sie sent every king's copper sie earned to sier daughter. And sie adored Galya so much, even though sie'd only met her once."
 
"My lady. Stop."
"What? Don't want to learn about what you just did? You―"
 
"I know what I did!" he roared. "What I do, what I am! How do you not know?"
 
She took a step forward, not back, though her heart was hammering and suddenly all a part of her wanted to do was retreat. "Don't tell me that; don't tell me you had no choice! You saved me!"
 
"And do you truly think I was being merciful? That you were even the first? Let me tell you about the one before you," he said. He'd closed the distance between them, was so very near now, and too many things were clashing around in her mind and body all at once, making her shake. "A boy, not even entered his teenage years. My sister's child. King Thibault sent him against me when Ania was charged with treason. And, of course, I didn't hurt him. I walked away. And the king handed him over to Grisha."
 
Her own father? She had known him to be stern, to have a streak of cruelty, but this― "You...listen, you don't―"
 
"Thibault took me to see him after he was dead. His skin was..." He swallowed hard. She tried to take his hand, but he just pulled away, turned his back on her. "And then there was you. And because I couldn't do it, I walked away again. Knowing what Grisha would…" He sighed, sitting down on the end of the bed. "I'm not your rescuer, girl. Just an old coward."
 
He fell silent, and in that silence her thoughts gathered themselves.
 
Roz hadn't tried to beg, hadn't avoided picking up a weapon. Sie'd gone into sier last fight bravely. 
 
"What of the second time you walked away from me?" she asked. "You knew the king would not have Grisha take my life. Knew he would flog you. And yet you―"
 
"Do not make me something I'm―"
 
"I'm not," she pressed, moving around in front of him. "You said you'd been flogged because of the king, not me. Roz…Roz lost sier life because of Nazar, not you." She took a knee, one hand flat on her heart, the position for a formal apology. "I spoke wrongly against you, and I'm sorry."
 
Vasya remained silent for a long moment, and then he reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. She looked up, and her breath caught. His expression was kind, but there was something else there, too, and she wondered if perhaps the flame from the nearby lantern was suggesting heat that wasn't there. She prayed that she wasn't playing tricks on herself.
 
But before she could even try to figure it out, he was on his feet, reaching out to give her a hand up. "Get some rest, my lady."
 
She nodded, but as she quietly closed the door behind her, she knew that sleep wasn't going to be possible tonight.




Chapter Ten

"Do not look so nervous, Emeline," Nazar said, smiling indulgently. "I promised you a reward, and I meant it. After all, if it weren't for you, that scheming traitor might never have been brought to justice."
"Thank you. But I require no reward, my King."
"Oh, you most certainly do. Which is why I'm sending you as a diplomatic envoy to Village-by-the-Sea. We're having a difficult time convincing the queen to send her daughter Jyotsana here to marry. Perhaps you and Grisha can help."
"Grisha?" she whispered, wondering if the king had realized the truth behind her coincidental stomachache, if he knew that she had been paying attention during his conversation with the torturer. He certainly knew that being sent anywhere with Grisha was no 'reward'; she had tried to convince him to dismiss the man time and again.
"He does hail from there, after all. He can go over customs and traditions with you, so you don't embarrass us on the trip."
"Of course," she said, giving him a short bow. "And the journey is quite safe? I have heard tale upon tale of bandits, and the road to Village-by-the-Sea does pass through the southern corner of Vedrana's Forest."
"No need to be nervous," the king assured her. "I'm also sending along the huntsman."
*~*~*
Grisha smiled as one of his cats―a gray tom with a missing eye―meowed piteously at him. He crouched down to pet him, rewarded by an immediate purr. He'd discovered this one lying out in the smallest courtyard over a year ago, wounded and barely breathing. Though Grisha had been the one to nurse him back to health, once the cat had been well enough to move again, he'd scrambled away from Grisha, growling. Only within the past month had he finally grown to trust Grisha enough to let him come near.
Given the extent and nature of the wounds, Grisha was certain a dog hadn't attacked the poor thing. No, it had been a person. And if he ever managed to discover who―
The sound of footsteps clattering on the stairs distracted him, and the gray tom hissed and darted behind one of his tables. Grisha gave it a sympathetic look.
"Your carriage is waiting, sir."
He nodded to the page in acknowledgment and smiled as the two bondservants accompanying the girl picked up his bags.
The trip was to take six days, and that wasn't counting the two-day carriage ride there and back. All of that time spent with Emeline. Surely, once she had the benefit of more time in his presence, she would warm to him.
It was a betrayal of the king, yes, but the king seemed not to know what he had. Grisha couldn't find it within himself to feel guilty, only vexed that none of his plotting had worked.
His spirits sank immediately when he reached the carriage and opened it to see not only Emeline inside, but the huntsman. He turned to the king, who had accompanied them outside to see them off. "My King," he murmured, "you made no mention of the huntsman."
"I didn't think I needed to," King Nazar said blithely. "After all, it would be unconscionable to send the two of you off with no security."
"Very true, sir," Grisha said through gritted teeth. He climbed into the carriage, relieved that at least the huntsman had taken the seat opposite from Emeline, so that he was free to sit beside her. She gave him a tight smile, and he gave her a genuine one in return. By the time they came back, she would see sense.
"Safe journey," the king said to their coachman, giving the two armorharts that pulled the carriage affectionate pats on the nose before he waved them off.
*~*~*
Gennadi knew it wasn't his place to do so―he had only spoken to the Royal Mistress once, in rather awkward circumstances―but he wished he could reach over and give her a hug. And if he were a friend rather than an acquaintance, he might do so. She hadn't spoken a word since they'd gotten into the carriage three hours ago, and Grisha had barely taken his eyes off her the entire time. Gennadi had tried to strike up a conversation with Grisha to distract him, but he just answered while still staring at Emeline as though mesmerized.
He could understand Grisha's fascination―Emeline was lovely―but she was also clearly uncomfortable. She stared out the window to avoid Grisha's gaze, and then suddenly her expression changed.
"I lived here," she said quietly.
Gennadi leaned closer to look out the window as well, surprised to see the small village of Innokenty. "When did you live here?" he asked. "Your mother has been in the service of the crown for decades."
"I left when I was a girl," she said. "Returned within a year."
There was a story behind those brief words, Gennadi knew, but he was certain she wouldn't get into it here. She simply gazed out the window with plain longing on her face, watching men and women in pale robes and head coverings work in their gardens or lean out windows to speak with their neighbors.
"A wise decision," Grisha said, patting her hand. "Someone like you doesn't belong in such squalor."
She half-turned to Grisha, anger flaring in her eyes for an instant before she returned her attention to the window. Gennadi ducked his head to hide a smile.
*~*~*
"Before we arrive," Grisha said quietly, "I would ask a favor of you."
His voice sounded different, not smirking or oily but genuinely nervous, and Emeline gave him a curious look. "What?"
"When I moved to Winterbourne, I gave myself a name more appropriate for my new home," he said. "When I was born, my mother gave me the name Ashoka. I do not expect you to address me as such, but if someone calls me that, do endeavor to not look surprised."
Did his family not know he had taken a new name? Emeline wondered. Had he stayed in contact with the people here at all?
The idea of Grisha having friends, having family, was so alien a thought that she didn't say anything in response to his request, simply nodded.
Then the armorharts trotted away from the tree line, revealing a giant expanse of blue sky and, in the distance, water that stretched as far as Emeline could see. She had barely managed to take that in when her attention was caught by a lovely castle sitting on an enormous cliff overlooking the ocean. In the distance was another tall building, standing out on a small piece of land jutting out into the water, a bright fire burning at the top of its singular tower.
Nestled all around the castle, spreading out to the edge of Vedrana's Forest, were small houses. She was surprised and pleased to see no wall around the castle, though the lack of wall between the citizens of this land and the forest behind them was a little unnerving.
They made their way up the winding road to the castle, and Emeline didn't even wait for Gennadi or Grisha or the coachman to open the carriage door for her, so eager was she to look at the building up close.
It seemed to be made entirely of packed sand―surely an illusion; how would such a thing stay in one piece?―and hundreds of beautifully-colored seashells were embedded in it. Emeline reached out and gingerly touched one of the seashells, surprised with how sturdy the building was for something that looked so delicate.
"It is lovely, isn't it?" a woman asked, smiling at Emeline when she whirled around. "There are still days when I wake up here and think I must be dreaming." She held up a hand, palm out. "I'm Queen Damayanti."
Doing as Grisha had instructed on the ride here, Emeline pressed her palm to the other woman's. "And I am Emeline, Royal Mistress of Winterbourne. I'm very pleased to meet you."
"And your companions?" Damayanti asked, looking to Gennadi curiously. "King Nazar mentioned that he would be sending Ashoka with you, but he said nothing about anyone else."
"My name is Gennadi," he said, raising his hand for her. "I'm the Royal Huntsman."
"Is our Queendom so dangerous?" Damayanti asked, her lips quirking up.
"Our king is very cautious," Gennadi said, smiling back. "The truth is, I might have argued the assignment, but then I would have missed seeing all this."
Damayanti moved beside Emeline, escorting her into the castle. "I see your huntsman is a charmer."
"I suppose so. I do not know him well," Emeline said.
"And Ashoka?"
"We have had our discussions," Emeline said, trying to keep her tone neutral.
A young woman in a plain gray dress scurried down the hall toward them, smiling at the sight of the queen. "The visitors' belongings are being taken up to their rooms." She turned to Emeline and the others and curtsied. "We'll be ready to show you upstairs whenever you'd like."
"Thank you, Rachna," the queen said.
Emeline blinked in surprise. She hadn't even considered the notion that servants might not be required to avoid meeting the royal’s gaze here. Glancing to the side, she saw that Grisha looked like he'd just bitten into a raw meshoseed and felt her own smile grow. "Yes, thank you."
Rachna continued on her way, and Queen Damayanti led them to a room with a high-arched ceiling and thousands of pearls embedded in the window frames.
Four people sat at the long table in the middle of the room, all of them elegantly dressed. The women's similar features marked them as sisters. The eldest sat next to a man, holding his hand. The youngest stared out the window, clearly trying not to fidget. The middle one sprang to her feet as they entered, her dark braid bouncing behind her as she crossed the room.
"Hello," she said, shoving her hand out in front of her and grinning. "I'm Jyotsana! It's so wonderful to finally meet you; I've been looking forward to this for seasons. Well, not to getting married, and I know that's what you're here to try and convince me to do, but I've only met Alexei once and―"
"Breathe, Jyotsana," her mother said gently.
Emeline smiled at the younger woman and pressed their palms together. "Very pleased to meet you, Jyotsana. I'm Emeline. And don't worry, I'll explain everything about what your marriage would require and answer your questions, but if you decide not to―"
"I think what Emeline means to say," Grisha cut in, "is that we're sure we can come to an agreement that will benefit both our realms."
I know what I mean to say, Emeline thought, the words almost out before she realized how disastrous they would be. She cleared her throat. "Precisely," Emeline said instead. "As always, you get to the heart of the matter."
"This is my daughter Asra and her husband," Queen Damayanti said. "My eldest is married and lives across the sea in Inta. She visits whenever she can, but unfortunately, she could not make it now. And this is my youngest, Malaika," she said, beaming with pride as she ushered the young girl forward. "Malaika will remain unmarried if she so chooses and will take the throne when it is time. Come now; we'll tour the castle and then you'll be shown to your rooms to change before dinner. I trust the journey was without problems?"
"Yes," Emeline said. "But I must ask, your majesty, how is it that there are no barricades between you and Vedrana's Forest? Don't you fear the creatures within?"
"Not for almost a hundred years now," Queen Damayanti said. "That was when some of our most powerful sorcerers mastered protection spells, and they're now utilized all along the border. Nothing gets through unless we wish it to."
Emeline blinked as Gennadi gave a low whistle.
"That's impressive," Gennadi said, looking at the portraits on the wall in the Hall of Queens. "Our kingdom still has to use people like me."
Queen Damayanti smiled. "I'm sure you're more than adequate at your job."
"I prefer the term 'fantastic' myself."
Emeline smiled as the two of them bantered, but she privately wondered if the queen would be so amicable if she knew how Gennadi had been looking at both Vasya and Lisette not so long ago. It was known that everyone was born with a love of men and women―well, almost everyone, she thought sadly―but in Village-by-the-Sea, choosing one or the other to settle down with was seen as a necessary step to maturity. The only reason Queen Thekla had traveled to Winterbourne to marry was that her suitors were two men; her marrying two instead of one was seen as unconventional, but if Thibault and Nazar had been a man and a woman, she likely would have been forbidden to make the journey.
Then Queen Damayanti spoke again, and the flirtatious smile and any kindness in her expression was gone. "Now, if you please…even if my daughter should agree to go, why should I allow it? Considering what happened to the last young woman we sent to your realm?"
"Queen Thekla was―"
"Tahira!" Queen Damayanti exclaimed. "At least use her proper name while you're here." When Emeline glanced away uncomfortably, the queen took a step closer. "Did you not know it? Did they erase that much of her?"
"My deepest apologies," Emeline said, kneeling. "She was always referred to as Thekla in my presence; I am not the most well-learned in history and―"
"Then why were you sent?"
"Your majesty," Grisha interjected. "If you like, I am more than qualified to―"
"No. To your feet, Emeline, and my apologies for speaking so harshly. What has been done was not your doing. However," she continued, her voice growing steely again, "I would have assurance from all of you as well as your king that my daughter will be safe in your lands. Because if she is not, we will declare war."
"Mother―"
"Hush, Jyotsana," she said, not taking her eyes off the three of them.
"Understood, your majesty," Emeline said.
"I'll protect her just as I would any of the royals," Gennadi promised.
"And your word, Ashoka?"
"I hesitate to make any such vow," Grisha said. "Because accidents do―"
"Do not speak to me of accidents when my cousin was murdered."
"King Thibault wanted to invade this land," Emeline said. "Nazar and Thek―and Tahira were against that and could think of no other way to stop it. Tahira was supposed to survive the coup."
It was the common story, the one most people seemed to believe. Being married to Nazar, however, she found it hard to accept that last part. Knew that Lisette didn't believe it, either.
But what else could she say, with Grisha at her side?
"Really?" Queen Damayanti replied. "I know that story. But it always seemed to me that a greedy, cruel man couldn't stand not being the only one in power."
Grisha opened his mouth, and Gennadi gave him a sharp prod in the side, for which Emeline was grateful. An argument right now would help no one. Especially since she wasn't sure she could hold her own tongue were the conversation to get more heated.
"I vow she will be safe," Grisha said tightly.
"Good," Queen Damayanti said, and the smile came back, even if it didn't reach her eyes anymore. "In that case, we'll continue the tour."
She opened a delicately curved set of doors to a circular room that looked out over the ocean. An ornately carved bench covered with embroidered pillows sat underneath the enormous window, and Emeline couldn't resist sitting down and staring at the expanse of water. When she'd lived in the village, there had been wide swaths of grass, and she had a spectacular view of the castle grounds and nearby villages from the top turrets in her castle, but there was something wholly unique and calming about the sight of the water.
She didn't realize that Jyotsana was speaking to her until the other woman laid a hand on her shoulder. "Oh! Sorry," she said, quickly getting to her feet.
"It's quite all right," Jyotsana said. "It is mesmerizing, isn't it? I love it here."
She looked  sad, and Emeline wondered how it would feel to have something this beautiful and powerful close to you your whole life and then to have it taken away. If she married and moved to Winterbourne, she would be able to visit, of course, but it wouldn't be the same.
Stay, she wanted to tell her. Even if it disappoints my realm, even if it causes war, stay here. Keep as far away from Winterbourne as you can. Please.
*~*~*
She should have said something.
Lisette lay awake on her pallet, her fists clenched. Emeline and Gennadi had left this morning for Village-by-the-Sea, and though she'd intended to catch Emeline last night before they'd left, the pearl hadn't been set in the door.
Emeline was probably through waiting, she thought miserably. After all, she had waited two weeks for Lisette to come to her senses. Even Gennadi had tried to convince her to make peace.
She'd never seen the poor man look so awkward. But he had come to her anyway and told her something was deeply wrong with Emeline; that she'd looked 'haunted' when she'd gone to the fighter's quarters to visit the Champion.
"And I suppose that's my fault?" she'd grumbled.
"That's not what I'm…look, maybe talk to her? She's―"
"She chose to go to her mother instead of letting me know what she'd overheard!"
"Yes, and she did her damnedest to fix that mistake!" he'd said, raising his voice right back.
Lisette paused. "What do you mean?"
"Emeline was the one who tried to get Roz out," Gennadi said softly.
"What?"
That couldn't be right. Emeline had told her to meet her at the dungeons come moonrise; when the deathfight had been announced before that, Lisette had assumed that someone else had tried to rescue Roz first and had failed.
It couldn't have been Emeline. She wouldn't have tricked her and then tried such a foolhardy thing on her own.
Right?
"Roz told me. Before sie...before the deathfight. Sie told me to tell you that...that sie loves you. And told me to thank Emeline, for trying to help. Talk to her," Gennadi insisted.
And she should have just said, "All right," should have just nodded. But the news of what Emeline had tried to do floored her. Why hadn't she asked for her help? Heading to the Silence alone had been intensely dangerous. If she had been caught...
That fear and latent panic swirled together with the fury she couldn't seem to get past, and she'd snapped, "But if she hadn't gone to Sidionie in the first place, we could have gotten Roz out!"
And Gennadi shook his head  and left her to her anger.
Goddesses, if Emeline hated her now...
She hadn't even headed out to the front of the castle to wave goodbye.
Lisette closed her eyes, ashamed of herself. She never should've let it go on this long, and she especially shouldn't have let Emeline get so far away without letting her know that she wasn't truly mad at her. She'd just been so frustrated and heartbroken, and she had taken it out on Emeline because she hadn't been able to take it out on the person who truly deserved it.
She wouldn't do that again. Couldn't.
Ten days, she thought. In ten days’ time, Emeline would come home, and Lisette would be waiting. She'd beg forgiveness if she had to, but she would set this right.
*~*~*
"Ashoka!"
Grisha grinned. "Hello, mother."
Gennadi looked up from his food as a tiny, wizened woman with mirthful dark eyes scurried up to the head of the long dining room table, curtsying to the queen. "Deepest apologies for being late; one of my cats got out when I opened the door and I had an awful time trying to catch her."
"It's quite all right, Uzma," Queen Damayanti said, smiling. Uzma turned to Grisha and pulled him into a hug. Still smiling, he patted her gently on the back.
"Look at you," she said, pulling back. "Streak of gray right here, just like me."
He nodded. "It showed up almost two years ago now."
"Are these your friends?" Uzma asked, looking curiously across the table at Gennadi before peering over Grisha's shoulder to inspect Emeline.
"Yes," he said. "Mother, this is the Royal Mistress Emeline, and this is Gennadi. He's our Huntsman. This is my mother, Uzma," he said, taking her hand. Her skin was so papery and pale that Gennadi wouldn't have been surprised to see the bones underneath.
"So very pleased to meet you," Uzma said. "Emeline, my son has spoken very highly of you in his letters." She glanced over at Gennadi, looking worried that he might feel left out. "And Gennadi, I'm sure he'll speak just as highly of you now that he's gotten a chance to interact with you," she said reassuringly before patting her son on the shoulder. "You really do need to write more often, dear. I know that King's Advisor is a lofty position, but it has to give you enough time to send me a letter more than once a month."
Gennadi raised his eyebrows at the words "King's Advisor," and Grisha shot him and Emeline a pleading look in turn. "You're right, of course. I'll endeavor to fix that."
"Good boy," Uzma said. "But then, you've always been a good boy. Queen Damayanti, have they heard about your predecessor? Tell them what my son did."
"My mother, Queen Zahrah, was a far harsher sort than I am," Queen Damayanti said. "She killed dissidents, and wanted to torture others. Ashoka's uncle, who was of a like mind, held the job of carrying out the queen's will until the day he died. Queen Zahrah looked to Ashoka to take his place. And―"
"And he left instead!" Uzma crowed, beaming with pride. "He volunteered to accompany Tahira to Winterbourne. My brother was a brute and my husband wasn't much better, but my boy grew up right."
The pleading look Grisha had given him now turned panicky, but he needn't have worried. As much as Gennadi loathed the man, he would never break Uzma's heart by dispelling her illusion of what type of person her child had grown into. He had left, Gennadi realized, not because he didn't want to torture and maim, but because he wanted to do it somewhere she would never find out.
Across the table, Emeline spoke, her voice forcefully chipper. "Yes, he did. We're quite lucky to have him."
"Thank you, dear," Uzma said. "It's hard not having him by my side, especially these days when I can't do some of the things I used to, but knowing he's needed elsewhere helps. Sweetheart, I'm going to go sit down," she told Grisha. "I'll talk to you after the meal? We have so much to catch up on."
"Of course."
"Seems like a sweet lady," Gennadi said after Uzma had walked back down toward her seat at the middle of the table.
"She is," Grisha said quietly.
"Uzma has always been wonderful," Queen Damayanti agreed as a server made his way toward their end of the table. "We keep trying to convince her to move into the castle proper, but she'll hear none of it." Then Malaika patted her sleeve, and she turned her attention to her.
"What are those?" Emeline asked the server, peering at a row of small glasses filled with bright pink liquid.
"They're called Rose Puffs. Would you like to try one?"
"Yes, please," she said, smiling up at the young man, and Gennadi watched her from across the table. It was probably the first time in years she'd sat down for a meal with other people; normally she ate after the royals and loyalists, and before the servants and other workers. She chatted with everyone at the table, trying a little of almost every type of food that passed her way, and Gennadi realized he'd never seen her look so happy. Granted, he hadn't spent a great deal of time around her, but on carriage rides through the villages he accompanied Emeline and the king, and he'd seen her at various celebrations or deathfights. She always looked solemn or uncomfortable or both. Now she was beaming, perfectly at ease, and Gennadi wished she could look like that all the time.
"So, have you ever ventured into Vedrana's Forest in search of a creature, or do you just deal with them once they bother the citizenry?" Queen Damayanti asked him.
"I used to go into the forest often when I was a boy," Gennadi said. "There were medicines there that we were in need of. But now that I know more about the things in there, I'm a lot more cautious."
"Have you ever seen a silver-striped leopard?" Jyotsana asked. "I would dearly love to encounter one. In a safe environment, of course," she said, catching the look her mother and older sister gave her.
"I went in there once, too," Malaika said.
"Really?" Gennadi asked. "What happened?"
"Nothing," she said with a frown. "The guards found me before I even made it ten paces in."
"And thank the Powers for that," Queen Damayanti muttered.
"I would have been fine!" Malaika exclaimed. "Look what I can already do!" She motioned to a carafe on the table and made it rise into the air, refilling her nearly-empty glass. "See? Normally we're at least Jyotsana's age before we can do that."
"However powerful a sorcerer you may someday be, it's still best―"
"To exercise caution, I know," Malaika sighed.
"One of my friends headed into the forest when she was a little girl," Gennadi said.
"Really? Who?"
"Lisette. King Thibault and Queen Tahira's daughter."
"One of their children lived?" Queen Damayanti asked. "I was told that their son and unborn child were killed in the coup."
"Their son decided he was actually a girl when he was around nine,” Grisha explained. “After long enough, Nazar indulged it."
“There was nothing to 'indulge,'” Gennadi said, barely managing to keep his smile and tone mild. For the first time, he was glad he hadn't figured out some way to bring Lisette along. She shouldn't have to hear things like this. “Lisette's always been herself.”
"Then why is she not here?" Queen Damayanti asked. "As the eldest princess, she should surely accompany you."
"Yes," Emeline began slowly. "Well..."
"Sadly, she's traitorous," Grisha chimed in. "King Nazar has been kind enough to allow her to stay at the castle, but due to her actions, she was stripped of her rank."
"You know," Gennadi said, suddenly desperate to change the subject before he gave into the urge to launch himself across the table, "when I was a boy, another kid told me that the best thing I could ever eat was fresh fish from here. Very glad to find out he wasn't wrong."
"It's something I've missed," Grisha agreed.
"You must try these as well," Emeline said, motioning the server to give her another Rose Puff. "They're very sweet."
"I'll try one with dessert, then," Gennadi said.
"You'll love them." She turned to the server. "What's your name?"
"Kavi."
"Well, Kavi, would it be quite all right to pour a few of these into one larger glass? I would hate to keep calling you back; other people want things too, after all."
"It's not recommended," Kavi said. "They're quite strong. I have to admit, I haven't seen anyone drink three in a row before; normally one is drawn out throughout the meal." He smiled. "You must have even stronger in Winterbourne, yes?"
She blinked up at him, smiled, her cheeks flushed. "All right."
"On second thought, may I try one now?" Gennadi asked, curious as to what 'quite strong' meant in Village-by-the-Sea, and Kavi nodded and handed a cup across to him. Gennadi took an experimental sip and his eyes widened. It was sweet, yes, very much so, but even that couldn't quite mask the burn of strong alcohol.
He looked back at Emeline to see her down a fourth in one gulp. Kavi grinned and patted her on the back before moving further down the table to bring someone else a tall glass of crystal blue liquid, and Gennadi smiled.
"You having fun?"
"Yes!" she chirped. Sitting two seats down from her near the head of the table, Jyotsana looked to her and then covered her mouth to unsuccessfully hide a giggle.
Then Grisha stood up, taking her elbow. "Emeline, this is no state for you to be in. Please allow me to take you up to your room."
"But I just said I'm having fun," she said. She got to her feet and then abruptly dropped back into her chair, laughing.
"You are making a scene!" Grisha hissed. "Now come with me."
"Oh, that's all right, Gr... Ashoka," Gennadi said. "No need for you to miss the rest of your meal, or a talk with your mother. I'm already full, and besides, fresh air is all Emeline needs.  It's this door that leads to the beach?" he asked, motioning to a wooden door at the far side of the room.
When Queen Damayanti nodded, he helped Emeline to her feet. She laughed again and leaned against him. Grisha, looking furious, sat back down.
"I'll come with you," Jyotsana said. "I had the same thing happen to me last year."
"Except for the fact that you knew Rose Puffs were that strong," her mother said, smiling at Jyotsana and taking her hand briefly as she passed by. "Be back inside before dark."
"All right."
*~*~*
They made their way down the winding stone stairs to the beach and Emeline sat down, digging her toes into the sand. "'S really pretty out here," she said.
"That it is," Gennadi agreed, sitting down next to her as Jyotsana moved a little further down the beach, skipping stones across the water. "So, do you see one ocean or two?"
She laughed. "I know you think this is the first time I've been drink. Been drunk. But it's not."
"Really?"
"Mmm-hm. Got the bottle of fire brandy in Nazar's cabinet and downed half of it."
"You must've been either very happy or very upset."
"Very upset. Didn't stop being upset after I drank it, either. Dis'ppointing. Always thought you were supposed to get happy after you drink. I can hear the fighters singing from my window after they leave the tavern."
"Didn't anyone ever tell you someone of your rank is just supposed to sit up on their throne and look haughty?"
"Yes, but I never listened," she said and was rewarded for the hesitant smart remark by his laugh. Emeline kept her eyes on the ground, wanting to look at him again, but ultimately too nervous to do so. She tried to think of something else to say but couldn't; nothing in her mind would coalesce enough to form a full thought. She finally managed to tilt her head back up so that she could see his face, blinking when the small motion suddenly made her feel dizzy.
Something was familiar in the way he was looking at her, something that called to mind the way Lisette smiled when she told a joke that made her laugh or the way Vasya watched her when she came into his quarters, ready to move closer and hold her or move farther away and give her some space, depending on what she asked of him. "Don't like kissing much," she said absently. "Don't like any of it, really. Always been that way. Always been strange."
"You aren't strange," he said. Then he smiled and added, "At least not for that reason."
"What are we talking about?" Jyotsana asked, sitting down on her other side, and Emeline yelped. She'd forgotten the other woman was there.
"Kissing," she said.
"Ohh," Jyotsana said, laughing. "Perhaps I should leave you two alone, then?"
Emeline shook her head and immediately regretted it. "No, no. You're fine. Just saying I don't like kissing." She wrinkled her nose. "Unpleasant." Then she blinked, smiling. "I like hugs, though! And lying next to someone. Lying next to someone is nice. But then doing nothing always turns into doing something and that's unpleasant, too." She flopped down onto her back. "The water's nice."
Gennadi laughed. "You won't think so once those Rose Puffs wear off enough to let you feel cold again."
She shrugged, her shoulders digging shallow grooves into the wet sand, and smiled up at him, giving his hand a pat. "Okay."
*~*~*
Emeline slowly opened her door, fully prepared to slam it should it be Grisha. She knew it wouldn't be the best idea, knew he would make up some horrific sin she'd committed to tell Nazar about.
Not that he would have to make anything up; the fact that she'd gotten visibly drunk at a public dinner was bad enough.
Still. She was not letting him in. He'd shadowed her all day yesterday and today; she needed some rest.
Smiling with relief when she saw Jyotsana, she opened the door wider.
"Hi!" the princess said brightly, walking into the room. She held up two small flasks. "I brought Rose Puffs!"
"What did I do to make you hate me?" Emeline asked, and Jyotsana grinned as she sat down on the bed.
"I was wondering if I could talk to you for a little while?" she asked. "Without my mother or Ashoka hovering."
"A grand idea," Emeline said.
Jyotsana opened one flask and took a tiny sip of the drink inside. "How did you drink four of these?"
"I'm not sure myself. What did you want to talk about?"
"What do you know of the man Mother wants me to marry?" she asked. "I have only met him once."
"I do not know Loyalist Alexei very well," Emeline admitted. "But he has not gone out of his way to sneer at me, so I count that in his favor."
"Who would sneer at you?" Jyotsana asked. "Would your husband not punish them for that?"
"King Nazar isn't my husband," she told her. "As I said, I'm simply his mistress. As such, some of the loyalists respect me, and some wait for the day when the king gets another woman pregnant with a son."
"Why is a son so important? Can your daughter not take the throne?"
"Yes. But he would just prefer..." Seeing the look on Jyotsana's face, she whispered conspiratorially, "It's ridiculous, I know."
"Do you love the king?"
"No," Emeline said, the admission ill-advised but yet so freeing that she couldn't help but grin at finally saying the words. "No, I don't."
"Then why do you not marry another?" Jyotsana asked. "I have heard in your kingdom that people do."
"I cannot," Emeline said. "Not while I'm still Nazar's mistress."
"Will Alexei expect to marry someone besides me?" she asked softly.
"He may," Emeline said. "Would you prefer he not do so?"
Jyotsana nodded. "I know it must be a lot to ask of Alexei, if he is anticipating two wives or a wife and a husband, but I...I do not know if that is something I want."
"I'll speak with him the moment I get back," Emeline promised. 
"Is that too much to ask of him?" Jyotsana asked worriedly.
"No. You're leaving your home; you need to make sure you'll be happy , or at least give yourself a good chance at it."
"If he truly is a decent man, I don't want to make him miserable. I do not understand loving more than one person, wanting to be married to them, but...I know you said you do not love the king, but do you love anyone else?"
"Yes," Emeline whispered. Her admission that she didn't love the king had been liberating, but this one was terrifying. As long as they were her acquaintances, people she enjoyed spending time around but whom she could live without, then she was at least somewhat safe.
But they weren't simply acquaintances. And she had known that for a long time.
"Who is he?" Jyotsana asked, and then she frowned. "She? They?"
"They," Emeline said. "One has been a friend to me almost since the day I returned to the castle. Lisette is wonderful. She's bold and confident and everything I'm not. And Vasya...he's fought in the arena for years, but that man has the kindest heart I've ever known, even if he doesn't realize it. He has long been a steadying presence in my life." She saw that Jyotsana looked confused. "What?"
"My apologies," she said. "I was simply surprised. I thought Gennadi would be one of the ones you named." She smiled. "He is handsome, isn't he?"
"That he is," Emeline agreed. "But I can't. It is already foolish for me to feel as I do for the others; there's no point in adding a third."
"In my experience, arguing for why you should not feel something means that it is already felt," Jyotsana said. Emeline gave her a worried look, and thankfully Jyotsana changed the subject. "Would it be all right for me to bring my maid with me, if I go to Winterbourne? Rachna has worked for me since we were both children; it would be awful to leave her behind."
"I don't see why not."
"Wonderful," Jyotsana chirped, and then both of them looked up when someone knocked on the door. Jyotsana got to her feet first and opened it.
"Ashoka!" she exclaimed. "How lovely to see you again."
"You as well, Princess," he said. "Tell me, might I speak with  Emeline for a few moments?"
"Of course," she said. "And please give my best to your mother."
"I will."
Emeline wanted to cry out, wanted to beg Jyotsana not to leave, not to abandon her with him, but her voice seemed frozen in her throat.
Then Grisha closed the door, and the opportunity was gone.
*~*~*
Grisha entered the room, the anger in his heart melting at the sight of Emeline. Yes, she had behaved horribly the other night―she was demure and sweet, not a rowdy drunkard―but she had only been trying to relax, to make herself comfortable among people who were barely worthy of her company, and had taken it a little far. Such a transgression could be easily forgiven.
And now they were finally alone.
All the years of watching her, of waiting, of hoping she would look at him in return…and now she was here. Her smile, her body, her light. And she had finally admitted that they were all lucky to have him around. That she was lucky to have him.
"Emeline," he said. "I came to see how you fared."
"I'm fine. Thank you."
"Is there anything you need? I could―" He peered at her face. She looked far from welcoming, and he frowned. "What is the matter?"
She turned away from him. "If I did need anything, I would not look to you for it."
"What do you…" he began, and in answer she held up her hand, the one with only four fingers left.
"Oh. That?"
"Yes, that!" she hissed.
"Had I known you've been holding that against me all this time, I would've explained. I did you a favor that day."
"Kindly refrain from any more favors, then."
"Nazar wanted to take your tongue. I managed to talk him out of it. I had no idea he would even consider something so wretched; he was only supposed to put you in the dungeons for a few days."
She turned back to him, slowly. "Supposed to?"
"Well, yes. The crime of speaking with your daughter about her true parentage should have garnered you at least a week down there. It would have been a welcome break for you," he assured her. "I would have seen to that. But the king was far harsher than I anticipated."
She sat down on the end of the bed, fingers woven together tightly enough to whiten her knuckles, and he walked to her side.
"Get out."
Grisha blinked, unsure if he'd heard her correctly. He couldn't have. "What?"
"I said get out! You lying, manipulative―"
"Emeline!"
"And stop being so presumptuous as to address me by name!"
"What's the matter with you?" he asked, nearly retreating. "I've been faithful to you all these years."
"I never asked that of you!"
"You cannot tell me truthfully that the thought of us never crossed your mind. There's something here; I've felt it. You have to have, too. We've spent so much time talking these past several days—"
"About customs and traditions and history! I would have spoken so to anyone sent with me."
Grisha tore at his fingernails, trying to think of some way, any way, to salvage this. "I kept you safe. I took care of several servants who spoke poorly of you. Some gratitude would not be amiss."
She stared at him for a long moment, and he chanced a smile and a small step closer.
And she lashed out with her small, pale hand, hitting him in the face.
"Emeline..."
She turned away from him then, sobbing, and he retreated.
This wasn't the way it was supposed to happen.
Grisha closed the door, trembling as he moved down the hall.
*~*~*
Emeline listened to the door click shut and gasped in a shuddering breath. She had to get out of here.
Opening the door , she checked down each side of the hall for Grisha. Not seeing him, she hurried down the stairs and headed out the front doors of the castle, running to the beach where she, Gennadi, and Jyotsana had relaxed.
She sat down, digging her toes into the damp sand again, trying to regain some of the peace she had felt here the other night.
Grisha would speak to Nazar about her, of course. At the very least, she wouldn't be allowed to go on diplomatic missions again. Before leaving for this one, she'd regarded the idea as a nuisance at best; the thought of being around so many strangers had been petrifying. But there was freedom here. Beauty, and a sense of hope she'd found in very few other places.
What if she just ran?
Emeline bit her lip, staring out at the endless water. No one had noticed her absence yet. She could walk on, go close enough to the ocean that it would erase her tracks in the sand. See what lay out there beyond this place, out of the reach of Grisha and the king...
Vicious animals, she thought. Starvation and dehydration. And how far could she realistically expect to get in bare feet and a nightdress?
Even if she could run, knew of somewhere safe to go, how could she leave the others behind? She had promised Jyotsana she would have at least one friend in the castle; she couldn't go back on her word. And Lisette and Vasya…and yes, Gennadi as well.
She heard a splash out in the water and peered out across the gentle waves in search of the fish that had caused it. Instead, a young woman hauled herself up onto an outcropping of rock a short distance from the lighthouse.
Emeline started to get to her feet, intent on running for help. How had she gotten so far out? She was lucky she hadn't drowned, she―
Then Emeline froze in a half-crouch, staring open-mouthed at the figure on the rocks. She looked mostly like a young woman, yes...but the bottom half of her was a tail, not legs.
The position she was in was awkward, but for a long moment Emeline didn't―couldn't―move, fearing that any motion would startle the mermaid and send her back into the water. Finally, when her lower legs began to hurt, she slowly lowered herself back to a more comfortable position on the sand. The mermaid didn't seem to mind or even notice; she simply wrung some seawater out of her long hair and then stretched back on the rocks, her tail lazily flipping back and forth.
Emeline sat there, her body growing numb from contact with the cold sand and the dampness soaking into her nightdress, barely noticing any of it. Only after the mermaid finally flipped back into the water in a graceful motion that made Emeline's breath catch did she finally get to her feet and make her way back into the castle.
"Are you all right?" the guard near the front door asked as she walked past him. "Saw you on the beach; was about to ask one of your companions to tend to you."
"Thank you, but I'm fine," Emeline said. "Just needed to clear my head."
He smiled in understanding. "Few better places to do that. Goodnight."
"Goodnight."
*~*~*
"What are the masks for?" Emeline asked .
Queen Damayanti smiled, regarding the hundreds of dancers before her. "Centuries upon centuries ago, before we discovered the truth in sorcery, our folk believed in a multitude of Goddesses and Gods. It was believed that large celebrations and outpourings of joy  drew the attention of the God of Sorrow, because they made him feel disregarded. He was a sour, petulant God, but also very easily fooled. The masks were to ensure that he saw no one's true identity and thus couldn't place any curses upon them. We don't hold with such things anymore, of course," she explained, "but we wear the masks  in remembrance. Whatever oddities our ancestors may have believed, we wouldn't be here without them."
"They're beautiful," Emeline said, her gaze darting from one elaborate mask to another. Jewels―pearls especially―adorned many, along with feathers or shells or colorful strips of fabric. Princess Jyotsana's mask was one of the most intricate of all, a confection of iridescent lace and blue-green fabric. She would declare her decision at this celebration, whether she would remain in Village-by-the-Sea or wed Alexei. "Are new masks made for each dance?"
"Usually, no," Queen Damayanti said. "Of course, there are always new dancers, and sometimes the masks are damaged. But many of the ones you see here have been passed down from parents to their children. There's Ila," she said, pointing out an old man with a stooped back and a bright smile. "He's the premier mask-maker of Village-by-the-Sea. If you like, I could ask one to be made for you, and you can wear it when next you return."
"That is a very generous offer, but I doubt I will be returning," she admitted sadly.
"Mistress Emeline. There are some homes that are worth defending. If yours is not one of them, tell me now. I'll extend sanctuary to you and your guests."
Her heart leaped at the offer, even as she realized she could never accept it. "King Nazar would declare war."
"For love of you?"
Emeline heard the skepticism in her voice but wasn't offended by it. The anger she saw lurking in the queen's eyes wasn't aimed at her, she knew.
"Because we would be defying him," she said in a rush. "You were right in your assumption that he's a petty, cruel man. Those who do not obey his wishes are...are dealt with," she said, glancing down at her brutalized hand. "He―"
Then Jyotsana interrupted by stepping onto the dais at the head of the room. "I have decided to marry Alexei. I'll go home with you!" she announced, grinning brightly as she met Emeline's eyes.
Emeline smiled back, feeling sick.
"Do not fret for your daughter, please," she whispered, as Jyotsana stepped down from the dais and began to accept congratulations. "No loyalists have borne the brunt of the king's anger for years upon years now. So long as your girl keeps her head down and says nothing unkind, she will be safe. I swear it."
"And what guarantee can you give? By your own admission, you hold little to no power."
"Yes, but having little power also means that my time is largely my own. I will keep as close a watch on Jyotsana as if she were my own daughter," she vowed, her chest tightening at the words. It was only because Jyotsana wasn't truly her kin that she would be permitted to spend meaningful time with her.
"And your huntsman?" she asked. "He will make the same promise?"
"Yes," Emeline promised. She didn't have to search for Gennadi in the crowd; she'd been aware of him throughout the entire conversation. He was dancing with Malaika now, the young princess giggling wildly as he spun her around.
"Good. And I would have the two of you take care to keep Ashoka away from her."
Emeline turned to the queen, blinking in surprise. "You...?"
"That man has not shown me one glint of sincerity since his arrival. I will show him every kindness because his mother is a dear friend, but that does not mean I trust him." She smiled briefly. "Am I right in this assumption as well?"
"Yes."
Jyotsana hurried through the crowd toward them, and Queen Damayanti's expression softened at the sight. "We can love them with all our hearts, but we can't control who they become. And even if we're lucky enough to like them as well as love them, we still can't protect them. Sometimes I think motherhood is a thousand times worse than being a soldier."
Then Jyotsana reached them, throwing her arms around her mother, laughing. "Come dance with me! And you," she said, peering around her mother to meet Emeline's eyes, "stay right there. I'm dancing with you next."
Emeline smiled and nodded and then looked out over the crowd. There was an enormous table to the left side of the room, piled high with food and drink, and the servants wove throughout the crowd, not carrying trays as they would in Winterbourne, but talking and laughing with everyone else. Moonlight poured in through the high windows, accentuating the candlelight, and she could smell the salt of the ocean. She wished she was out on the beach again, away from the noise of the crowd, but it helped to know that  Nazar wasn't here, that Grisha was too busy speaking with his mother to bother with her tonight, that Ilari wouldn't breeze by to make any snide remarks.
Then she caught Gennadi's eye, and he smiled as he began to walk closer.
"Huntsman?" a page said, hurrying to his side. "Urgent message from Winterbourne."
Emeline watched as Gennadi unfolded the thick piece of paper, her heart in her throat.
"What does it say?" she asked.
"It's from Nazar. He says there's a creature in Sanlow that could only have been summoned by use of an ancient spell. It's slaughtering the townsfolk," he said tightly. "He wants me to 'bring the spellbook to him at any cost and dispose of the creature if possible'."
 Emeline started to say something, and then Grisha was at her side.
"What's going on?" he asked, taking the letter from Gennadi's hands. Then he smiled broadly. "That book's been found?"
"Yeah, and a lot of people are dead, but don't worry about that," Gennadi said, starting toward the exit.
"Is something the matter?" Queen Damayanti asked, Jyotsana close behind her.
"Emergency back in Winterbourne," Gennadi said. "I have to leave."
"As do I," Emeline said quickly, unwilling to see him ride away to face whatever manner of creature this was by himself. "I'm quite homesick."
"Then it seems I should―" Grisha began, but Queen Damayanti gave him a pleasant smile.
"Oh, do stay," she said. "You haven't been home in so long, and I know your mother would be quite disappointed if you took your leave now."
"She would," he admitted, glancing over to where she was waiting. When he turned back, he looked both relieved and disappointed. "All right. I'll take the prearranged carriage in two days' time. Safe journey, Emeline. Gennadi."
Before they could leave, Queen Damayanti rested a hand on Emeline's arm. "My daughter's carriage will leave for Winterbourne in five days' time. I trust you will be there to meet it?"
"Of course."
*~*~*
"Has Lisette talked to you yet?"
“No.”
"She will," Gennadi said. "Can be too stubborn by half, but she cares about you too much to leave it like this."
"I sincerely hope so," Emeline said, a blush coming to her cheeks. "I...care for her as well."
Gennadi grinned. "Does she know?"
"No," Emeline said. "It wouldn't be safe for either of us  to reveal such a thing. And besides, I...well, I remember what I spoke to you about on the beach," she continued, her blush deepening. "Why would she…she's so...I don't think the idea of a kiss would bother her at all, let alone more. How could I tell her of my feelings when I'm not willing to express them in the way she'd expect?"
Lisette was far different from her former husband, Emeline knew that, but the idea of her taking it as a personal affront like Savva had tightened her chest so that she felt her heart might stop beating.
"You know Lisette," Gennadi said. "What do you really think she'd do?"
Emeline was silent for a moment. "Understand."
"I think so, too."
"How well do you know her?"
"She's been cleaning the fighters' quarters since before I arrived," he said. "Real sweetheart, though she'd probably beat me for saying so."
"You care for her as well, then?" she asked, her eyes searching his face.
"Very much."
Emeline smiled. "Good."
"Why?" Gennadi asked, scooting forward on his seat to lean closer. "Has she said anything about me?"
She looked at the expectant, teasing grin on his face and laughed. "If she has, then such things would be private."
"That's a yes."
"Do you get to see her very often, now that you've been promoted out of the fighters' quarters?"
He nodded. "Yeah. I've been teaching her how to fight."
"Really?"
"Mmm-hm. You had lessons? Well, you're a royal. Or nearly," he corrected at the look on her face. "It's mandatory."
"I did have some training. Hated every second of it." She said the last apologetically, as though he might be offended at her dislike of his profession.
Gennadi smiled. "Fighting's not for everyone. Not wanting to cause pain doesn't say something bad about you."
"What if you need to do it and can't?" she murmured, staring down at her missing thumb. "No one would expect it of me. And there are nights when I'm certain I'm betraying everyone by not taking up the blade. But I still can't. The idea turns my stomach. I spoke...spoke to Grisha back at the castle," she said haltingly. "He told me that on the day this happened, Nazar wanted my tongue cut out instead. Grisha manipulated things so that I would get punished, because he thought the king would send me to the dungeons. To him."
He didn't say anything—she didn't know if there was anything he could say in light of that revelation—he simply opened his arms. She hesitated for only a second before moving to his half of the carriage and leaning against his side. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and they stayed that way until the carriage began to slow, signaling their arrival.
Emeline retreated back to her original seat, unwilling to let the carriage driver catch them in what might be seen as a compromising position. She cast Gennadi a worried glance and then, as the coachman opened the door, she resisted the urge to grab his hand and beg him to stay in here.
Villages normally bustled with life at this time of day. Peering past the driver's shoulder, she saw no one moving around at all. It appeared as though every house had been abandoned.
"Wait here," Gennadi said, retrieving his sword. "I'll be back soon."
Emeline nodded but followed him out of the carriage. She would leave the door open for a swift escape, but she couldn't sit inside like nothing at all was happening.




Chapter Eleven

Gennadi walked into the small village, built in the shadows of Vedrana's Forest. His former village, at least, had granted a wide field between the houses and the looming trees, affording the villagers some chance to see what was coming. But this one...
Someone, he decided, had been a right fool when they'd decided where to settle themselves and their kin.
"Hello?" he called cheerfully, sword in hand.
The front door of the house to his right cracked open the tiniest bit, and a voice hissed, "Are you mad, hunter?"
"Chances are."
"Inside!"
He strolled over to the door and walked into the house, glancing back as the dark-haired woman slammed the door behind him.
"What took you so long?"
"The king just told me about this whole problem. I got here quickly as I could."
"A messenger went to the king almost a month ago! Had he acted faster, perhaps everyone else wouldn't be―" She stopped herself, giving him a worried look. "Not that I would ever speak against our king, of course."
"Of course," he agreed, walking over to the enormous book she had open on the table. So, this was what the king was so enamored of. "I'm amazed your table hasn't buckled."
She hurried over and snatched up the tome, hunching over with the weight of it. "Please, could you just take care of the beast?"
"All right," he said, deciding not to argue with her about the book. He would bring it to the castle―he valued his skin too much to decide otherwise―but perhaps they could reach some sort of agreement rather than fighting about it.
"It used to only come out at night, but it's grown braver. I―" Then she screamed as the window she was standing near shattered inward and a large tannish-colored thing vaulted into the room, its claws dragging across the wooden floor.
Gennadi shouted in surprise and nearly fell over in his haste to back away. He quickly recovered as the animal turned its attention to the woman, diving for her side. He started to charge and then paused in shock. The thing hadn't run at her in order to eat her, as he'd first assumed; it was nudging her in the hip, tongue lolling out of its mouth, like an oversized dog that wanted to play fetch.
Only it was decidedly not a dog. No dog he'd ever seen had hooked claws or blood-red eyes.
"Miss? Mind telling me what's going on here?"
At the sound of his voice, the creature's entire demeanor changed. Wide red eyes narrowed, teeth bared, and the whining sound it had been making was replaced with a growl that made Gennadi reconsider his current line of work.
"Okay, then," he said, and did the only sensible thing. He ran right back out the door.
The creature was on his heels, snarling, and with one swipe of a great paw it tore open the back of his right ankle. Gennadi stumbled and nearly fell, catching his balance just in time. Hearing Emeline scream his name, he shouted at her to get back into the carriage―though a lot of protection that would afford, if this creature got past him―and spun, swinging his blade and catching the animal across the nose and cheek. It whimpered in surprise and retreated a few feet. And then it grew.
At first Gennadi thought that maybe it was puffing out its fur, trying to intimidate him, but no. The thing was actually growing, enlarging until it went from waist-height on him to nearly chest-height.
"Now that is just not fair," he muttered, and then he swung at it again.
It roared, raising a gigantic paw, and though he did get in a good stab, it ended up knocking his sword away. Muttering a curse, he ran clumsily for the fallen weapon, pain searing through his ankle with every step. He drew his twin throwing knives, turning just long enough to fling them at the creature.
One sank into its shoulder. The other hit it in the eye.
It howled and retreated, running back toward the woman's house. Gennadi ran after it; it had seemed friendly enough toward her before, but that might have just been because she hadn't presented a threat. Now, with her surely terrified and this thing wounded, who knew what might happen?             
She was standing at her table, reading quietly from the book. The creature shrank down to go through the doorway, whining low in its throat. 
"Aw, damn," he muttered. The thing's spiked tail was wagging back and forth, its head was down, and it was dripping blood onto the floor. It wasn't as if he could just―
Almost before he could raise his sword again, the thing turned and sprang, going for his throat. Gennadi speared it in the chest, its weight driving him back through the doorway and sending him tumbling off the porch.
Shoving the dead creature off him, he yanked his sword free and then marched back up the steps into the house.
"It...it was very little when I conjured it," she said quietly, closing the book.
"You know, normally I at least know someone's name before I hate them."
"I had every right! My neighbor kept saying these horrible things about me, trying to convince everyone else I needed to be sent away. She just didn't like the fact that my garden was always superior to hers," she sniffed. "I told her to stop. Gave her every chance! People started writing things on my walls; someone threw a stone at me as I walked back from the market.” 
She turned away from him, raising her hair up to reveal an ugly scar on the back of her neck.
"Finally, I told her if she didn't stop, I really would give her something to be frightened of. It was just supposed to go after her," she said quietly. "Not anyone else. But it wouldn't go back into Vedrana's Forest."
"Really?" he asked. "This monster you summoned wasn't satisfied with killing just one person? I can't tell you how surprised I am. I might faint."
"Enough," she snapped. "What's done is done."
"It certainly is," he said. He limped past her and picked up the book.
"That's mine!"
"Not anymore," he said. He had his qualms about taking a book like this back to the king, but at least if it was in the castle, maybe he could deal with anything Nazar conjured before it could hurt anyone. And at least it would be out of this woman's hands.
Emeline ran to him, clearly no longer worried about what the coachman might think as she pressed herself against his side, helping support him as he limped back to the carriage. The driver hurried to them and took both Gennadi's sword and the book, placing them safely inside the carriage before offering each one of them in turn a hand in.
Gennadi leaned back and sighed. "It doesn't matter," he declared, "if I have to call in every favor I've ever earned to get a constant supply of hot water. After this, I'm going to have the world's longest bath."
*~*~*
Emeline reentered the castle proper, exhausted from her journey but too restless to sleep. She walked to her rooms anyway, thinking that she might read for a while. Or perhaps she would go to Alain and see how Gennadi was feeling. He'd gone straight to the doctor's quarters after delivering that odd book to the king.
Then she saw Lisette, sitting underneath the rushlight at the end of the hall. At the sight of Emeline, Lisette got to her feet, glancing back uncertainly as she moved around the corner. After a moment, so it might look to any of the guards roaming this hall that she was just taking one of her nightly walks, Emeline followed.
Lisette led her to the Hall of Kings and stopped at the far end, staring up at a portrait of her parents.
Emeline herself had examined it many times over the years; the painting showed Nazar and Thibault standing behind Thekla, all three of them smiling and seemingly in love.
"She was lovely," Emeline said, standing beside Lisette and looking up at the portrait.
Lisette nodded. "I don't...I can't really remember her voice."
"I'm sorry."
"And so am I," she said, turning to Emeline and kneeling. "For what I said to you. I cannot even imagine having a parent of the sort that yours is. Perhaps I would know had...had mine lived. I am no longer such a child as to think that Father Thibault was a kind king. Not when it was his rule that saw the start of the deathfights and gave Grisha such an esteemed position."
"Lisette―"
"You shouldn't have to be terrified of your mother. You acted to protect yourself and others―and me," she continued, "and I never should have been so harsh with you. I’ve missed you. So much. I love you."
Emeline blinked, almost taking a step back out of sheer surprise. Instead, she took Lisette's hands and drew her back up to her feet. "That's...that's the first time anyone's ever said that to me."
"It can't be," Lisette said. "Surely your husband..."
"He said, 'I can get you out of here.' I thought it meant the same thing." She hesitated a moment and then spoke again. "Come with me."
Lisette gave her a puzzled look but followed as Emeline made her way down to the ground level and then hurried out into the main courtyard.
"What are we..." Lisette asked, but from the hope in her voice, Emeline knew she'd already guessed. This was where the stables were, after all.
Impulsively, Emeline took her hand, leading her to Helia's stall. Lisette grinned at the sight of her old armorhart, tears glistening in her eyes.
"Hey, girl," she whispered. "Don't suppose you remember me?"
The armorhart nosed at her outstretched hand, and Lisette stroked her head, gently scratching her behind her left ear. The armorhart made a high-pitched chirruping noise, and Lisette laughed quietly. "You always did love that."
"Do you want to see her new babies?" Emeline asked. "Well, they're almost half-grown now, but..."
"I'd love to!"
Emeline led her further down the stables to where two younger armorharts shared one stall. It was common in the case of twins to keep them close to one another until they were fully grown―and even then, they would be placed in neighboring stalls.
"This is Pasha, and that's Arina," she said.
"They're beautiful."
Emeline looked at Lisette’s face, her joyful smile, and took a step closer. "I...I love you, too," she confessed. No, she'd never been interested in anything physical, and even now she was hesitant, but maybe it would be different this time. Besides, she'd never made the attempt with a woman. If she tried this and could tolerate it, that would be so much easier than trying to explain.
She pressed her lips to Lisette's and knew immediately the mistake she'd made when Lisette wrapped her arms around her. Though she'd been eager to try only a moment before, eager to prove her deep-seated knowledge about herself wrong, all she wanted to do now was run.
Emeline tried to settle herself down. She told herself that people kissed all the time, that they clearly enjoyed it. It didn't feel claustrophobic to any of them.
It didn’t work.
"I'm sorry," Emeline said, extricating herself. "I can't."
Before Lisette could speak, Emeline turned and hurried away.
*~*~*
Emeline opened the door to Alain's work room, moving inside as quietly as she could. It was quite late at night, the kitchens the only place in the castle that were still bustling with activity. The doctor, having done what he could for Gennadi's ankle, was back in his own quarters.
Gennadi lay on the cot, asleep, and Emeline smiled. His right ankle was heavily bandaged, and he bore a few cuts and minor bruises, but other than that he seemed none the worse for wear.
"Enjoying the view?"
Emeline jumped, knocking into a tray of medicine bottles and slipping as she tried to grab them before they could fall, losing her balance and landing in a heap on the floor. She sprang back up, hair flying every which way.
"Oh, thank you," Gennadi said, laughing so hard he clutched at his stomach. "I don't think any medicine could touch that."
"I'm glad my clumsiness amuses you," Emeline said, carefully putting the medicine bottles back on their tray.
"You looked like one of Grisha's cats!"
Emeline smiled, remembering how she'd startled one of the small animals once and it had fluffed up just before tearing out of the room. "Thank you so much."
"So," Gennadi said, "do you stare at sleeping men often, or am I an exception?"
"I…well," Emeline said, twisting her ring around. "Just wanted to make sure you were doing all right."
"Never been better," Gennadi said. "Well, not quite true, but I'm a far sight healthier than I could've been."
"Are most of your jobs as dangerous as that one?" Emeline asked.
"Well, I didn't start getting paid more king's copper so I could lounge around the castle and eat pastries."
“That isn't an answer.”
“I'm fine,” he insisted as he sat up, the reassuring smile still on his face. She wasn't reassured. “And you?”
"Perfectly well."
"Really," he said. "Because you seem far more upset now than you were when we left the carriage two hours ago."
"I spoke to Lisette. I...I couldn't explain. And so instead I kissed her."
"How'd that work out?"
"Poorly," Emeline confessed, her gaze darting to the door. "I should go."
"Partly right. We should go."
"You can't be thinking of walking on that ankle."
"I can limp along," he said. "Doctor just told me to rest it, not forgo using it at all." He carefully swung his legs over the side of the cot and got up, keeping most of his weight on his good leg. "Come on."
"Where are we going?" she asked.
"Fighter’s quarters," he said. "Haven't seen a certain someone yet. Was planning on it, but the doctor swooped in first.”
"And you are sure you wouldn't rather...well, go see him alone?" she asked hesitantly.
He laughed and winked. "I'm not feeling quite that good. Give me a couple of hours."
When Emeline rapped on his door, Vasya opened it and ushered them in. Emeline went in first, freezing at the sight of Lisette sitting on his cot.
Gennadi laughed. "Seems like none of us can stay away from you."
"You left my sight for eight days," Vasya countered, "and you went and got yourself hurt."
"I do need constant supervision," Gennadi admitted, grinning as he leaned in for a kiss.
"Is he all right?" Lisette murmured. "I knew that a page left to call him back early for a task, but..."
"He's all right," Emeline said, wishing she could say the same for herself. She wanted to run, disappear into the ground, anything but try to figure out how to explain herself. "Listen, about...I didn't mean―"
"It's fine," Lisette said.
"No, it isn't. I promise, that had nothing to do with you."
Lisette grinned. "Kissing me had nothing to do with me?"
At the sight of that grin, Emeline knew that things were truly all right between them, and she smiled back as she sat down next to Lisette on the cot. "It's just not something I'm comfortable with," she said. "At all."
Lisette shrugged. "All right."
Emeline blinked. However much she had believed that Lisette would understand, a part of her had fully expected a reaction like Savva's: disbelief, confusion, and anger.
Then she realized that both of them were sitting while Gennadi was still on his feet, and she grabbed Lisette's hand, pulling her up to clear a space.
"Thank you. Though if one or both of you would like to sit back down..." Gennadi said, patting his lap.
Lisette laughed and swatted gently at his shoulder, and Emeline took her usual seat in the corner where she'd sat so many times over the years, talking quietly with Vasya or just enjoying a peaceful silence.
But this time, instead of closing her eyes as she relaxed, she watched Lisette and Gennadi while Lisette sat down next to him. The two of them laughed as Gennadi began to tell stories about what had happened in Village-by-the-Sea. She looked over at Vasya and he caught her eye before returning his attention to them, and she realized that he felt it, too.
The two of them had spent so much time in here, and it had been wonderful. But now, having Gennadi and Lisette here as well, the four of them together...it transcended the peace she'd found here before. It became something entirely different and very close to perfect. This, she realized. This was how it was supposed to be.
*~*~*
When Lisette came down to the tiltyard, she mostly trained with Gennadi, sometimes working with one of the other fighters when he was busy. Lisette knew she was never going to be as good as anyone she trained with; they had actual experience and she simply stole an hour or two when she could.
But it was a wonderful form of stress relief. After hours of forced politeness, having to smile if one of the visiting loyalists pawed at her, bowing to King Nazar, and gritting her teeth as she was beaten for yet another of Ilari's indiscretions, it was a welcome change to just throw punches. Or knives. She quite liked throwing knives.
Today, she came not to spar but to check on Gennadi and make sure he wasn't overdoing things. She hurried into the tiltyard, expecting to see him twirling a dagger in a way that she was sure would someday result in missing fingers, and found Vasya there instead.
He was training with a sword, one of the weapons she had reluctantly dismissed. She had picked up one of them, a blade that the fighters kept here strictly for practice since it was too dull to use in the arena. She'd struggled to lift it properly, let alone give a practice swing.
Vasya had no such problems.
She found herself staring, taking a step closer without even realizing she'd done it. Then a hand dropped down onto her shoulder, and she jumped.
"Gonna be a while yet before you'll be ready for sword work. A long, long while," Gennadi said cheerfully.
"Understood," she said. "Are you all right?"
"Aww, you're worried! I'm flattered," he said, clasping his hands over his heart and batting his eyelashes at her. She punched him on the arm, and he laughed. "Getting stronger!" he said. "Sorry I can't spar with you today; Alain  keeps telling me I need to keep weight off this stupid thing," he said, motioning down at his ankle.
"Then why are you standing here? Go to bed."
"All right, all right," he said, holding up his hands and grinning. "Don't want you to miss any of your training, though. Hey, Champion! Get on over here and show this girl a thing or two."
Vasya walked closer to her and she went to meet him, smiling and trying not to think of how odd this was. Yes, they'd spoken now on several occasions, but it had always been at night, in his quarters and with the lantern barely lit. It was easy to talk then.
Now it was broad daylight, and he was quite close, really, and suddenly she found it hard to even think of anything to say, much less say it.
He gave her a slight bow and a smile, mischief in his eyes, and that was all the warning she got before he swung.
She ducked away from the blow, grinning now, and took a swing herself. He dodged, which didn't surprise her in the least, but when he hit back and she wasn't able to dodge, he pulled his punch, barely tapping her on the chin. And that did surprise her; the fighters here did try to lessen their blows, of course―the idea was to train, not knock each other senseless―but some bruises were expected.
Lisette raised one hand, the sign for a knockout, because if he hadn't pulled that punch, she would be waking up sometime late tonight wondering what had happened.
He nodded once in acknowledgment, and then said, "Again."
She was holding her own, having fun, even, until she attempted a move that she'd only seen a few times and had never actually tried.
As he moved in closer, she dropped down, bracing her weight on her hands and sweeping one leg out, trying to kick his feet out from under him.
The couple of times she'd seen it the move used, it had been very straightforward consequences. Either the move worked and the target fell, or it didn't work and the one who'd tried it got up as quickly as possible and switched strategies.
What did not happen was the target following her down and knocking her onto her back before she could try to gain her feet again.
Which was where the problem started.
She'd been pinned before, and either she shoved her opponent off her with an irritated curse if they got too cocky about it or she made a smart remark and they both laughed about it and tried again.
This was nothing like those times. Those times, she'd always been a little annoyed at herself. This time, she wondered how she could ensure it happened again.
His hands were over hers, one leg pinning hers down, and she had the strangest―strongest―urge to tilt her hips up, just...
Rationality flooded her system just in time, asking her what she could possibly be thinking, and Lisette scrambled away from him, not daring to look up to see the expression on his face. If there was, Goddesses forbid, disgust... "Good lesson. Thank you. I have to go."
Lisette didn't run in her hurry to get out of that tiltyard, but it was a close thing. Once she was back in her usual clothes and in her usual wing of the palace, she leaned against the wall and took several deep breaths.             
All right, she thought. This was completely manageable. She'd simply forget about it and continue on as usual.
She thought of nothing else all afternoon, until sundown signaled the end of her shift. She went to the dining hall, waiting along with the other bondservants for the handservants to finish their meal. Once inside, she and the others picked through what was left. Then she preceded the other bondservants out, wondering if her body and mind were going to settle down enough to let her get any sleep tonight.
As she left the dining hall, she saw Gennadi leaning against the opposite wall, waiting.
"You really shouldn't be standing on―" she began, her fussing coming to a halt as soon as she redirected her attention from his ankle to his face.
"I don't think you've seen my new quarters yet," he said. "Would you like to?"
Lisette was  inexperienced but far from naive; she knew what he was asking. And she nodded, following him down the hall, the feelings she'd been trying to ignore all day taking over every nerve ending now that she knew she would soon have a way to indulge them.
She followed him into his room and shut the door behind her, watching as he sat down at the head of the bed. She hesitated then, unsure for a few seconds, until he patted the spot beside him. The gesture was one he'd made a thousand times before, offering her a place to rest in the middle of her workday or inviting her to talk about something that was bothering her, and immediately she relaxed. This was Gennadi. First and above all, her friend.
Which, naturally, meant that she had to tease him a little.
She strolled around the perimeter of the room, feigning great interest in her surroundings. "It must be strange, to suddenly have so much space."
"Does take some getting used to."
"I remember this sword," she said, nodding to a piece on the wall with an elaborately engraved hilt. "A gift from Loyalist Calixte, was it not?"
"Yes."
Lisette pretended not to notice the way he was watching her, her heart racing as she wandered the room asking inane questions. Finally, she stopped in front of him. He looked up at her expectantly and she leaned forward, smiling…and reached past his shoulder to nudge at a portrait hanging on the wall. "This is crooked."
Though she'd technically known that his ankle was almost healed and that was his only persistent injury, she still hadn't expected him to move so fast. One second she was standing in front of him, and the next she was on her back on the bed.
"Are you done?" Gennadi asked. "Or do you have things to say about the ceiling structure?"
"Well, the stonework is quite fascinating, now that you mention it," she laughed as he leaned down to kiss her.
"I was watching the two of you," he said. "You need to spar more often."
"Do we?" She agreed completely but wanted to hear more of his voice like this, like he was struggling to hold on to control.
"For a moment, the way you were looking at each other...all I could think about was getting you back here."
"Or him?" she asked with grin.
"Or both of you. I may be greedy."
"I don't mind."
She'd fantasized about tracing the lines of his body with her hands, finding out where he was most sensitive to her touch, her mouth. Smiling, she edged her way off the bed, and when he sat up, she knelt between his legs. She had a fairly good idea about where to start.
*~*~*
"In all seriousness," Gennadi said, adjusting his arm around her shoulders as she cuddled close to his side, "you really should talk to him."
"He's...I don't know," Lisette admitted. It had been more than obvious that Gennadi returned her feelings, after all. She could all too easily imagine trying to talk to Vasya about this, only to have him look at her like she'd taken leave of her senses. "It's not like it is with you. He's a little intimidating."
"And I'm not?" he asked, faking offense. "Look at these arms!"
He flexed his muscles and she laughed. "You smile far too much to be intimidating."
"Ohh, is that what it is?"
"Mmm-hm," she said, twisting one of his braids around her finger.




Chapter Twelve

Emeline lifted the goblet to her lips, years of practice the only thing keeping her smile in place. From his throne, King Nazar nodded in acknowledgment of the effusive cheers and congratulations the loyalists were sending his way.
"A fine decision, my King," Loyalist Alexei said. Beside him, his soon-to-be-bride smiled. Emeline knew it might be wishful thinking, but she thought Jyotsana's expression looked uncomfortable. "A deathfight eight times a year instead of only five will make things so much more entertaining. But aren't you worried about running out of fighters?"
"Not in the slightest," King Nazar said, "given that I'm also lowering the age of eligible participants to twelve. After all," he continued with a grin, "so many brats out there are willing and eager to fight. It seems a shame not to grant their wish."
It wasn't her imagination; Jyotsana looked distinctly uncomfortable. King Nazar had assured Loyalist Alexei that his and Princess Jyotsana's engagement celebration would be lavish and memorable, and thus far it had been. The armorharts they'd ridden earlier today had had every scale of their armor intricately painted, and traders had been sent to Village-by-the-Sea to make sure the bride had plenty of familiar things to eat…but it seemed Nazar had chosen the wrong things to emphasize tonight.
"You might want to be careful," Emeline said. "You don't want to start them too young. Remember how the match between Lisette and the Champion worked out?"
The king laughed along with the crowd at the reminder of that particular fiasco, though Emeline didn't miss how his eyes darkened slightly.
"Careful, mother," Ilari said, her own smile knife-sharp. "One who didn't know you so well might think you didn't approve of father's decision."
"Then it's a fine thing we're so close."
"Indeed," King Nazar said. "And now, for your entertainment, Adventurer Kir, back from a three-month journey into Vedrana's Forest!" Four servants lit the enormous fire at the center of the arena, illuminating a man who stood beside a giant covered cage. "Please feel free to move down into the arena to get a close look at his discoveries."
The loyalists and fighters made their way outside, filing in through the door on the other side of the building to get to the arena itself.
*~*~*
As everyone else flooded out, Lisette stayed up in the seating, cleaning some of the larger spills. Several loyalists had left their entire goblets, and she gathered them to take back to the kitchens to be cleaned.
Then she caught sight of something on the floor and gasped.
It was a blade, jewels in the hilt and a hooked end, absolutely beautiful. She snatched it up and tucked it into her skirt and then grabbed two goblets as a pretext and headed out of the arena toward the castle proper. The bottlery on the lowest level also held her small cache of weapons―four knives from the kitchen, a pair of spiked metal knuckles that were sadly too large for her, and now this prize.
She could trade it to one of the guards for his or her silence when it came to helping someone escape. Or, as long as she was fantasizing, might as well pretend she could get everyone out. Vasya and Emeline and Gennadi, the doctor, all the servants who had been kind. They could use this knife to pay for a guide through Vedrana's Forest and come out the other side where they'd find a wonderful, peaceful kingdom or queendom...
Such ideas were pointless, Lisette reminded herself. Nothing more than a child's fantasy. Even as she had these thoughts, the king was gloating over increasing the amount of deathfights per year.
After she'd dropped off the goblets and made sure her new knife was safely hidden, Lisette went back to the arena. Adventurer Kir was grinning as he spoke to the teeming crowd.
"I present to you―a silver-striped leopard! The first of its kind ever captured alive!"
Kir ripped the cover off the cage, and the beast within hissed and spat at him, snarling around at the crowd.
Lisette gave the creature a passing glance. She was usually fascinated by the animals people brought back from Vedrana's Forest, but tonight she couldn't spare any thought to the impressive predator. Though loyalists were approaching the cage and oohing and aahing at the furious animal within, most of the fighters, when they thought no one else was looking, appeared as displeased as Lisette felt.
She caught sight of Emeline, whose mouth was pressed into a thin, tight line even when she smiled at a passing loyalist.
Lisette thought of how small she'd been when she'd first been sent to the arena. With the king's new declaration, children close to that age would routinely be sent to participate in deathfights. Seeing Roz cut down had been terrible enough. The thought of the loyalists, the very people surrounding her now, laughing and cheering at the murder of children...
Moving through the crowd, she headed out into the open night and stared at the stars for a moment, trying to catch her breath. If she'd stayed in there for one more minute, trapped among the press of too many bodies and the chaos of too many thoughts, she might well have screamed.
*~*~*
The banquet hall was as crowded as Lisette had ever seen it. Everyone wore masks, even the servants, as Princess Jyotsana had requested. The wall-length table along the south side of the room was piled high with foods Lisette was familiar with and ones she'd never seen before, and the amount of wine seemed enough to get everyone in attendance drunk twice over.
Lisette remembered the grand celebrations from her childhood and let herself briefly wish that she could go out onto the dance floor again, give in to the spectacle and simply enjoy herself for a night.
Instead she poured wine into waiting glasses, smiling at the variety of elaborate masks. Of course, her mask was far from jewel-covered; she and the other servants and the fighters largely wore simple black or brown masks, tied around their faces by strips of scrap fabric. But the loyalists had spared no expense for the celebration of their friend's engagement. Once it was time for the wedding itself, this week-long celebration would pale in comparison. Some loyalist’s wedding parties lasted nearly a month, with crowds moving back and forth between the banquet hall for exotic treats and the courtyards for traveling shows and jesters' performances.
And of course, they attended matches in the arena.
 
The loyalists hovered around the fighters, talking excitedly to them about battles from the past and ones they wanted to see happen. They seemed to think the fighters were happy to be talking to them; were they really so dense as to not see the tension in most of their frames, especially after the king's announcement earlier?
Lisette wasn't anywhere close to relaxed herself, given that she was in men's clothing tonight. The king had ordered it, telling her he didn't care what she wore when she was scrubbing floors but that this was for an engagement. "You look ridiculous in dresses," he'd said. "You don't have a woman's curves."
At least he hadn't ordered her hair shorn off again. Though she would've preferred it loose, it was pulled back in a tight ponytail.
She looked around at the other women, their floor-length gowns and glittering jewels, and felt a familiar pang of envy.
Then she spotted Emeline and smiled, handing her a glass of wine as a pretext to quickly talk.
"There you are. I'm quite sorry about all that," she said, gesturing to Lisette’s clothes and hair.
"It's all right," Lisette lied. "Only for one night, after all."
"If it helps, you're far from the only one here who must want to commit violence," Emeline said. She nodded to the corner of the room where the Champion stood, a group of loyalists all talking to him at once. "I'm rather surprised he hasn't flung all of them away. Now that's a fight I'd pay to see."
Lisette barely heard her. She kept her eyes on the Champion, standing here among the loyalists and royals, and wondered what they might have been to each other had Nazar's coup never happened.
Nothing? Everything?
Would she have had the sense to see past the exaggerated rumors of brutality? Would he have dismissed her at best and loathed her at worst, as he did the loyalists now surrounding him?
"Oh, Lisette."


Jarred out of her musings, Lisette blinked at Emeline. "What?"
Emeline smiled softly and then nudged her in the back. "Go on."
 
"I don't know what you're―"
"You know very well. There's to be a deathfight after the feast. Any one of the fighters could be gone then, including him. You feel something; you know that. So go let him know, as well."
 
"I can't―what are you doing?" she squeaked, watching as Emeline moved away from her. Lisette wanted to run, even considered faking a swoon. Lying down in a quiet room for a while by herself suddenly seemed like a brilliant idea, anything but standing here and waiting, her eyes feeling far too wide and her heart thrumming too fast.
 
Emeline spoke a few words to him, and he looked up, looking for her. When he met her eyes, color rushed to her cheeks and a smile came completely unbidden and oh, Goddesses, what was happening? She had a job to do, far too many things to focus on already; she had no need or want for something like this, especially with someone whom she could guarantee didn't return her feelings.
 
Feelings that she most certainly did not have in the first place, she tried to tell herself. But then he stopped in front of her and held out his hand, and she lost all ability to lie to herself.
 
"Emeline told me I looked like I needed rescuing," he said, clearly trying not to smile.
 
"Is that so?" she asked, resting her hand in his.
 
"Given the way she was grinning, I think she just wants to see us embarrass ourselves."
"Wouldn't put it past her."
They moved out among the other dancing couples as the musicians in the corner continued to play, something soft and beautiful. She rested both her hands on one of his shoulders, and he kept one hand on her hip and the other hand at his side, and they slowly spun, his eyes on hers and neither of them saying a word.
There was some hesitancy in his gaze at first, but after a moment his lips curved up, and she returned the smile with one of her own. She let herself edge closer to him, gave herself permission to sink into his arms just a little. In return, his hand moved from her hip to the small of her back, and her eyes drifted closed.
 
For a moment, Lisette thought. She knew that soon the loyalists would be asking for stories, she would be called to pour more wine, and the king would make yet another speech. But just for a moment, she would have this.
"I do have one question," she asked softly. "What is your name?"
He laughed against her shoulder, and she pressed closer to him as he answered, "Vasya."




Chapter Thirteen

Emeline sat frozen in her thickly cushioned chair, staring down at her cup of eldermint tea.
It smelled of apples.
It was a  fortunate thing that she'd actually listened to Alain's chattering over the years; solely because of that, she knew some of the nastiest poisons gave off that particular scent. Apples. She had prayed she was imagining it and had sniffed it again, only to recoil.
She wanted to fling the cup across the room, to have the satisfaction of seeing the cup shatter and spray the liquid ineffectually against the wall. But whoever did this might well be lurking outside the door, waiting for the sound of her body falling.
Her hands tightened on the arms of the chair. What was she to do?
Leave. She had to leave. Steal the key to the Silence from Nazar's rooms for a second time, make her way down, and run.
What of Lisette? Emeline thought wildly. Of Vasya, of Gennadi? Alain, Jyotsana, all the handservants and bondservants? It was up to her to release three people every year, up to her to try and talk the king or her mother down when they were tempted to violence. If she left...
There was no other choice. Someone wanted her dead. And her heart constricted in her chest, tight enough to steal her breath, as she let herself acknowledge that she knew exactly who that person was.
If the tea didn't succeed, Ilari was sure to have a secondary plan in place.
She would come back. There were villagers who would be sympathetic to her plight. Once she'd gathered aid, she'd return.
But before she could put that plan into action, she had to leave this room.
Emeline crept up to the door, listening for footsteps or other sounds outside. She heard nothing, but that didn't mean someone wasn't standing directly outside the door, a dagger at the ready.
A dagger!
She scurried back to her dresser and opened the lowermost drawer, taking out her fighting dagger. The king had insisted that both she and Ilari train to defend themselves if necessary, but her heart had never been in such lessons. Even now, if someone was outside her door, she doubted she would be able to raise the blade against them.
Still, she kept it in her hand. After all, even if she didn't want to hurt another person, there were the rats to consider. They had been cleared out of the Silence several times, but they never stayed gone for long.
Emeline gritted her teeth and pulled the door open, revealing an empty hallway. She let out her breath in a rush, slid the dagger into one of the pockets in her dress, and then headed down the hall. It took every bit of her self-control to keep from racing toward the king's chambers, but she managed to walk just as she might on any normal day, glancing at some of the paintings on the wall, nodding to the guards. She opened the door to her husband's quarters, sighing with relief when she saw they were empty.
The key to the Silence was in the same place it had been when she'd retrieved it to try and save Roz; she'd managed to put it back without Nazar being any the wiser.
The thought of the older fighter made her heart sink, and Emeline curled her fingers around the key protectively. If she didn't hurry, she might well join Roz in whatever life came after this one.
She didn't want to go back to the Silence. Though she reminded herself that she'd spent hours waiting in it once during the attempted coup, her head still swam with all the rumors she'd ever heard about the place: stories about ghosts of dead servants, demons that the Goddesses had cast to earth to test their believers, darkness so complete that it stole one's mind.
Not giving herself time to think, she turned the key in the lock as soon as she was outside the Silence, carefully opened the door, headed to the opposite wall, and then searched for the brick that would open the door. She removed the dagger from her pocket, praying that nothing would scurry over her foot.
"And what do you think you're doing?"
Emeline jumped, trying to stammer out an answer as King Nazar walked further inside.
"You see?" Ilari said, grinning as she moved up behind him. "I told you what she was plotting. I overheard her talking with some bondservants, planning to let rebels in."
"I was not―"
"Then you'd best have a very good explanation for this, Emeline."
"There was poison in my tea," Emeline said quietly. "I grew frightened. I wanted to leave."
"Why did you not come to me?"
"Because I doubted you would wish to hear who the poisoner is," Emeline said, sadly meeting her daughter's eyes.
King Nazar caught her meaning and laughed. "Ilari? Come now, surely you have not grown so paranoid as to suspect your own daughter. Most likely it's a servant or a kitchen worker. I'll speak with them. Someone will confess."
She had no doubt of it, if he sent them one by one to Grisha. 
"Mother," Ilari said, smiling far too sweetly as she moved closer, "Come back upstairs. We'll settle this."
"Please don't," Emeline said, searching her daughter's face for some sign, any sign, of the little girl she'd known once. Ilari just smiled, and then her hand snaked out, wresting the dagger from her grasp. Before Emeline could even gather breath for a scream, Ilari whirled around, driving the dagger into King Nazar's chest.
He made a horrific choking noise and fell to his knees. Ilari yanked the dagger out of his chest and drove it in again.
Emeline pressed back against the wall, a high, thin keen escaping her mouth. Then enough of her senses came back to let her realize that if Ilari was willing to do this to the king, she would be next. She turned, patting frantically for the correct brick.
It gave with a painful creaking, scraping sound. Then that sound was echoed louder on the other side of the wall, where half of the stones slid forward, revealing a passageway.
When she ducked down to fit into the short, narrow tunnel, Emeline's crown fell―a gleam of light out of place in a dusty hall. She looked up, her hand on the second brick that would close the door again, and found her daughter crouched over Nazar's body, smiling at her.
Then she opened her mouth and let out a horrified wail.
"Help!" she screamed. "Help, guards, she's murdered him!"
Emeline slammed her hand against the brick, sending a quick prayer to the Sister Goddesses for the others' safety, and then she turned and ran.
*~*~*
"Oh, father!" Ilari cried, calling up a few tears for the benefit of the guards who now surrounded her. She rested her hands on his lifeless body, her palms getting soaked with his blood.
The Mirror would be pleased.
"Princess," one of the guards said. "What happened? Who―"
"My mother," she sobbed. "She murdered him. It's her dagger in his heart. I found out...I told her that I knew. That she wasn't my true mother at all. She stole me from my father's mistress, stole me so she would have a claim to the throne. I confronted her and she―she would have killed me! But my father got between us and she..."
"Where is she?"
"She opened the wall," Ilari said, "but I do not know how. One of the bricks..." She shook her head. "I cannot…"
Another guard was immediately at her side, helping her to her feet. "I'll get you back to your rooms, Princess."
"Thank you," she said, her voice appropriately shaky as she tried to hide her smile.
*~*~*
"Greetings, my friend," Ilari said, pressing her bloody palms to the Mirror's surface. "I would ask today how to not end up like my father." She knew many loyalists didn't approve of the idea of her ruling them now. They had no choice, of course, but perhaps the Mirror could help her discover the traitors among them.
"Getting rid of your mother would be a good start."
She sighed. "I tried that this morning. She realized something was off about the tea and fled." She chuckled at the thought of her easily-cowed mother wandering around Vedrana's Forest. "She'll be dead within a day."
And it would serve her right for running. Emeline should have been strong enough to confront her outright. She'd had a plan for that as well, of course, but at least in that scenario her mother would've earned some respect before her death.
"Do not be so sure."
Her mouth twisted into a scowl. "She's safe, then?"
"Yes, and I would suggest you make sure she doesn't remain so. Right now, her death could easily be blamed on her surroundings."
Ilari paused. She'd been about to remove her hand, break the connection with the Mirror, and forget about Emeline. Now she stared into the glass, curious. "And why should I bother?"
"Because should she return here, it will mark the end of your rule."
"She plots treason?"
"The woman plots nothing. She is a cowardly fool. But not all those she will befriend in that forest are as foolish as she. If she returns, your death will come with her."
"Then she will not return," the new queen snarled, jerking her hands away from the Mirror, not bothering to wipe the blood away before she strode out into the hall, ordering the guards to bring Gennadi to her.
The black-haired man bowed, eyes darting to the blood coating her hands. Good, Ilari thought. That fear would be a good thing to hold on to as he heard her next words.
"You know that my father is dead."
"Yes, my Queen. I am quite sorry for your loss."
"Never mind that now," she told him. "His killer is missing. She has taken refuge in Vedrana's Forest. I want you to track her down and kill her."
Gennadi's head, which had been bowed subserviently, quickly raised.
Ilari smiled. "A problem with my order, huntsman?"
"No, my Queen."
"Good. Because if you refuse, or if you fail, I will send you directly to Grisha. You will leave for the forest at sunrise," she said, turning away.
"What proof should I bring you that the deed is done?"
"Bring me her heart."
*~*~*
Lisette looked out the window at the sunset, her stomach tight with worry. Emeline had been trained in self-defense, but that didn't mean she was prepared for Vedrana's Forest.
Sidonie's behavior had worsened, something Lisette hadn't even believed to be possible. Earlier today, she had sent three of the handservants out past the wall over simple mistakes, ones that would have earned them only one or two lashes yesterday.
Emeline wouldn't give the signal of placing a pearl into the chipped brick anymore. Wouldn't meet her on random mornings when Lisette delivered clean sheets to the doctor.
Not until she returned, Lisette tried to tell herself as she rapped on Vasya’s door, but the reassurance fell flat even in her own mind.
She was gone.
Vasya opened the door and wordlessly pulled her into his arms. She took a shuddering breath, trying her hardest not to cry. "She didn't do it," she whispered. "She would've died herself before striking out at anyone else."
"A gentler soul I've never known," he agreed quietly.
"Did you hear...did Gennadi tell you―"
"Yes. He won't hurt her, Lisette."
"I know. But he can't come back if he doesn't. I just..." She knew Gennadi's, Vasya's and her own positions were tenuous. If he came up against a stronger fighter, if she made a bad enough mistake that Sidonie sent her to Grisha, if Gennadi was sent on too dangerous a mission...
But she'd never thought she would have to worry about Emeline.
"I thought she was safe. I know how foolish that was now, but I...I didn't get to say goodbye."
He didn't speak, simply held her close.
*~*~*
Ilari looked at herself in the mirror, beaming and spinning.
A crown. It had taken her nineteen years, but she finally had her crown.
She touched the elaborate metal circlet again, unable to stop smiling. She couldn't wait for Grisha to see this.
Giving her skirt one last twirl, she headed to the dungeon.
A prisoner screamed, and Ilari jerked back at the sudden sound. Then she leaned forward again, smiling as she peered into the room.
 
Grisha was wielding one of his favorite blades, a tiny, indescribably sharp thing. He held it between his thumb and forefinger, tracing intricate designs in blood on the prisoner's chest.
 
The bleeding man screamed again, the sound ending on a sob, and she risked another small step forward, wanting to be closer to power this strong. To such creativity, such decisiveness.
 
Closer to him.
The blood flowed faster now; she knew it wouldn't be long before Grisha was finished with this one. She knew she should be getting back to the safety of her rooms, but she couldn't resist the impulse to stay just a moment or two longer, to watch just a little bit more.
She was queen now, after all. Who would tell her to leave?
 
Another traced line of blood, this time down the inside of the man's arm, all the way to his wrist, and blood spattered on the floor like rapid rain.
 
She took a step back, ordering herself to go, to turn away. She didn't.
 
And then Grisha moved, quick as a striking snake, and the knife slashed across the man's throat. Ilari shuddered.
 
It was done.


Realizing her position, she retreated from the room, cursing the skirts her standing required her to wear as she rustled down the bleak hallway.
"You don't have to go."
Ilari froze, surprised that he'd realized she was there. Though part of her wanted to pretend she hadn't heard him, wanted to run, she recognized that part as silly and childish. Smoothing her dress out, she placed a serene smile on her face and went to join Grisha.
"Did you enjoy that, little Queen?"
"Very much," she whispered and, on impulse, pulled him down for a kiss.
At first, he didn't respond, and she nearly growled at him, but then his brief shock clearly faded, and his arms tightened around her. Ilari smiled, opening her eyes just slightly and looking to the side, her gaze on the gaping wound in the dead man's throat as her hands roamed.
"I would speak with you," Grisha said quietly, edging away.
"About what?"
"I would recommend you not send the huntsman after your mother."
"She is not my mother."
"Forgive me. But I would still recommend you not send him."
"Why not? Are you afraid the citizens will revolt?" She huffed out a breath. "They hold no love for her. Not anymore. Not now that she's killed our king.” They couldn't.
"I know," Grisha said . "But there are so many more...creative things that could be done. Perhaps you should order him to bring her back alive."
She smiled up at him, tracing a fingertip down the side of his cheek, trying to ignore how much he seemed insistent on keeping her alive, the sudden, sharp fear that he had only kissed her back because she resembled Emeline so..
"Oh, Grisha. I know you want to play. We'll find someone else for you to carve up, don't worry. And maybe this time I can help you."
"That sounds wonderful," he said, pulling her close. Ilari sighed happily and closed her eyes, dismissing her momentary fears. Yes, Grisha might have paid undue attention to her mother over the years, but it was just the natural curiosity a predator had toward prey.
But Ilari was a predator as well. They were made for each other.
*~*~*
Emeline finally relented and finished the last few bites of the loaf of bread she'd taken from a windowsill. The bread was dry and stale now, the crust crunching unpleasantly between her teeth, but at least it was food.
Now she had no choice. She'd have to try and figure out what in this place was safe to eat.
The small house she'd taken the bread from hadn't had a convenient flask of water sitting next to it, but with trees growing so abundantly, she'd assumed there would be plenty of streams nearby, and she'd been right.
She'd heard so many stories of this place that she'd expected someplace horrifying, ghouls and demons waiting to grab her the instant she set foot inside. Instead, she'd just found trees and vines and dirt. So far, the most unpleasant thing about Vedrana's Forest was how muggy it was.
But then, she might be discounting possible signs of danger because this place was so much safer than home right now.
Then she heard footsteps and froze. She turned, unable to decide whether to shout as a warning or just try and run away, but before she could make a choice, a figure emerged from the trees. A man, traveling alone.
Recognition hit her and she smiled. Gennadi!
Emeline laughed with relief, and then she remembered the position he held and took note of the sword he carried.
"Ilari sent you?" she asked.
"Yes. She wants your heart."
"Sounds suitably gruesome for her."
The two watched each other for a moment. Emeline wanted nothing more than to go to him, but suddenly all she could think of was that horrifying fight between Vasya and Roz, the way that Nazar had left them no choice. "I know that my rank is gone, but I would still ask that you stand down."
"No need," he told her. "I never would've―"
Then a wild, terrifying cry rang through the trees, and Emeline turned and caught sight of a chest-high shadow racing toward them through the brush.
The shadow was a man. Tangled beard, feral eyes, carrying an ax.
One of the Dwarves.
 
*~*~*
Legends said that they were once human, a long time ago. The seven of them had been such vicious fighters, so terrifying, that the father of one of their victims had laid a curse on them, binding them to this forest. And here they'd been ever since, stalking and murdering.             
Now Emeline scrambled over to Gennadi, her back pressed against his. She wanted to run, run until she found villages, fires, and safety.
But Gennadi wasn't running. He was fighting, even as outnumbered as he was, and—
She grabbed his arm and pulled him down, out of the path of an ax that thunked harmlessly into a tree trunk instead. He nodded once, a reflexive gesture of thanks, and she almost smiled back before one of the Dwarves was upon them, grabbing Gennadi's wrist and clamping some kind of metal bracelet around it.
Gennadi collapsed.
She cried out, tried to unfasten the charmed bracelet, but one of the Dwarves slashed out with a small knife, cutting open the back of her hand. She yelped and staggered back, pressing her palm tightly against the injury, and when she looked up again the Dwarves were dragging Gennadi into the maze of trees.
"Don't worry," one of them called.  "We'll put him in a coffin fit for a king."
Emeline screamed after them, shouting Gennadi's name, praying that he'd somehow woken up again, would be able to fight. He didn't answer.
She knew she should just run.
Instead, she thought of the way he'd smiled at her that night on the beach. Of how he had intervened when Grisha tried to take her back to her room. Of the kindness that overcame him whenever he spoke of his mother and brother.
"Goddesses protect me from my own foolishness," Emeline whispered. Then she crossed the leaf-strewn ground and picked up his fallen sword.




Chapter Fourteen

The scent of blood had grown too strong to ignore. Thus far she'd seen only animal carcasses strung up in the trees, but Emeline feared that might change at any moment. She had just tripped over a human skull half-hidden underneath the leaves littering the forest floor and nearly screamed at the discovery.
She crept through the trees, hoping to catch the Dwarves unawares and…
And what? Fight them? Kill them?
Peering through the trees, she found herself looking across a small clearing. At the opposite end was a house—the Dwarves' home, she realized, given the height of the doorway—and there were the Dwarves themselves, waiting for her in a line, identical smiles on their faces. Behind them was a glass coffin. Inside lay Gennadi, far too still.
It might be an illusion, she thought. Mist swirled inside the coffin, allowing a glimpse here and a glimpse there, and she was still several feet away.
Emeline crept forward, fully expecting them to charge. When they didn't move, she stopped.
"I...I am the Royal Mistress of Winterbourne," she said, her voice shaking as badly as her hands. "And I demand that you let him go."
To her surprise, the Dwarves moved to make way for her, their heads bowed in a respectful manner as she approached.
She rested a hand over the glass, searching. She didn't see what she'd feared―blood and sightless eyes. Gennadi's eyes were closed, his lips slightly parted, as if in sleep. But she didn't see his chest rise and fall.
"He's not breathing," she said.
"Of course not," one of the Dwarves rasped. "He's frozen mid-breath. We have stolen many over the years. Kept them in that coffin for days, weeks, sometimes months, waiting for their companions to come rescue them. Until this day, no one has dared approach. As a reward, you may awaken him."
Emeline turned back to Gennadi, wishing that Lisette or Vasya were with her so they could at least shout a warning if one of them tried to stab her in the back. But she had been here for several moments now, and they hadn't descended on her. Which meant that she could either open this coffin or slink back into the woods.
Fully expecting a blow, her shoulders so tense that they ached, she lifted the coffin lid.
The lid itself evaporated into mist as she raised it, chilling her hands and momentarily stealing her breath. She started to lean closer, praying that the Dwarves had been telling the truth―
And then Gennadi erupted into motion, and she very nearly caught a fist to the nose. 
Right. When the Dwarves had knocked him unconscious, they'd been in the middle of a battle.
"It's all right! Gennadi! We're safe now."
"No, we're not," he said, dazed eyes trying to focus on the line of Dwarves.
"I ventured into their home for this," Emeline explained, helping Gennadi out of  the coffin. "They said as a reward I could get you out."
Immediately after her words, the Dwarves started to laugh, high-pitched and frightening, and Gennadi's hands tightened on her shoulders. She stepped back, giving him room to wield the sword she gave back to him.
"Said you could wake him," one of the Dwarves said, his teeth elongating. "Never said you could leave."
"Run," Gennadi ordered, and then he stepped forward and struck the first blow, opening a Dwarf's stomach.
Emeline didn't, couldn't run. She could only stare in horror as the Dwarf's entrails spilled out onto the ground, the Dwarf managing to stumble two steps forward before collapsing.
Gennadi spun, striking another Dwarf through the heart.
Five were left now, and those five circled him. Emeline opened her mouth, tried to call out a warning, a suggestion, anything, but her voice was as frozen as her feet.
Gennadi had no such difficulties. He ran forward with a yell to meet the two Dwarves who were charging him.
The first one he felled, a slice to the leg almost taking the appendage off. Emeline wanted to turn away, desperate to leave and sick enough to faint, but her traitorous body still refused to move.
The second Dwarf knocked into Gennadi, a multi-bladed dagger pressing against his chest and drawing beads of blood. Gennadi tried to shove him off but it didn't work; it seemed to be all he could do to keep the dagger from punching all the way into him.
She couldn't do it. She couldn't just stand here and let this happen. Move, Emeline told herself.
Finally, finally, her body listened to her demands, and she snatched up a thick tree branch, swinging it soundly into the side of the Dwarf's head. The Dwarf grunted and collapsed, and Gennadi grabbed the knife from his limp hand, then looked up at her with a brief smile.
“Thanks.”
“Uh-huh,” she gasped, spinning at the sound of footsteps behind her. She swung at her next opponent, but this Dwarf was ready for it and blocked her blow with his forearm, knocking the branch out of her grip. Then he dodged in, knife low, and gave her a sound cut on the lower leg. Emeline cursed and dropped to the ground, clutching at the wound with one hand but reaching for the fallen branch with her other, even as the Dwarf readied his knife.
Gennadi's newly-recovered sword split the Dwarf's skull in two.
Emeline scrambled away from the grisly sight, gagging, and closed her eyes as Gennadi made short, bloody work of his last two opponents. She opened her eyes, thinking the battle was over, only to see Gennadi behead one of them.
"On second thought," she murmured, "maybe I should've just run."
"Come on," Gennadi said, wiping his sword off on the grass and sheathing it again before helping Emeline to her feet.
"Your arm. Is it―"
"It's fine," he said, though the pain in his voice and the fact that blood was soaking his entire shirtsleeve contradicted him. Emeline kept her weight on one leg, leaning against Gennadi's good side and making her way across the clearing to the Dwarves' home in small hops. Once they'd reached the doorway, Gennadi moved away. Emeline watched curiously as Gennadi stalked back over to the edge of the trees, where the body of one of the Dwarves lay. Then he withdrew his knife and plunged it deep into the Dwarf's chest.
Emeline quickly looked away. "What are you―"
"Ilari wants your heart," Gennadi said. "I'll bring this to her instead. And may she find it bitter enough to kill her."
"But the Mirror. Won't she know?"
"I'll deal with that if it happens."
"Gennadi," Emeline said quietly. 
"Trackers will find us if I stay out here with you."
"Maybe not," Emeline said hopefully. "There are certainly more than enough things out here that could eat them first."
He laughed and then moved to the door. Emeline had crouched slightly to peer inside the cabin, giving the interior a cursory look-around. As soon as she turned back, Gennadi pulled her into his arms.
"What's this for?" she asked, hugging him back tightly.
"I told you to run," Gennadi said. "You didn't have to come back for me."
And though Emeline knew she needed to move away, knew that she needed to bandage her leg, rest, and try to figure out what her next course of action should be, right now she couldn't make herself move away, couldn't make herself say anything but, "Stay."
Gennadi's expression grew somber. "We have several days yet before Ilari will realize anything's wrong. We don't have to discuss it now."
*~*~*
"I wouldn't," Gennadi said when Emeline started to take a bright red apple out of the bowl on the counter. "I'm not sure any food in this place would be safe, but those are especially dangerous."
"What do you mean?"
"They'll find…they found travelers," he said. "Sometimes the Dwarves didn't kill them with blades or arrows. They would just come upon someone who was lost and starving and offer them a poisoned apple."
"Wonderful," Emeline said, dropping the fruit.
"I'll go find something for us." Gennadi ducked down to  leave the cabin, and Emeline sat down on the end of one of the beds and drew a shuddering breath. Her leg hurt like blazes but she didn't want to start whining about it; Gennadi had been hovering too much already and it wasn't as if she was the only one who'd been hurt in that fight and―
sword cleaving through bone as if it was nothing at all
―since Gennadi was getting around and was generally fine, then she would be, too, really the―
blood and brains leaking out of a split-open skull
―only reason she wasn't helping him get food or wood for the fireplace was because of exactly where she was hurt.
coughing blood, a fine mist of red covering the lower half of his face before the eyes had gone blank
Emeline squeezed her eyes shut, her shoulders shaking as she cried silently.
She shouldn't even be sitting here right now; she should be on her way back to the castle. Though the passage into the Silence had surely been blocked off, there were other ways to get in. With herself and King Nazar gone, Ilari had the crown. She needed to get Lisette, Vasya, and Jyotsana out.
Like you got Roz out? Emeline thought bitterly.
She rubbed at her eyes and gingerly got to her feet. She'd been useless, yes, but she could put an end to that. Starting now. Even if she couldn't hunt, she could at least pick up some firewood.
Emeline hobbled outside, using the first stray branch she found as a makeshift crutch. She knew better than to get out of sight of the cabin, but she moved further to the west so she wouldn't have to catch glimpses of the Dwarves' dead bodies as she gathered twigs and sticks.
"There you are."
She looked up and dropped every stick she'd gathered.
No, she thought. She couldn't be seeing her. She was back at the castle.
"Ilari?" she whispered. She felt someone grab her hand and glanced to the side. Gennadi was there, looking worried and saying something she couldn't quite make out. His entire form was fading, transparent. Then it was gone entirely, and she turned back to her daughter.
"Where were you?" her daughter snapped. "You can brave Vedrana's Forest to save your own hide, but you never defended me?"
"I...I was just―"
"You were a coward back then and you're a coward now," Ilari said. "You just let the king take me away, let him raise me, let grandmother raise me. Where were you when you could've still made a difference?"
"You're not real," Emeline whispered, a faint protest that sounded weak even to her own ears.
"I'm not?" her daughter asked, sidling closer. "I called for you. Night after night, when I was a little girl. I sobbed until my throat felt raw, but you never came."
"You're not real!"
"Did you hear me crying? You did, didn't you? And still you didn't come for me. Your own daughter, and you did nothing to help.”
Emeline started to cry herself, reaching out to Ilari, wanting nothing more than to hold her, tell her that she was sorry, unendingly sorry, that she'd give her own life for a chance to take it back.
“Is it any wonder I hate you?" Ilari snarled, and Emeline's outstretched hands fell to her side as she sobbed. "Is it any wonder I wish―"
And then something cracked across Emeline's face, and Ilari was gone.
"I'm so sorry," Gennadi said, reappearing. "I didn't know what else to do. The lights got hold of you. Don't look back," he said quickly when Emeline started to peer over her shoulder.
She remembered now. She'd leaned over to pick up another twig and had seen floating blue lights. She'd peered into the shadows at them and watched as they'd taken form, and after that...
If she'd been alone, Emeline wondered if she wouldn't have just stood rooted to this spot until dehydration or a more direct predator took her life.
She rubbed at her sore cheek, and Gennadi pulled her into a hug. "I'm sorry," he said again. "The only other thing I could think of was a kiss, since those are supposed to break spells, but you told me you didn't like…well, not that you would like being slapped. I wasn't―"
"It's all right," she said. "I promise."
"What are you doing out here, anyway?" Gennadi asked. "I thought I told you to stay in the cabin."
"Just gathering some firewood," Emeline muttered, picking up the sticks she'd dropped. "I'm not useless."
"Never said you were," Gennadi said. "Once you're healed up and not half-delirious, I'll work you like an armorhart. Until then, rest. All right?"
Emeline opened her mouth to argue but finally just nodded. "All right."




Chapter Fifteen

Gennadi was making sure all the windows were shut against the oncoming storm when he thought he saw a shadow move.
Narrowing his eyes, he stared out into the night. He saw no other motion, but when Emeline started to say something, he raised his hand to signal for quiet.
 
Nothing could be heard over the thunder.
"What is it?" Emeline asked.
 
"Don't know," he answered quietly. "Wait here."
Emeline nodded, picking up both the Dwarves' bracelet and one of the knives they'd found in this cabin: a black blade with red jewels in the hilt. Gennadi wasn't sure she'd be able to use the knife if the time came, given how awful and personal the act of stabbing someone was, but he knew now wasn't the time for a discussion.
 
Gennadi stepped outside and closed the door behind him, sword in hand. He was soaked instantly, cold rain striking him like needles, and he shook the water out of his eyes. He hoped he was just paranoid, just imagining things.
 
The rain struck against the leaves, rattling and covering most noise. Lightning flashed, and in it, he saw movement. With a curse, Gennadi crept closer, ready to strike.
 
The motion wasn't an animal chewing at the Dwarf's body, as he'd first assumed. It was the Dwarf himself. As Gennadi stared, the skin started to knit back together, the wound disappearing. Nearby, another Dwarf's head rolled back toward its body, tendons and veins snaking out to reattach it.
 
Temporarily paralyzed at the sight, Gennadi's body flooded with energy when he heard high-pitched laughter off to the side. He drew his sword. "Come on, then!" he shouted. "I beat you once; I can do it again!"
Their footsteps sounded, charging through the underbrush right at him, and Gennadi remained relaxed, waiting.
Then a slight motion, just barely visible from the corner of his eye, shifted the focus of his attention. There was a person standing only a few feet to his left, her form transparent, her hands covering her face as she sobbed. She was tiny, barely coming up to his waist, though the curves of breast and hip marked her as an adult. 
The Dwarves themselves had fallen silent. He glanced back over at them; all seven were visible now, having emerged from the underbrush, but they held very still, their gazes fixed on the woman.
He took a step toward the apparition, expecting the Dwarves to charge. When they remained motionless, he crouched down. "Miss?"
She looked up, her tear-filled eyes meeting his, and everything around him changed.
Rather than readying himself for battle in Vedrana's Forest, he was standing in an unfamiliar village. He whirled around, sword ready, but none of the villagers seemed to even notice he was there. None of the Dwarves were in sight; the only one he still saw was the transparent woman. He lowered his sword and then turned his attention to the sound of hoofbeats. 
A tall, imposing man wearing rich purple robes rode into the center of the village, smiling at the villagers who cheered when they saw him. As he dismounted, Gennadi saw that he wasn't the only one on the horse. A boy of around eleven or twelve―with the same angular face and prominent ears as the robed man―sat behind him, dismounting after his father.
The man dismissed the boy, waving for him to run off and play. Then he raised his hands high as a crowd gathered around him. Lightning arced from one hand to the other, and the villagers gasped.
A sorcerer, then. Or at least someone very talented with tricks and misdirection.
Then Gennadi saw the small woman moving away from the sorcerer, following the boy. He did so as well.
The boy ran to a large, worn-down house near the edge of the village. He knocked on the door, a smile on his face that made Gennadi's hackles rise. Another boy, about the age of the first but looking far more tired, opened the door.
A moment later Gennadi understood why, as seven other children crowded into the doorway, peering out curiously. There was no adult in sight.
"Can Zaira come out to play?"
"No," the tired boy said flatly, starting to shut the door. The sorcerer's son blocked it with his arm.
"I don't think my father would like that answer."
"Then let me hear it from him."
"It's all right," the smallest girl said, and as she moved forward, Gennadi recognized in her features the woman she would become. The transparent woman stared at her younger self, her expression grief-stricken.
"Then we'll come with you."
The sorcerer's son looked irritated but not surprised, and they headed out in a group. He waited until they were all out in the open in front of the house and then raised his hands and tried to conjure lightning. A tiny spark flew from one index finger to the other.
One of the other children laughed, and he glared around at all of them. Zaira just beamed at him. "It's okay!" she said. "Try it again!"
Smirking now, he raised his hands. This time when the spark flew, it was about three times as large, and instead of arcing from one of his hands to another, it flew off-course and struck Zaira in the arm. She yelped in pain, and while half of her siblings crowded around her, the other half lunged toward the sorcerer's son. He was already running back to the safety of the crowd in the center of the village; when he reached his father's side, he smiled brightly, looking so sweet.
They faded from sight then―or he himself faded even further, Gennadi couldn't rightly tell―but when he could see anything other than a bright-colored blur again, he found himself in another part of the village. The sorcerer's son was sitting next to Zaira in the dusty space between two houses, both of them a few years older now. While he had shot up several inches, Zaira remained the same height.
"Just a kiss," the boy was saying. "Can't hurt, can it?"
"I don't know," Zaira said.
He sighed, the sound petulant, as he moved his hand in midair and intricate patterns appeared in the dust beside them. "Come on," he said. "Why not? My father's one of the most powerful men in the kingdom. And, well... look at you. You're not ever going to do better, you know."
She scrunched up her nose at that last comment and got to her feet. "Goodbye, Ettore."
He moved suddenly, grabbing her shoulders as he stood, lifting her and pinning her to the wall, her feet dangling in midair.
"Hey!" Gennadi shouted, moving forward. When neither of them reacted he cursed loudly, remembering then that no one could see or hear him.
"I gave you a chance," Ettore snapped. "All you had to do was say yes. Was that so hard?"
"Put me down!"
Instead, he slammed his mouth down onto hers, pushing her back against the wall even harder when she began struggling.
"Somebody!" Gennadi shouted, turning away from the wretched scene and running closer to the crowd in the village center because there had to be someone in this crowd of hundreds who could see him, who could hear him, who would stop this.
Then he heard a yelp of pain and ran back to where he'd left the two of them, only now there were far more than two. One of Zaira's older sisters gave Ettore a hard punch to the nose and he spun, clutching at his face, only to get the fist of one of her brothers driven into his stomach. He collapsed on the ground, crying, and Zaira's eldest brother—now a tall, gangly young man who reminded him of Donatien—picked her up, hugging her, asking her if she was all right.
"I'm okay," she said. "Thank you. Thank you so much. I'm okay."
"Good," he said. "You want to come back to the market with us, or do you want to go home?"
"Home."
"All right."
They faded again, and once again Gennadi saw the sorcerer and his son ride into the village. Only now the father―white-haired, fingers gnarled, and body stick-thin―rode behind the son, and the son was the one in the rich purple robes.
Ettore dismounted and helped his father down, and then left him in the village square. Fewer people gathered around him now, and those who did mostly had gray hair. They sat down close to him, speaking quietly. The time for impressive acts of magic was clearly over.
The son, meanwhile, headed off into the village and Gennadi stalked after him.
Ettore approached an unfamiliar house, but a familiar face opened the door. As soon as she saw him, Zaira started to shut the door. He shoved it open and moved inside, slamming the door behind him. 
Gennadi looked back at Zaira. She had turned away, her shoulders shaking, and he slowly moved toward the house. He didn't want to witness this, not any of it, but it felt as though he owed it to her.
"What are you doing here?" Zaira asked, looking up at Ettore warily.
"Wanted to talk to you," Ettore said, his words slurring together. Zaira looked frightened still, but also concerned, and she took a small step closer.
"Are you all right? What's wrong?"
"Everything!" he snapped. "Everything's wrong! I would've been good, you know. For you. I would've!"
"Of...of course."
"And I was nice. Right? I was nice," he said, looking derisively around the house. "Never married, did you? 'Course not. But I would've married you! And what did you do? You turned me down!"
"I didn't mean it as an insult," Zaira said, the fear overtaking the concern now. "Let's take a walk. All right? We can talk about it."
"No!" he shouted, slamming his fist into the wall. "Stop trying to distract me! I came here for a reason. To tell you something. To tell you..." He shook his head and then rubbed at his temples.
"Ettore. To tell me what?"
"You made a mistake. Turning me down like that."
"I see." She dodged around him then, making a frantic dash for the door, but he caught hold of her hair and yanked her back to him.
A moment later, Zaira's ghost moved through the wall as well, her eyes fixed on her past self's struggle.
"You don't have to watch this," Gennadi said.
"Yes, I do," she whispered. "I always do. Whether I am awake or resting, I'm always here."
"I'm so sorry."
"As am I. I think...I think I could have dealt with it. But Cinzia had forgotten her notebook to write down the day's sales at the market. When she ran back to get it, and she passed through the square and saw the old sorcerer, she knew." She cleared her throat and managed to continue after a moment. "And she gathered Marzio and all the others and they…they never should have. I would have been fine. I would have been."
Of course, she wouldn't have been, Gennadi thought. Had her family not come to her aid, Ettore would have finished what he'd started. And who knew how many vulnerable women in other villages he'd also targeted?
When Zaira was calm, Gennadi thought, she surely knew that. But guilt was a horrible, mind-twisting thing. Her loved ones had come to help her and had been cursed for it. Though that was entirely Ettore's fault, it wouldn't feel that way to her. Just as the fact that he had taken lives in the arena was solely the fault of King Nazar didn’t stop Gennadi from seeing  their faces, their blood soaking into the dirt before he fell asleep. It was the guilt of the survivor, the feeling that it was wrong he'd made it through when others hadn't.
Then the door exploded open behind him and Zaira's seven brothers and sisters piled into the room, charging her attacker.
Ettore raised his hand. Lightning flashed from his palm and forked out, striking two of Zaira's would-be protectors in the chest. Then he drove his hand down, and a heavy wood-framed painting that hung on the wall crashed down, felling her eldest brother.
But by the time this was done, the other four were upon Ettore. Though Ettore managed to hurt another one with a close-range bolt of electricity, Zaira's sister drew a knife from her boot and drove the blade into his chest. 
Ettore made a low, choking sound, blood bubbling up between his lips, and then he smiled, slow and horrifying, and clenched his hand.
A few feet away from him, Zaira collapsed.
"Zaira!" her sister screamed, running to her and cradling the tiny woman in her arms.
Then the room shattered into light, light so bright it was painful to look at, and Gennadi threw a forearm up in front of his eyes, squinting.
The old sorcerer stood in the doorway, glowing with fury as he took in the scene before him. "You," he snarled. "You brats! Was taunting him as a boy not enough? I told him to take pity. I took pity. Never again!"
"He killed her!" Zaira's sister screamed. "Your boy murdered her!"
Before she could say anything else, Zaira’s sister was lifted into the air, her body twisting and reforming. Soon, the other six joined her.
"You want to take his life?" the sorcerer asked. "Murder him, steal all of his years away, because of...of that? That deformed thing? Very well," he hissed. 
Their bodies shrank and thickened as hair grew wild and unkempt. "Bloodthirsty wretches," the sorcerer growled. "Since you've proven that's what you are, that's all you'll ever be, you will murder all who venture near you. And you will not feel the release of death. Not until someone regards you without fear."
He dropped them back to the ground, looking upon their new bodies with a sneer. Then he moved to his son, taking his hand. "And may you someday," he continued, his voice breaking, "may you someday kill someone who is as dear to you as Ettore was to me." 
Then Gennadi found himself back in Vedrana's Forest, kneeling in front of  Zaira, less than a foot of space between them.
She might well have been here the last time he'd struck her family down. Probably had been. He never noticed her, as terrified as he had been, focusing solely on these much-feared enemies.
How many times had she seen her siblings die?
He looked away from her, saw the age-old grief in the eyes of the Dwarves, and wondered how long they had waited.
"Were you cursed as well?" he asked Zaira softly. "Cursed to watch all of this?"
"No. I wanted to stay with them. But first, before I came here...I haunted Ettore's father. I hounded him to his grave."
"Good." He cleared his throat. "How do I...can I help you?"
Smiling now, Zaira held out her hand, and he took it. As soon as he grasped her hand, her body came further into focus, until she stood before him looking just as real and whole as he did.
Then she hurried away from him, grasping the hand of one of the Dwarves. The Dwarf's beard receded, fading away from the face as the body itself grew taller, leaving a clean-shaven man with shaggy blond hair and dark eyes. Her eldest brother, the one who had worked tirelessly to care for them all. He smiled and dropped to his knees, embracing his sister. She held him tightly for a moment and then moved on to her next sibling.
A few moments later they all stood as they once had been, their eyes shining with tears. And then, one by one, they faded from sight. Zaira was the last, giving Gennadi a wide smile and a nod of thanks before she disappeared.
Gennadi remained still, staring at where they'd been standing, and then he yelped in surprise when Emeline took hold of his shoulder.
"What just happened?" she asked. "The Dwarves…where...?"
"Come on," Gennadi said, tugging her back toward the cabin. Once they were inside, Gennadi rattled off everything that had happened, realizing only when Emeline stumbled over to the fireplace to add another branch or two that his teeth had started chattering.
Emeline plucked at her wet shirt, frowning down at the soaked material as she sat down in front of the fire. He sat down beside her, resting a hand on her back, lazily rubbing some warmth back into the skin.
Emeline glanced up at him, expression unreadable, and his hand stilled. “Is that all right?” he asked, silently admonishing himself for not asking first.
"I... well, yes, that is, but I just..."
"I'm not after anything else," he said. "Promise." Her expression grew uncertain, and he went on. "It's not that I haven't thought about it―believe me, I have―but if you don't want to, then that's the end of it."
"But I want to want to. Does that make sense? I want to be...well, normal."
He took her hands. "When I was back at my village, I knew a man who only felt love for other men. Another man who only loved women. If there are people who want to bed one, then it only makes sense there are those who want none at all. Right?"
"It truly doesn't disappoint you?" she whispered.
"You could never disappoint me. If I want something physical, I have two hands." She blushed at that, and he smiled. "Anything you want to try, I will try, and gladly. But only if you want to."
"And if I never do?"
"Then that's fine." She smiled and lay down in front of the fire, and he stretched out behind her, being careful of both his arm and her leg. "We make a pair, don't we?"
*~*~*
Emeline took off her shoes and waded into the water.  She had some grand ideas about catching a fish, but really, if all she accomplished was helping her leg feel better, that was just fine.
"Watch out for fanged triggerfish," Gennadi warned. "Not their spawning season yet, but that doesn't mean they're not around."
Emeline nodded. Fanged triggerfish made life miserable for the armorharts, especially during spawning season, leaping out of the water to try and take a bite out of them. Fortunately, the thick scales on their necks and bellies helped protect them, but she'd heard tales of what could happen to a panicked or ill armorhart that made the mistake of wading into the river when too many fanged triggerfish were about.
Looking around once more, Emeline saw nothing to be concerned with. She closed her eyes, focusing on the current pushing against her legs. On the river stones, smoothed by flowing water and slick with algae. On the warmth of the sun, which reached her face even in this most worrisome of places.
Then she looked over at Gennadi. He was holding a pointed stick and staring into the water so intently that it made her laugh.
 
The river was remarkably clear, knee-high at this point, and Emeline could see the tops of her feet. She could also see a hint of her reflection, and she almost laughed again at how wild her hair was.
Then she frowned and leaned closer. Some odd trick of the light was making her hair look shoulder-length instead of  waist-length, and―
Hands erupted from the water, grabbing her arms and yanking her under before she had the chance to draw a breath, let alone shout for help.
 
Gennadi heard a splash and looked back, expecting to see Emeline sitting in the river, sputtering indignantly and saying something derogatory about nature again.
 
She was nowhere to be seen.
 
"Emeline?"


Gennadi splashed back to the place where he'd last seen her, searching the water. River rocks were visible, some small darting fish. Nothing more.
 
"Emeline!"
There had been no singing. No sound, nothing.
He stared downriver. Perhaps Emeline had just been further out than he'd thought and then fallen. The current may have carried―
Then Gennadi closed his eyes. She wouldn't have gotten deep enough for the current to catch her without him noticing. Whatever had happened, it hadn't been a simple fall.
Night came, and he spent it by the river, watching.
The second night arrived, and he stayed again, though now his face was somber rather than hopeful.
On the third day, Gennadi gathered large stones from the riverbed, leaving a clear trail back to the cabin. Though he couldn't bear to dwell on the thought, he didn't truly believe Emeline would come back to follow it.
Reluctantly, he went to the prize he had hidden inside a hollow tree. He half-expected it to be gone, drawn back into its master's body by whatever  magic had allowed them to be reborn, but the heart was still there, wrapped in bloody canvas.
He needed to get back to the castle and make sure Ilari believed he'd done his duty so that she wouldn't send out more hunters.
Gennadi started off in the direction of the castle, but almost immediately his steps slowed.
He would give it one more day.
*~*~*
Everything was in shades of blue.
Emeline blinked as her eyes adjusted to the odd light. The woman in front of her stared at her, looking near panic. Emeline looked around warily, half-expecting one of the Dwarves or something even worse to come racing at her, its teeth bared.
"Where am I?" Emeline asked. Then she shook her head. That wasn't important, not really. "Send me back, please."
"I can't. Not yet. I need your help."
"With what?" The woman simply turned and walked away, and Emeline hurried after her. "Need my help with what?"
"You need to avenge me."
"Um. I...I'm not really the avenging type," Emeline said. "I'm honestly lucky I've survived out here this long. You really don't want me to fight someone for you. So if you could just send me back home? Please?"
The spirit hovered closer, and as she did, a bright white line formed around her neck. The mark of a rope.
"You need to avenge me," she repeated. "I can't send you home until it's done. A rusalka has touched you, and my death must be made right before you can be free again."
Emeline closed her eyes. "Wonderful."
"I apologize. I sensed energy and I reached up."
"So, what do I need to do?"
"A body must be burned."
"Oh. So, the one who killed you is already―I see," Emeline said, grinning. "All right. That I can do. I thought you were going to ask me to kill someone."
The pale woman just regarded her sadly, and Emeline stopped smiling. However relieved she was, surely none of this was funny to the dead woman. "I apologize," she said. "I didn't mean to upset you. Where's the body?"
"It is Above. I will show you."
Above, Emeline thought. That sounded promising. If she could just get back―
"Do not think about leaving before the task is done. You can only wander so far. Otherwise the water that flows around you will invade your lungs."
Emeline blinked at her. "Thank you for the warning. What's your name?"
"Estera."
"All right, Estera. I'll...I'll burn this body for you. I won't try to leave."
"Thank you."
One minute everything was blue, and the next everything was red and gold and brightly lit. Emeline wasn't in a graveyard as she'd expected, but in a small clearing in the forest as the sun descended. There was a shovel in her hands and dark earth at her feet, recently turned. Before she could think too closely about what she was doing, she drove the point of her shovel into the dirt.
Emeline was nine shovelfuls in when she paused. The rusalka had said her death had to be made right. But was there a way to make a death right? She'd still been hanged; burning the body of the person who'd done it to her wouldn't change that.
And she was stalling.
Three feet down, she was sweating heavily, and her arms felt like dead weights attached to her shoulders. She leaned against the shovel, panting. "I'm not stopping," she said, in case Estera was somewhere close by and watching. "Just resting." She closed her eyes, taking several deep breaths, and then she dug out another shovelful.
The shovel hit something other than dirt, and Emeline knelt down, anticipating having to dig out another wandering tree root.
Instead, her hand touched another hand.
She stumbled back with a startled cry, staring at the corpse's pale fingers. After everything else she'd seen out here, she expected them to twitch.
The hand didn't move, and Emeline finally got to her feet, gingerly using the shovel to scrape down around the rest of the body.  Such a shallow grave; it was a miracle the animals hadn't gotten to it. Cloth draped over the legs, a dark skirt. Estera's murderer was a woman, then. Steeling herself, Emeline reached the head, and put the shovel down in favor of carefully brushing the dirt away. Granted, this was a murderer, but that didn't mean it felt right to just jab a shovel  at her face.
After she cleaned the dirt, Emeline knelt there, unable to move or speak.
It was Estera, her eyes closed, a mottled bruise taking up half her neck.
She must have taken her own life, Emeline thought. Such a thing would have barred her from most cemeteries. It was surprising that the body hadn't been burned. Someone Estera knew must have prevented that.
"Who buried you?" she asked.
"My brother," Estera said, fading into sight a few feet away. She stared down at her own corpse sadly. "Please burn it."
"But I...it's you. I―"
"And I committed a horrible sin. My brother meant well, but he made a mistake in not allowing our fellow villagers to put me on a pyre. Burn it, and I'll be free."
She held out her hand, and Emeline hesitated, and then reached out to her. A ball of blue flame appeared in Estera's hand, turning to red as Emeline’s fingers touched hers.
Emeline stared at the cold fire she held, turning her hand this way and that. Then she carefully lowered her hand and touched the flames to the edge of Estera's dress.
She scrambled back as the body ignited, burning unnaturally fast, dark smoke rising into the air. Emeline covered her nose and mouth with her hands, not wanting to breathe it in.
"Do not go further," Estera warned, when she reached the edge of the clearing. "Once the body is fully burned, then you will be free as well." She smiled. "Thank you so much."
It wasn't as if she'd had any choice, Emeline thought, but she still smiled back. "You're welcome."
The wind scattered the ashes, blowing them away into nothing. Emeline looked over at Estera again, starting to ask if that was it. To her surprise, instead of still smiling, the rusalka was hunkered down on the ground, hands covering her face.
Oh, Goddesses. Was this hurting her?
"Estera?" she said, hurrying  to her side. "Are you all right?"
"No! No, of course I'm not all right! It didn't work!"
Emeline's heart sank. "But it…all of your body burned. I―"
"I know," she wailed. "I don't know what else to do! Rusalkas have been freed like this before! When their murderers have been killed, or after the murderer confesses, admits the truth...the truth!" she exclaimed, her expression growing hopeful. The rope mark along her neck glowed painfully white. "Tell me the truth; make me confront it!"
"I'm not sure what you mean."
"Tell me how wrong it was," Estera said, getting to her feet. "I was weak, and a coward, and I―"
"I am not saying that to you."
"Emeline―"
"No," she said, turning away and walking to the end of the clearing again.
But what if it was the only way to get out of here? Emeline wondered.
Still. No. She could not look at that poor dead girl and call her a coward.
Her act was considered a cowardly one by many, Emeline admitted. To their minds, she had denied the Goddesses their chance to give her the end of life as well as the beginning. She'd never believed that herself, but...
"Think on your choice," Estera whispered.  "And remember that the living wait for you, too."




Chapter Sixteen

"You took so long," Ilari said, eyeing the contents of the bag hungrily. "I was beginning to think you'd betrayed me, huntsman."
"No betrayal, my Queen . It's simply more complicated to track a person than it is to track a beast."
"Good, good. The heart?"
Gennadi approached Ilari, letting the cloth sack fall open. She beamed at the sight of it―at what she thought was her own mother's heart―and Gennadi suddenly felt ill. "Is there anything else, my Queen?"
"No. You may go," she said, reverently taking the heart. Gennadi was almost to the door when Ilari called out, "Unless, of course, you would like to request a reward?"
Gennadi paused. Such things, he knew, had to be dealt with carefully. He turned, gave a bow. "I would not ask for that which I feel I don't deserve. I was merely doing what my Queen asked of me."
"A splendid answer," Ilari said. "Otherwise your reward would've been to help Grisha see precisely how long a man can live without his heart. He's gotten so curious since he's learned of your mission, you see." She waved a now-bloodstained hand in dismissal. "Go on, then."
Trying not to visibly shake, Gennadi left the room.
As soon as he was back in his quarters again, Gennadi buried his face in his hands. Though he felt close to breaking, like he should at the very least cry, even now that he was alone he couldn't quite do away with the facade he'd built up over the past few days.
A part of him couldn't believe that Ilari hadn't realized his lie immediately. He knew he wasn't the only one who had heard rumors of the royal Mirror. Many believed that it was simply a story begun to discourage a coup; others weren't so sure.
Mirror or not, he had felt sure that his falsehoods were plain in his voice and on his face.
But he was still alive. Whether or not the same was true for Emeline...
You can't hold out hope, he told himself again. On the slim chance that she was alive, she was dealing with Vedrana's Forest alone. Yes, he'd given her basic lessons on what things were safe to eat, but...
A sharp rap at the door had him on his feet. Ilari had gone to the Mirror, he thought. She'd asked it and had realized―
But when he opened the door, the queen and her guards were nowhere to be found.
"Lisette," he said, her name coming out raspy with panic. Ilari, he could lie to. He could lie to Grisha as well, though he'd felt so very close to passing out every moment that the torturer was close by. The doctor had been easy to deceive, since necessity demanded it. But how could he lie to her?
"I'm so glad you're safe," she said, stepping closer and holding him tightly. "You know what I have to ask."
"The truth is, I don't know," he admitted quietly. "One moment I was traveling with her, and the next she was gone. I do not know what stole her away, and I wasn't able to find out."
"You're going to search, then?" Lisette asked.
"Not so soon. I want to, but I'm afraid if I run, they'll realize my lie and follow. Ilari has already made mention of an expedition into Vedrana's Forest to see if a way through might be found. I'll be sent on it. Once we're out there, I'll 'disappear.'”
Lisette smiled. “Maybe I'll volunteer for that expedition as well. The Goddesses know Ilari won't miss me."
"I like the sound of that." She returned to his arms then, and he buried his face in her hair. "I missed you so much."
"And I, you," she murmured. "I wasn't...I didn't know if you would be able to come back."
"I've told you before," he said, smiling as he rested his forehead against hers. "You don't ever have to worry about me."
*~*~*
"I call to the Heart," Emeline whispered, "to ask for bravery and clarity in mine. There's a task set before me, but I fear I don't have the strength for it. If it be your will, Miona, please help." Opening her eyes again, she turned to Estera. "All right," she finally said. "If you're sure this will work."
"Yes."
"What do you need me to say?"
"Just repeat my words," she said encouragingly. "Estera."
"Estera."
"Your act was weak and cowardly. You weren't worthy of the burial your brother gave you. "
Emeline slowly repeated the words, her voice starting to shake.
"You were a pitiful wretch," Estera said. "And no matter how despondent you felt, you never should've done such a thing." She paused for a few seconds, clearing her throat. Despite the attempt to calm herself, her voice wavered as she continued. "Your family is far better off without a burden such as you, but you should've relieved them by running away, not by disgracing them so."
"You... you were a pitiful―no!" Emeline snapped. "I will not do this!"
"But it's―"
"It is not the truth. You're only using me to punish yourself further. And you don't need to," she said, grabbing Estera's hands. They were thin, brittle, like spun glass. "You were hurting. You were in pain and you acted rashly, doing something that you couldn't take back. That doesn't make you weak or a coward. It means you made an awful mistake."
"My brother―"
"Your brother loved you. And he didn't stop loving you after you took yourself away. Why else would he risk a burial? He loves you, and I am certain he misses you. You are worth missing," she said quietly.
Tears streamed down Estera's face now, white as the mark on her neck. "No, I'm not."
"I think that's what you need to confront," Emeline told her. "That your act didn't make you worthless. That you were never worthless."
Estera shook her head. "My brother was an amazing hunter. He shot anything he aimed at. And my mother and father could take the scarcest ingredients for broth and make it taste like a meal you would be served at the king's castle. They had other talents, too, so many, and I never had one. I could keep the cottage clean, but a child could do that. And I was sad all the time, even on days when absolutely nothing had gone wrong. Who would want that around?"
"You don't need to be doing something useful every minute of every day to be worth loving," Emeline said. "Now I want you to repeat after me this time. 'I am not worthless.'"
"It's not going to―"
"You were loved in life and you're loved in death. Even if you did vex the Goddesses by taking your own life, it still doesn't change that fact. 'I am not worthless.'"
"I..." She glanced up, tugging one hand away from Emeline's to rub at her eyes, and Emeline nodded encouragingly. "I am not worthless."
She smiled, whispered the words again, and then the entirety of her turned clear and bright, shattering into a thousand stars.
Emeline turned in a circle, looking for any sign of her, any sign that that had been what was supposed to happen. Was that how it looked when a rusalka was freed?
Before she could call out, she found herself hip-deep in water.
Home. The rusalka had sent her back to the river.
"Gennadi!" she called. When there was no answer, she ran back to the cabin.
Empty. The fire in the hearth was nothing but cold ashes.
How long had she been gone?




Chapter Seventeen

"So, what is it this time?" the Mirror asked, its voice lazily amused. "Still fretting over your mother?"
"No, no! Emeline has been taken care of. Now I can rule for the rest of my days," Ilari said. "My line will live on for―"
Until that precise moment, she hadn't known that the Mirror spirit could yawn. Ilari narrowed her eyes. Magic or not, this thing still needed to show her the proper respect.
"And what was that all about?"
"Nothing," the Mirror said. "Merely a response to idle chatter engaged in by someone who hasn't done a thing to ensure their hold on the throne."
"I...you're wrong," Ilari sputtered. "I did exactly what you instructed! I sent the huntsman after Emeline, and he brought me back her heart; I ate it that very night."
"You did indeed eat a heart," the Mirror said.
"You are saying that he lied to me?"
"My deepest congratulations on your finally understanding."
Ilari turned and stormed away. 
"What, no goodbye?" the Mirror called, its laughter growing deeper as the queen slammed the door, curved fangs showing in its smile as it faded back into the shadows of its home.
*~*~*
Ilari approached the dungeon, stopping short when two unexpected figures came out, their gazes respectfully dropping as soon as they caught sight of her.
"Loyalist Yelena? Jyotsana?" Ilari asked. "What are you doing here?"
"Simply tending to these unfortunate people," Loyalist Yelena said. "As I am sure you are also doing?"
"Yes," Ilari said, holding back a smile. "You may go."
"Good day, Prin―good day, my Queen," Loyalist Jyotsana said.
Ilari watched as they made their way back up the stairs and then turned to see that Grisha had moved into the doorway. "What was that about?" she hissed. "You allow loyalists to come down here and give things to the prisoners? When it isn't even Visitors' Day? What of your talk about causing pain?"
"Loyalist Yelena and her new friend give them the one thing I can't. Hope."
"But why is that―"
"And just like hope, they're useless. Yelena tends to them, helps them, and makes them believe that maybe it'll be all right. Then I come back in.” He smiled. “Sometimes I think she does more damage than I ever could.”
He smiled at her then, and her heart swelled at the sight. Whatever foolish feelings he might have held toward her mother, Emeline never would have come to this place. Had never had her strength. Grisha belonged with her.
Behind Grisha, the man chained to the wall groaned. She took a few steps closer, fisting a hand in Gennadi's long hair and tilting his chin up. He already had a black eye; apparently, he hadn't gone with the guards willingly. "You should have known better, huntsman."
Pathetic. He could have been a loyalist someday, could have even petitioned for her hand.
Grisha moved up behind her, and she instinctively leaned back against him. "Now," he said quietly. "Suppose I told you to hurt him. What would be your first move?"
Her gaze and then her hand went between the prisoner's legs, and Grisha nodded once. "A classic choice, if unimaginative." At the look on her face, he chuckled. "Now don't pout, darling. Do you want to be just another pain-giver, or do you want to be feared?"
"Feared," she whispered. Gennadi's dark eyes were open now, and for a moment they latched onto hers. She didn't see fear there; she saw a plea, a request for mercy, one that he should know she wouldn't grant. But he didn't know. Not yet. "Teach me."
"It will take more than one lesson," he said. "But you've proved to be a quick study in...other areas, so I have high hopes for you. I've made hardened warriors weep simply by showing them a tray of my instruments," he said, moving away from Gennadi to open a cabinet. It was full of shining silver tools, hooked or jagged or smooth, all of them so very sharp.
"The anticipation," he said, trailing his fingertips over the metal, "is often so much more interesting than the action. More frightening, for one in his unfortunate position. Once I choose a blade, once I've hurt him, then that pain is what must be dealt with. But until he feels that pain, during all the moments while I'm still deciding, there's an infinite amount of hurt I could dole out. That terror has broken far more prisoners than spilled blood ever could."
She grinned. When she looked at Gennadi again, she no longer saw a plea. Just resignation. He knew now that there was to be no escape from this room. From her.
"The body has all sorts of interesting points, besides the obvious," Grisha said. "For instance. A quick slice across the back of the ankle, here?" he said, drawing his blade very lightly across Gennadi's skin. He gritted his teeth, ready for pain that didn't come, not yet, and Ilari had to order herself not to clap her hands like a giddy child. This was so much more interesting than just slashing away at someone.
"And the hands are quite the target," Grisha continued. "The space between fingers. That slight webbing? Excruciating." He snatched up a pair of scissors from his tray and wrenched apart two of Gennadi's fingers, snipping at the skin between. He let out a cry of pain, and Ilari laughed.
"The same goes for the space between the toes," Grisha said. "But hands are, I think, my favorite. I once had a woman here and for the first ten days, I would just insert four needles into one of her fingertips or under a fingernail. One finger after another after another," he said, smiling wistfully. "After the sixth day she started screaming at the mere sight of me."
"What about the eyes?" she asked.
"A particular treat," he said. "We save those for last. As I said, anticipation. Oh, but there's so much to be done with them. There's the blades, of course, but fire does remarkable things to a person's eyes. And I promise, you've never heard such screaming. But here I am chattering away," he said, "and I'm sure you want to put your first lesson to good use." He handed her the scissors. "Today, you get four cuts. Choose wisely."
*~*~*
"Why are you here?" the guard asked, staring down at her. "The queen did not send for you."
"No," Lisette said, "but I would request an audience."
The guard laughed. "Leave."
"I would request an audience," Lisette said again, raising her voice.
"What is it?" Ilari asked, opening the door. When she saw Lisette, she frowned. "What are you doing here?"
"Says she wants an audience with you," the guard said. "Should I send her―"
"No, no," Ilari said. She smiled. "Come in, whipping girl."
Lisette walked into the room―her old room―and spoke quietly.
"I have an―"
"Did I say that you could speak?"
Lisette bit her lip, holding in words it wouldn't be wise to say. She shook her head.
"Exactly." Ilari waited a long moment, mirth in her eyes. "Now you may speak."
"I have an offer to make you, concerning the huntsman."
"Really?" Ilari asked. "And what is your interest in him?"
"I don't want to see an innocent man punished," she replied. "He has done nothing to deserve Grisha's attentions."
"He lied to me and disobeyed an order!”
"But Emeline is your mother," Lisette pleaded.
"Honestly, I doubt that is the case. And even if she is, the fact that she pushed me out years ago does nothing to earn my affection. Not when she has stolen our king. And now she's probably trying to raise an army against me."
"I can't imagine why," Lisette snapped, and Ilari closed the distance between them frighteningly fast, raising her hand and striking before Lisette could even begin to block the blow. She stumbled and fell, her nose streaming blood.
"You will not speak to me in such a way!"
"You're right," Lisette said, holding up a hand. "I apologize. Will you hear my offer?"
Ilari gave a sharp nod, and Lisette went on.
"You have thought ill of me for many years," Lisette said. "I am sure that blow is not the only one you wish to strike. Let him go, and I'll put myself in his place. I will not fight. I will not call for help from those who would help me. You―"
"He is the huntsman," Ilari said quietly. "He might well have been a loyalist in a few years' time. And you dare think yourself equal to that?"
Before Lisette could reply or retreat, Ilari lashed out again, aiming a sharp kick at her midsection and then hitting her again in the face when she doubled over, gasping for breath that suddenly wouldn't come.
"You are not a princess anymore!" Ilari shrieked, her fists hammering down on the back of Lisette's head, her shoulders, anywhere she could reach. "You don't have the power to do anything!"
Lisette managed to get to her hands and knees and reach up, pushing the door open. Her breath came out on a sob, interrupted when Ilari kicked her again. Lisette tried to breathe in but couldn't for a few seconds. Just when her vision was beginning to cloud from panic and lack of air, she managed to suck in a breath.
Ilari fell back, panting and grinning. Lisette glanced up at her, seeing so many of Emeline's physical features and yet none of what truly made her friend, none of her love. Emeline could never in her life dream of being this cruel.
She drew in another breath, wincing at the sharp pain in her ribs, and Ilari laughed. "Did you think I would not realize why you came to plead for him? I will see Grisha slice your lover into pieces. And perhaps you will see it as well! Your punishment is far from over!"
*~*~*
Last night's, at least, hadn't been a deathfight. Vasya hadn't had to take a life, but he had beaten down a young man, one of the ones he'd sparred with countless times and essentially had helped train.
Vasya didn't know his name.
When he finally got back to his room, anticipating only a drink of water and whatever sleep would come, Lisette was there.
 
She sat in the dark, barely visible in the dim light from the hallway. When he closed the door behind him, she became nothing but another shadow.
 
"Why me?" Lisette asked, her voice barely loud enough to hear.
 
Vasya didn't pretend not to know what she was talking about. "You were a child."
 
"I'm not anymore."


"I know." He rubbed the back of his neck and gave a tired sigh.
 
"So why me? Every person you've killed in that arena was a child once."
 
"I know that, too."
"They're going to send us in again."
He smiled. "Now what did you do?"
"I want you to strike this time."
The smile disappeared. "No."
"The queen may well offer you your freedom for this. Take it. That way at least one of us will get out of here. I planned to get you out. You and Emeline and Gennadi. I wanted..." She sounded close to tears, but then paused, breathing hard, and when she spoke again her voice was a snarl. "Why won't you just do your job? There's no reason  not to! I have not done one single thing to justify your sparing my life, and it would've been far kinder for you to have killed me back then!"
Her words and the tone of her voice chilled him. He lit his small lantern, raised it toward her face.
Her nose had been broken, blood dried on her upper lip. One eye was swollen shut, and her cheek was mottled with a bruise.
"Turn that off," she ordered, her good eye blinking in the sudden light. She turned away, her arms crossed tightly. "I went to Ilari. I pleaded for Gennadi's life. And..." She vaguely motioned at her face, and then her hand dropped back into her lap, limp. "She said my punishment was not over. I can only assume she'll send me into the arena again. You may as well gain a way home."
Vasya extinguished the lantern and went to her in the dark. Reaching out hesitantly, he rested a hand on her shoulder. "Lisette..."
To his surprise, she turned quickly at the sound of his voice, pressing herself against his chest, her hands fisting tightly into the back of his shirt.
He felt her hair brush against his chin as she moved her head, and then she gave him a light kiss on the cheek. He thought it was just a gesture of gratitude―though for what he didn't know; he hadn't been able to do a thing to help her. And then she adjusted her position and pressed her mouth against his.
Startled, he took a  step back.
"I'm sorry," she whispered, and then there was a flash of light at the door and she was gone, out of the room before he could make himself speak.
*~*~*
Lisette ran down the hall, away from Vasya and from the humiliation on top of the honest hurt she'd suffered today.
 
Of course he didn't want you to kiss him, she thought irritably. He probably thinks of you like a stray cat that constantly needs rescue from underneath carriage wheels, and that's if he thinks of you at all!
 
She couldn't believe she'd done such a thing. It wasn't as if she had such a wealth of confidantes in the castle that she could afford to go around alienating them.
 
Perhaps she should go back and apologize?
Her face reddened at the mere thought, and she kept on her current path.
 
Whether or not he was disgusted with her, he still wouldn't follow her wishes. He wasn't going to strike her down and earn his way out. Which meant that Ilari would order someone else into the arena with her, and they would finish the job, and Vasya would be trapped here until someone finally dealt him a fatal blow. Life in the castle would continue on, as if they were never there.
 
"No," she whispered. The Champion would be remembered; no one else had ever fought so deftly and successfully.
But she?


She hadn't been able to free Gennadi, hadn't done anything against her second father all these years to repay him for what he'd done to the rest of her family. She hadn't even been able to protect Emeline.
She suspected Ilari had been referring to the arena when she'd mentioned further punishment, but what she was thinking of now would solidify it. If she followed through with this, it would mean her life.
But it would also mean that many people could continue theirs. Or at least that theirs might end on a more merciful note.
She couldn't get Gennadi out. Grisha would keep him alive for weeks, perhaps longer; how many horror stories had she heard of people surviving for months down there before being allowed to succumb to death? Someone else would kill him faster, and though it broke her heart to acknowledge it, that was the only mercy she could possibly grant him.
Lisette went first to the bondservant’s quarters where many of the people she worked beside were getting as much sleep as they could. She shook the shoulder of one young woman.
"Shura!" she whispered. "Wake up."
Shura grumbled a curse and opened her eyes, sitting straight up when she caught sight of Lisette's face. "By the fires," she hissed. "What happened to you?"
"It's a long story," Lisette said. "I know I'm supposed to get started on the uppermost hallways soon, but I'd really like to get cleaned up. Would you do the scrubbing for me today?"
"I... normally I would, you know I would, but I just got to bed a couple of hours ago myself."
"What if I trade with you?" she asked. "Ferry Grisha's bathwater this afternoon?"
Shura smiled. "All right. Do you need any help cleaning up?"
"No, no," Lisette said. "But thank you."
The first step was taken, she thought as Shura got out of her nightclothes and into her work dress. Now she just needed to make a trip to the bottlery.
*~*~*
Lisette put down a tub of water and rapped on the executioner's door. "Hot water for your bath, sir."
"Bring it in."
She opened the door and picked up the water again, carrying it over to the tub.
"Well," Grisha said, laughing. "Ilari told me she sent you running. Didn't realize she'd hurt you that badly in the process. Learn something, did we?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good," he said, giving her a considering look as he disrobed. "Spared you once. I didn't kill you while the king was still fuming over that poor excuse for a deathfight." He smiled. "Don't believe you've ever said thank you."
"Thank you, sir," she said, trying her best to sound shy instead of disgusted. The man climbing into the tub was responsible for scars on the faces of she didn't know how many servants. Other castle workers had disappeared and were spoken of again only in whispers, lest calling attention to the disappearance put the speaker next on the list. And her parents... To this day, she didn't know how much Grisha had taken care of and how much her second father had personally seen to. She hoped she never found out.
The deathfights, she knew, had been Grisha's idea. He had been working here for over three decades, and that was far too long.
 
He smiled at her now from the wooden tub, and the expression had her insides knotting. "Come here."
 
She moved closer, keeping her eyes on his face lest she see something that would put her off her food for a week.
Not that she was going to live that long.
"Come here next to me, girl. Or boy. Such an interesting mixture of both, aren't you?"
Lisette clenched her teeth. She wanted to tell him that she was a girl, not a novelty; she couldn't help how she'd been born, but she could help what she was now. She was simply herself, not some odd or exotic thing. But she knew the words would fall on deaf ears, and so she just silently knelt down.             
He snaked out a hand, grasping her chin and inspecting the marks on her face. "Hm. Considering your insolence, you're lucky you didn't get worse. Don't fret; you'll be pretty again soon enough, once the bruises fade."
 
"Thank you."


His other hand snapped out, hitting her cheek. Pain exploded in her wounded face, and it was all she could do not to cry out. "Thank you, what?" he asked.
 
"Thank you, sir."
"That's better." He let go of her face and she scrambled back. He smiled again, swirling the water in front of him.
Could she really do this?
Her answer came when he closed his eyes. Before she could think about it or talk herself out of it, Lisette pulled out the knife she'd sheathed in the back pocket of her apron. Her prize. A hooked, frightening blade.
She drove it into his neck.
He made a horrible gurgling noise, and blood spurted onto her hand before she could move out of the way. She stared at it―a gruesomely bright shade of red―and then the quiet splashing from the bath ceased, and Grisha lay still, most of his body submerged in water that turned steadily more crimson.
 
Feeling sick, Lisette crossed to the other side of the room, where she heard an odd noise. A series of squeaks, or chirps.
Desperate to distract herself from the body behind her, she searched for the source of the noise, blinking in shock when she peered under the bed and found a shallow box.
Three kittens lay inside it, their eyes not even open. But their bellies were fat, and a soft towel lined the wooden box. She had always thought that Grisha had been the one to slice out the old gray tom's eye; that was the rumor. But no. He had honestly cared for the creatures.
Lisette tried to imagine the man who'd done such wretched things to Gennadi gently caring for something this tiny, but she couldn't.
Then again, not until today had she been able to picture herself killing someone in cold blood.
When she had gone to the tiltyards to train, she had been imagining scenarios where King Nazar or Grisha or one of the other servants came at her, where she needed to defend herself.
What she had just done wasn't self-defense. Grisha posed threats to so many people, and she knew the castle was better off without him, but in that moment, he had posed no danger to her.
She had taken a life.
Emeline would hate that she'd done this.
Lisette removed her apron and did what she could to wipe the blood off her hand. She picked up the box of kittens and carefully set it down in the middle of the bed, so that they would be quickly found and cared for. Then she sat down and waited.
 
Another bondservant was the first one to enter the room. She took in the sight before her, screamed, and ran, leaving the door open. Lisette smiled . It was time. And now she had finally, truly done something. She would not greet anyone in the next realm without having first done some good in this one, however much the act itself had turned her stomach.
 
She only wished that she might say goodbye to her Champion, tell him that she was sorry for displeasing him so. Because as Ilari stormed into the room, fury etched into every line of her face, Lisette knew that today she would not be sent against someone who would spare her life.
*~*~*
Vasya wandered the halls and courtyards in search of Lisette but found no sign. Finally, he returned to a small building in between the fighter’s quarters and the castle proper, staring at it for several moments before he slowly made his way inside.
He hadn't been to this chapel or any other in decades, not since the night he'd prayed for his nephew's life to be spared. He'd asked the Sister Goddesses for help and had even prayed to the Goddess of Luck to spare the boy.
No one had answered.
He thought of praying now, started to kneel, and then thought better of it. He had no idea how to  begin after so many years of silence. Besides, he would take care of this himself. He would go into the arena tonight and tell Lisette that he hadn't meant his retreat in the way it had seemed. He would walk away for a third time and if the queen protested, he would offer to take extra lashes. The king had always seemed amused by things like that; perhaps his daughter would be as well.
He hadn't wanted Lisette to come to him out of gratitude. He also hadn't been able to believe that she could show interest out of anything else, but he couldn't stop thinking about the look on her face as they'd danced, about the way she'd pressed up against him like she'd always belonged there.
When he reentered the fighters' building, it was to the sound of excited voices. That was odd enough for him to break his usual silence to ask the nearest fighter―a new one, young, with braided blond hair and a gap between her front teeth―what was happening.
"We're going home!"
He arched an eyebrow. "Really?"
"Yes!  Well, one of us, anyway, but the queen's letting as many of us as will volunteer into the arena. All we have to do is kill some bondservant. And you look like you've already been here for a while, so maybe you don't mind staying longer? Give me a chance to―hey!" the kid yelped, as Vasya shoved past her and ran.
It had already started. The loyalists surrounded the arena, beaming at the spectacle in front of them.
The arena itself looked to be a free-for-all. Many of the fighters were battling each other, struggling for a chance to get at Lisette. She was currently fighting against two, trying not to get backed into the wall, her dark hair flying as she dodged a punch. The man who was punching at her wore a set of pointed metal knuckles.
Vasya charged into the arena, startling the closest fighter. Taking advantage of the man's temporary shock, he punched him in the jaw, kicked him hard in the kneecap, and then stole his sword as soon as he fell. Swinging up, he dealt another fighter a fatal blow to the neck.
The loyalists were on their feet now, shouting and laughing. He thought again of how satisfying it would be to bring this sword into their ranks, to show them what it felt like to have skin sliced open.
Some of the fighters had spotted him and turned toward him instead. Others had run for the potential safety of the gate, clearly hoping that if they took themselves out of the fight, he might let them be.
First, he would take care of the ones who were still charging at him. But all of these people had been trained, had been in fights before, and yet they had agreed to go into battle against an unarmed bondservant. As long as he drew breath, he'd make sure none of them left this arena alive.
The first four to come at him were too eager, too intent on the prospect of winning the fight to keep their focus on what he was doing as they charged. Two died instantly; one screamed as she clutched at her severed arm; one choked on his own blood. 
Some of the others proved more difficult. He took down three more before he himself was wounded, a knife grazing him in the side. Vasya turned the blade back on its owner, gutting him, and then someone leaped onto his back, an arm snaking around his neck. He pulled the knife out of his previous adversary's stomach and drove it down over his shoulder into the other fighter's throat.
He looked around, searching for Lisette. She had gotten a knife from a fallen opponent and was fending off the new fighter, the gap-toothed kid he'd met outside his quarters. Lisette didn't look terrified anymore, just furious, and the thought that his arrival had heartened her brought a smile to his own face.
Barely turning, he lashed his fist out at a scrawny fighter who was running at him from the side, knocking him flat.
Lisette jabbed at the new fighter, and the blonde girl lost her balance and fell. Lisette glanced up, looking for him, smiling brightly when she saw that he was still standing, and Vasya yelled to her, trying to warn her, to tell her the only time a fight was over was when the your opponent was dead.
Her opponent grabbed a fallen fighter's spiked metal knuckles and punched her hard in the upper leg. Wincing, her face scrunched up in pain, Lisette started to lash out at her. Then her mouth dropped open in shock as blood spurted from her wound. It spread down her leg fast. Far too fast. She sat down, trying to press the wound closed again.
The shouts and cheers in the arena were deafening now. The young fighter snatched the knife from where Lisette had dropped it, shoved her back, and drove the knife into her chest.
For Vasya, all sound ceased.
The fighter who'd struck her down leaped to her feet, a wide grin on her face as she turned to the queen. "I did it!" she shouted triumphantly. "I'm going home! I win, I―"
Then she doubled over, gagging, as Vasya ran her through. Shoving the dying woman away, he dropped to his knees next to Lisette, pulling her into his arms. He cradled her, whispering endearments and apologies, as well as pleas to deities who had never once listened to him. 
He finally looked up. Ilari was smiling.
The queen turned and left the observation level. Vasya gently set Lisette down into the dust, and then got to his feet and ran, heading back into the fighter’s building and taking Emeline's passage into the castle proper.
He stalked out of the small candlery the passage led him to and moved down the hallway. "You there," he snapped when he caught sight of a Page. "Where are the queen's chambers?"
"N...next level up," the boy stuttered. "Furthest room on the left. Branyx stone inlay on the doors."
The guards at her door tried to stop him, getting their heads soundly knocked together for their trouble. He shoved open the door , slamming it behind him.
Ilari turned, the smile still on her face but a hint of fear in her eyes now. Good.
"You're finally going home," Ilari told him, "since you defeated the one who would've taken the prize. Would you like someone to help pack your things?"
"Your Mirror."
"I'm afraid I don't know what you're talking about."
"Word spreads through this castle faster than you and your family might like. You have a Mirror. It tells you things you need to know." The queen's gaze flicked to the wall on the right, and he looked to the side, seeing an ornate mirror. "How do I ask it something?"
"You don't. It only works for me."
"Then come here," Vasya said, voice deceptively mild. The queen took a quick step back. 
"I'm not a simpleton like my father," Ilari said. "If you touch me, every fighter in that arena and every member of their families will be killed."
"I know," he said, taking a step forward. "What you need to think about is how much this will hurt."
"It won't work," she stammered. "I swear it. It only awakens at the touch of someone's lifeblood."
"That I've got," he said bitterly. He walked forward and pressed his palms to the Mirror, wet with blood from Lisette's leg and from her heart. 
The Mirror changed colors, glowing, and then the barest hint of a face appeared in the darkness. "Well. You're new."
"How do I bring her back?"
"Depends. How long has she been dead?"
"Moments."
"Ah, good. You don't want to know the ritual for those who've been dead months or years. They―"
Vasya growled, pressing his hands harder against the glass, and the thing inside of it huffed indignantly. 
"The king hid a book behind the others, on that third shelf there. Find the verse on the seventeenth page and read it over the body. Then take her to the glass coffin in Vedrana's Forest. I believe the Dwarves still have it for now. Place her inside and ask the coffin to return her to herself. That last part? Very important. Otherwise you won't like what she comes back as."
Vasya pulled his hands away from the glass and moved to the bookshelf, flinging half a row of books to the floor and pulling out the enormous one that was hidden behind them. He started to leave, and Ilari―clearly in a fit of suicidal stupidity―followed. 
"What are you doing?" he asked. "Do you really think I'm going to let―"
But in the end, he couldn't strike her. She bore too much a resemblance to her mother. Instead, he grabbed her arm and shoved her inside her enormous wardrobe, then pushed one of the room's three huge, plush chairs in front of it.
"Let me out!" she shrieked, pounding on the door.
More guards would come, though how many and how soon, he didn't know. Given the talk from some of the other fighters, the new queen hadn't done much to endear herself to them.
If there were enough of them, he thought, to spur on each other's bravado, they might risk attacking him. But three or four? He doubted they would chance it, and if they did, he would deal with them. Nothing was going to stop him from getting Lisette out of this Goddesses-forsaken place, especially not a few nervous guards and a queen drunk on power and violence.
*~*~*
Ilari listened to his heavy footfalls walk away and let out a furious shriek, then sat down at the bottom of the wardrobe.
It was so unfair that Grisha had been taken down, and by a bondservant of all things. And not just any servant. Hadn't she always known that Lisette would bring her family ruin somehow? For years she'd been certain that ruin would come in the form of another coup, in Lisette reappearing dressed in finery―true king's daughter that she was―and sending her out past the wall.
Instead, Lisette had murdered Ilari's lover. And had lost her own life for it.
Since Lisette was dead now and the Champion would be soon, Ilari supposed she wouldn't hold a grudge against her father for not listening to her. But still, it galled her. Nazar had kept Lisette under his roof for years. When Lisette needed punishment, he had merely sent her into the arena against someone who was equally disobedient. Yes, the loyalists found the spectacle entertaining, but was that entertainment truly worth the message it sent: that the king could safely be made a fool of?
She had told him, hadn't she, that if he allowed the Champion those acts of insolence, someday he would do something worse? And now he had.
Ilari slammed on the wardrobe door again. "I said let me out!"
*~*~*
When Vasya reached the arena again, a few of the loyalists were still milling around, but most had left. The fight was over, after all, the excitement gone. Now all that was left were two servants, carrying out the bodies.
They hadn't yet reached Lisette, and he went to her. His voice was raspy and slow as he read the passage. It had been a long time since he'd opened a book, and longer still since he'd read aloud, but he managed. 
As soon as the words were said, color bloomed again in her cheeks and her mouth returned to a dark pink instead of the ghastly white it had become after so much blood loss. The tear in her dress was still there, but now her flesh was untorn.
He looked up and saw a young loyalist with a dark blue cape watching him curiously. "You there. Throw me your cape."
The boy stared down at him, hesitant. Realizing that he  likely wouldn't listen without an incentive, Vasya picked up a bloodied sword and tossed it up into the seats.
The loyalist stared at the weapon in shock and then grinned as he hurried over to pick it up. "Thank you," he said, beaming, and set his prize aside just long enough to unclasp his cloak and throw it down.
Vasya covered Lisette with it, and then he lifted her into his arms and went out through the gate.
The gate through which he chose to leave faced Vedrana's Forest, though it would be a few hours' walk before he reached it. The wall guard aimed his crossbow, and Vasya paused, meeting the guard's eyes. He couldn't knock this one unconscious, and he was too heartsick to even be able to think of words for an argument.
After a moment, the guard lowered his crossbow. "I lost my Elisa to one of the deathfights," he said quietly. "Bury her in peace, sir."
Vasya nodded, not bothering to correct the other man's misconception, and began to walk.




Chapter Eighteen

Vasya had been following the Wandering River for less than a day when he saw odd blue lights hovering over the water. He paused, watching them carefully, wondering if they presented a danger.
 
As he stared, one of the blue lights shifted form, elongated, took on a too-familiar shape and face.
"Lisette?"
She smiled, and blood spread across her chest, flowed from her leg, soaked her skirt until it was dripping. "Do you have any idea how much of a fool you are? Ridiculous old man. Do you want to know why I kissed you?" she asked, too much sweetness in her voice. "Because I was hurt. Because I was confused and looking for some kind of comfort. And you wanted me to stay, didn't you? Bruised as I was, shaken as I was, you would've had me stay."
 
Vasya didn't―couldn't―answer, and she sidled closer to him. "How long have you felt this way? One year? Two? That's long enough to delude yourself, isn't it, into thinking that I could actually want you?" She circled him, her voice a poisonous hiss. "You, who have the blood of so many on your hands."
 
Those hands curled tighter, holding onto Lisette―the true Lisette, not this horrific vision―and he tried to focus on the feel of her, cool as her skin was now. He then forced himself to break eye contact with the specter.
 
It was dark. It had been morning when he'd caught sight of the blue lights.
 
Quickly turning away from the deathly glow, he paused when he saw something pale lying underneath one of the towering trees, half-covered by leaves and fallen branches.
 
A skeleton. Picked clean.
 
For a moment, Vasya imagined himself meeting the same fate, caught in the nightmare of the blue lights and wasting away, still cradling Lisette. The enchantment he'd read over her would keep her the same, eternally the same, while he faded down to his bones.
 
Shaken, he allowed himself a moment to close his eyes and be grateful that he'd been able to look away in time, that even in death Lisette provided him with strength. Then he took a deep breath and continued on.
*~*~*
Gennadi woke to a sharp pain in his arm. He blinked heavily through blood-crusted eyelashes, peering in confusion at the figure before him. It wasn't the princess or Grisha. Just a short, rounded man with a face that looked perpetually concerned. A familiar face. He'd seen it before.
One of Ilari's friends?
The thought had him baring his teeth, and the man spoke, no-nonsense and quiet. "Hush. It isn't as if I haven't stitched you up before."
The doctor. Of course. He'd been to see him so many times. Next he'd be forgetting his own name.
He groaned at that thought, and Alain patted his hand gingerly. "There now," he said. "Do you think you can walk, lad?"
"No," he rasped. "Tried. She...told me she'd let me go if I...if I could fight her and win. Let me down. I swung. Could barely stand. I―" He started coughing, and the doctor fetched a glass of water from the table behind him.
"Here now," he said. "Drink this. If you can't walk on your own, then I'll help you."
Gennadi shook his head. "She'll kill you," he muttered in between gulps of water.
"I've lived for several decades and I expect to make it a few more." He picked up one of the knives that had been used for a much different purpose only yesterday and began sawing at the thick rope around Gennadi's left wrist.
"What do you think you're doing?"
Gennadi's eyes widened in panic, but the doctor simply turned, his expression calm, and faced Ilari. "Freeing this man's hands for a moment."
"I gave you permission for no such thing!"
"Have you not seen me make the rounds down here before?" he asked. "I make sure these most piteous of subjects don't die before their time. Give them water, take steps to prevent their bleeding out."
"You think you can fool me, but you can't," Ilari said. "You were trying to free him! I saw you!"
"The freedom would have been a temporary thing so I could apply salve to these rope marks," he said. "Once that was complete, I would have retied him."
"You are lying, and I'll have you executed for it!"
"Young lady!" His tone was sharper now, and Ilari blinked. "I have been here for the rule of Queen Sitera, King Thibault, and your father. I helped each of them through maladies that a lesser doctor would've missed, and I expect one day I will help you as well. I am too valuable to be dismissed or worse over the small task of providing some comfort to these people. I am a doctor. This is what I do."
Gennadi saw rage and uncertainty fight a war across her face, until finally uncertainty won. She tilted her chin up, eyes narrowed. "I will trust you this once," she said. "If you prove that trust ill-given, I will see to your death myself."
"Understood, Princess."
"I am not a princess, not any longer. Address me properly."
"Understood, my Queen."
"Thank you. Now leave us."
Alain gathered his stitching supplies and his salves, mouthing, "I'm so sorry," as he pulled his canvas bag closed. Then he left the room, and Ilari smiled as she closed the door.
*~*~*
Emeline wasn't sure how long she'd been watching the Wandering River.
It had rained again last night. Her forearms were coated with mud, her clothes were filthy, and she was sure she'd gotten mud in her hair when she'd shoved it out of her face. Still, she couldn't  make herself move.
Impossibly, she kept expecting Estera to come back. To offer to send her to the castle instead, or to bring Gennadi back here.
If he was still alive.
"Please," she said quietly, not entirely sure what she was asking for or of whom she was asking it.
When she heard footsteps, she turned , a hopeful smile beginning on her face, wanting so badly to believe it was Gennadi that for an instant she saw his form walking along the riverbank.
Then he drew closer, and Emeline realized her mistake. The newcomer was a large, weary-looking man, carrying a black-haired woman. Emeline slowly got to her feet, recognition finally making its way through her exhausted mind.
"What are you doing out here?" she asked, hurrying to Vasya and helping to support him.


"Do you know..." The Champion's voice was raw, and Emeline wondered when he'd last allowed himself to stop for a drink. He looked ready to fall asleep on his feet. "Do you know where the Dwarves are? They have a glass…they have a coffin. I need it. The only way she can live again is with that coffin's help."
Emeline turned her attention to the woman,  the choppy fall of her hair and the shape of her eyes―
No. No, not her, too. "Lisette? No. She's not...what happened?"
"She was murdered. One of the deathfights."
Emeline stared at him, waiting for some reaction from herself, waiting for the sting of tears or for anguished words to spill forth. There was nothing. Her mind seemed to refuse to let her react, to take this in.
He gently set her down, arranging the dark blue cloak over her and brushing the hair out of her face. Emeline sat down next to Lisette, taking her hand, as Vasya went to the river, peering into it before cupping his hands and taking a drink. Once he was finished, he came back to them, sitting down on Emeline's other side.
"Gennadi?" she whispered.
"Ilari sent him to the dungeons. It may be a small assurance, but at least he won't have to face Grisha." He looked to Lisette, his expression proud. "She took his life."
The words seemed to skim over the surface of her mind and then float away, leaving her unsure of what he'd just said. She looked up at him, confused, and then back down at where her hand was still clutching Lisette's.
Lisette’s hand was cold.
That wasn't right. Lisette was always warm, warm from her exertions at work or from being in the press of bodies in the bondservants' quarters or after working herself up in an argument. She was motion and passion and fire; she always had been. Nothing about her was cold.
Emeline abruptly dropped Lisette's hand, covering her face as she burst into tears.
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"Any sign of them?" Vasya whispered.
"None. I think Gennadi was right; I think they're gone."
"Or perhaps they're out hunting."
Emeline nodded once, but her expression bordered on panic. Vasya couldn't blame her. She was actually holding up well, considering that there existed many a tale of travelers suffering sudden heart failure at the mere sight of the Dwarves.
But even if those wretched things were surrounding the coffin, snarling, he doubted it would turn him back now. "Keep watch."
"All right." She pressed her back to a tree, knife drawn. It was a serrated black blade with a dangerous curve to it, blood-red stones embedded in the handle. Something Emeline had taken from the Dwarves' cabin, he was sure. Such a thing would not be forged for her at the castle.  
He walked forward, listening for any out-of-place sound, and reached the coffin without incident. Holding Lisette to his side with one arm, he lifted the lid of the enchanted box. Placing her inside, he closed the lid again and watched as the swirling mist enveloped her, obscuring her from his sight.
"Please," he whispered. "Return her―"
A shout of alarm from Emeline cut off his words, and then something slammed into his back. He hit the ground and rolled, gaining his feet quickly and drawing his sword.
They were in the cursed trees. No, not in them. Part of them. Dryads.
One scrambled toward the ground, headfirst, laughing, its brown, dead-leaf eyes locked on him.
He swung his sword at the one who'd knocked him to the ground, lopping off its head. The head rolled, bouncing off the feet of another attacker. It didn't pause to even look at its fallen comrade, let alone mourn. Vasya swung again, slicing the next Dryad deep in the side. It collapsed, choking, a reddish sawdust spilling from the wound.
Then he looked to Emeline and saw her using the blade to try and keep one of the Dryads at bay. His mind called back unwelcome images of Lisette in the arena.
The Dryad grinned at her and held out its hand. "Magic to magic," it whispered. And the knife glowed white, tearing itself from Emeline's grip and flying to the Dryad's outstretched hand.
"Run!" Vasya shouted.
Emeline wasted no time in obeying. Vasya drew a shorter blade and flung it at the back of the Dryad who started to pursue her. It sank deep and the Dryad hit its knees, clawing at its back.
The Dryad that remained twirled the knife in its clawed, bark-covered hand, but didn't try to throw the blade. Instead it ran―not toward him, but toward the coffin, shoving it open before it disappeared into the woods and melded once more with its tree, shrieking in laughter.
Vasya paid it no heed. Because Lisette was sitting up now, patting at her leg and at her chest in wonder. Smiling, he stepped forward. She turned to him, returning the smile―only hers revealed fangs.
As he watched, horrified, the whites of her eyes turned a sickly dead-leaf brown, and lethally-pointed obsidian claws sprouted from her fingernails. Her skin began to darken and wither.
He hadn't said the words correctly. He hadn't been able to say all the words in time.
"Oh, Lisette," he breathed. "I'm sorry."
She crawled out of the coffin like a spider, rising back to her full height in front of him, tilting her head curiously.
Then she backhanded him, the Dryad within lending her strength, sending him crashing into a tree. He shook his head to clear it and slowly sat up, leaning against the trunk, the texture of which now eerily resembled her skin. She was moving toward him again, her eyes on the sword he still held.
He tossed it away.
"I'm not going to raise a hand to you," he said. "No more than I ever would before."
She approached, her walk so far from the confident stride he was used to. Now her motions were stiff, jerking, as if the Dryad wasn't entirely sure what to do with a human body yet. The one fluid motion came from the claws; they clicked together in a rapid, threatening rhythm.
He didn't try to go for the sword. After this, the worst of all his mistakes, he deserved whatever this thing chose to do to him. It seemed a fitting retribution for a life where he'd caused nothing but death and scars. The one good thing he'd ever done was choose to try and help Lisette, and in the end, he'd been useless at even that.
"I made a mistake," he said. "That morning. I was so surprised that I didn't kiss you back like I should have. I do love you, sweetheart. I'm sorry I failed."
The thing wearing Lisette's face crouched down in front of him, drawing an arm back, claws held together to create one large fatal point, aimed at his stomach.
He knew what to do in a fight, what he should do now. Slam his head forward, stunning her. Grab the wrist, twist it up behind the back, break the arm. Snatch up the sword while the opponent was still too dazed by pain to move; finish it quickly.
He did move forward, but not in the way his survival instinct dictated. He simply closed the distance between them enough to press his lips to hers.
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Somewhere within herself, Lisette fought against mist. It was impossible to grab hold of, the flames in its eyes dancing with laughter as it taunted her.
If she stared into those flames, concentrated, she could see what it saw. At first that sight was dimmed by fog, by thick glass, but then it was free. Free and hunting.
She could hear Vasya's voice, faintly, just an echo in her heart, telling her that he wasn't going to strike. Lisette shrieked out a protest, willing her own mouth to work, to tell him not to be a fool, that she gave her permission, her blessing.
If he sensed her warning at all, he didn't show it. He simply leaned forward and kissed her.
She wanted to shout at him again, but instead tears filled the eyes that weren't even hers anymore, spilling over.
Lisette clenched her hands into fists as memories flooded in. 
After the first deathfight, creeping back toward the arena and hearing the laughter of her father and his friends as the man who'd refused to take her life collapsed in the dirt below, bloody stripes crisscrossing his back. She'd started forward, only to have Roz grab her and tell her that a child had no business seeing such a thing.
The way he'd grinned at her and Gennadi, that day during the sparring competitions.
The warmth of him.
He hadn't been repulsed or offended by her kiss, as her mind had repeatedly told her. Just surprised.
She had died in that arena. She knew that now. And he had braved Vedrana's Forest for her. He loved her. And she would not lose that, not now, not to some opportunistic malicious thing.
If she couldn't fight it with something tangible like her fists, then maybe she could destroy it with something intangible.
And she focused, concentrating fully on moments with the people she loved: Emeline's hesitant, kind words; the way Gennadi's shoulders had felt underneath her hands when he'd kissed her; the thrill in her heart when she'd made Vasya smile.
Those memories, that light created a glow in her that spread out, shoving the mist out of her mind and to the edges of her body.
Screaming, the Dryad's spirit escaped through her skin, burning as it left, evaporating as it hit the open air.
Lisette took several deep breaths, coming back into herself, waiting until the fire in her skin had faded before she opened her eyes.
She was curled on her side in the dirt, Vasya’s hand steady on her back. Lisette slowly sat up, not turning to him yet, suddenly feeling almost shy. After all this, what was she supposed to say?
Then the realization dawned that she didn't have to say anything, not yet, and she met his eyes, resting her palm against his cheek.
In answer, he kissed her again, slowly this time, and she edged closer, scooting up to sit on his lap, her arms linked behind his neck.
*~*~*
"And what were they saying?" Emeline asked, showing Vasya and Lisette into the Dwarves' former cabin.
"Nothing good, I'm afraid," Lisette said. "They were complaining about how Ilari doesn't listen to them, how she's spending the new tax that was supposed to go toward rebuilding houses from last month's windstorm on statues of herself instead. They're going to bring all of this up at the next loyalists' meeting."
"They'll decide to overthrow her," Emeline said. Which would mean Ilari's imprisonment at best, and her death at worst. She tried to call up some emotion at the idea, some grief and sympathy for her daughter. She couldn't. The only one she could truly focus on, the only one they might still be able to save, was Gennadi. "I can gather everything we might need from this cabin," she said, picking up the Dwarves' metal bracelet.
"I'll search for food and fill the canteens," Vasya said, taking the three knapsacks that Emeline handed to him.
"I'll stay here," Lisette said, moving to stand beside Emeline. Vasya nodded, then cupped her cheek and gave her a brief kiss before he left. Lisette smiled, and then her gaze focused on a bright orange insect crawling along the door frame.
"I saw one of these," Lisette said quietly. "When I first ventured in here, as a little girl."
"I'm sure Gennadi would be able to tell you exactly what it is," Emeline said. "He's... Lisette, do you truly think―"
"We'll get him out," Lisette said. "He'll be all right." She smiled, though the expression was wobbly. "It's Gennadi. He's always all right. Besides, I...I took care of Grisha. He doesn't have to worry about him ever again, nor do any of the other prisoners."
"I met his mother once," Emeline said quietly. "When we went to Village-by-the-Sea. She was a good woman."
Lisette looked to the floor at that, and Emeline realized that her absentminded statement must have sounded like a condemnation. Emeline pulled Lisette into her arms and hugged her. After a brief, surprised moment of stillness, Lisette hugged her back.
"You did what you needed to."
"He was no threat to me, not at that moment. I―"
"Lisette. Had you waited until he was a threat, you might well have lost. And I could not bear that."
"I'm all right, Emeline," Lisette said gently.
"I know. But when I saw Vasya carrying you..."
"It's all right."
No, it wasn't, Emeline thought. She wasn't sure she would ever stop having nightmares of that. But she smiled regardless and smoothed Lisette's hair back from her forehead. "I love you so much."
"And I you," Lisette said. She started to lean closer for a kiss, and Emeline watched her face as she visibly remembered and took a step back instead. "Sorry."
"Don't apologize," Emeline said. "But I do have a favor to ask. Could you wait outside for a few moments? I need to pray, and I always felt better doing so in private."
"Of course," Lisette said, and then a more genuine smile crept over her face. "Actually, I might stay outside for more than a few moments."
"What do you―oh," Emeline said.
"Precisely. Do you need my help in gathering anything before I go?"
"No," Emeline said. "I'll take care of it."
"Thank you."
Emeline watched as Lisette hurried outside, closing the door behind her. Then she knelt on the wooden floor and took a small figurine out of her dress pocket. Ilari had chosen it on her Introduction.
Within a few days, she had grown bored with it, and Emeline had found it lying half-under a chair in the dining hall. She had tucked it into her pocket and kept it with her every day since.
The three Goddesses were carved out of a single chunk of wood, their black skin and colorful gowns hand-painted with exquisite care. Their wide bodies looked as though they might start moving any second. On the left, Nobaris, the Goddess of the Mind, wore blue and stared at her sternly, her brow furrowed in concentration. On the right, the Goddess of the Heart, Miona, wore pink, her mouth open in a passionate shout. And between them, holding their hands and joining them physically and symbolically, Calene, the Goddess of the Conscience. She beamed at Emeline, her purple gown seeming to glow even in this poor sunlight.
When she'd gone into the chapel to pray, normally the carving stayed in her pocket―weekly prayers were short, rote things that didn't take much concentration, after all. But this...
"I ask for strength from each one of you," she said, gently setting the figure on the ground before her. "Not only for me, but for one of the men I love. He's in danger, and I…" She paused for a moment, attempted to steady her voice. "Please, I ask that you keep him safe. I have nothing to offer you, no candles to burn or prayer stones to bury. But I promise, should I live through what's coming, I will honor each of you for the rest of my days. I fear that…I fear that when we get back, I may have to fight my own child. I pray for your blessing," Emeline said, and then she fell silent, drawing what comfort she could from the sight of the Goddesses' familiar faces.
*~*~*
All right, Lisette thought, looking around. Hopefully this took care of everything. She'd laid out the cloak, she had a sheet, a knife was nearby in case someone she wasn't expecting appeared, and Emeline was in the cabin.
It all seemed like a perfectly splendid setup
Until she actually took off her clothes, wrapped the sheet around herself, and sat down to wait. Then she just felt twitchy and vulnerable and wondered if the nearby knife was truly as close as it should be.
Better than the alternative, she thought. However Gennadi said the Dwarves' story had ultimately ended, there was absolutely no chance she was going to make love in their cabin. And while part of her wanted to wait until they were back home, sheltered by four walls, another part recognized what danger they would be heading into when they left these woods, and knew that waiting was a luxury she couldn't afford.
Didn't want to afford, really.
"Lisette?"
She closed her eyes. She loved the way he said her name; she loved his voice, steady and strong, managing somehow to be comforting and arousing all at once. "I...I'm back here."
Now, she thought. She'd rehearsed this a hundred times in her mind. As soon as he came into sight, she would give her best brazen smile and drop the sheet.
Instead, she clutched it tighter, suddenly wondering if this had been the right way to go about things. Maybe she should have waited until they were back home.
Now he was staring at her but he was all the way over near the cabin, and she couldn't quite tell from the expression on his face whether he liked what he saw or whether he was wondering exactly how crazy she'd gone. However much she knew she was a woman, the plain, irritating fact remained that she had to continually shave to keep her face smooth, that she had no breasts, that her lower parts didn't match those of most women. He might care for her, yes, but that didn't mean that this was something he was interested in.
Then he walked toward her, and the very way he moved had changed; there was something distinctly predatory about it. She swallowed hard. Well, she thought, an answer to one question, at least. And it's not as if you can turn back now, so you'd might as well…
Yes, she could. This wasn't anything like those wretched stories she'd heard about mandatory nights with someone of higher ranking. She could say this had been an ill-thought-out impulse and go ahead and put on her clothes and he wouldn't stop her.
"And what are you doing?" he asked, sitting down in front of her and oh, the look in his eyes...
"Um," she managed. Quite eloquent, considering the circumstances, she decided. "Sitting out here enjoying the day?" she finally quipped.
She expected him to say something back, maybe take her hand. Instead he leaned forward and hauled her into his arms, sheet and all, and she laughed, her head tilted back in an unspoken invitation that he wasted no time in accepting.
Her body had never truly felt like her, like what she knew she was supposed to be. Probably never would. But the dresses and long hair helped, and now his hands on her skin looked exactly like she'd imagined, and that helped, too.
Several moments later, they took turns laughing and cursing as they each struggled with one of his boots. They had forgotten about them in their initial hurry, resulting in a bit of a tangle.
Then she was in his lap again, bare skin on bare skin now, and she kissed him hungrily before shifting her position, one leg on either side of his.
He held her, one hand splayed wide on her back, the other buried in her hair. She had her head ducked down, trying to hide the glint of tears, but he pushed her hair back, his expression concerned.  "You all right?"
She smiled. "Yes," she said, wiping at her eyes. "It's silly. I just never thought we'd get this. I thought you saw me as a nuisance and―"
"Oh, I do."
She started to say something right back, but instead gave an experimental rock of her hips, smiling triumphantly when he closed his eyes and groaned. "Not so ready to tease me now, are you?"
"Darling, if that's the sort of response I get, I will tease you the entire damn day."




Chapter Nineteen

Ilari carried the Mirror down to the Silence, a wide grin on her face.
She couldn't believe she hadn't thought of this before.
She passed the Great Hall where the loud voices of the loyalists echoed off the walls. They were quarreling about policies again. It was endlessly boring, and she had better things to do. She'd ask one of the loyalists to give her the high points later and see if any of them actually had good ideas for once.
There was no one she could talk to about things that needed done. She didn't trust the guards―it had taken them far too long to free her from that cursed wardrobe―and her grandmother had been wandering around like a ghost ever since Emeline's disappearance.
Which was ridiculous. There hadn't been any love lost between Sidonie and her daughter .
But soon she would have a trusted confidante, one who could keep her ahead of anything that might happen.
Her father had been so uncreative, she thought, as she opened the door to  the Silence, where a bathtub full of blood sat waiting. In the end, it wasn't bondservants she'd ordered drained, but protesters, angry little peasants who'd been brought in by the guards for shouting derogatory things during the king's burial ceremony. If King Nazar had thought to follow simple logic...the power he could have held.
Touching the Mirror's surface with blood could call up power. Therefore, submerging it?
She dipped a hand into the blood and swiped it across the glass, waking the Mirror. The face inside smiled. "Greetings, friend."
Ilari smiled back and then shoved the Mirror down into the blood.
The liquid bubbled, rapidly heating, and Ilari jerked her hands back  before they could burn. A skeletal figure emerged, dripping crimson, and she reached for a blanket she'd had brought down for just such an eventuality.
"And greetings to you," she said. "What should I call you?"
"I'm Eshanti's Shadow." When she just stared, puzzled, it went on. "Your mother tried to tell you the story when you were small. I doubt you remember. It had nothing to do with you, after all." It smiled, gaping hole for a mouth and black liquid eyes. "Until now."
"I've just set you free," Ilari said, retreating  but not turning for the door, feeling certain that this creature would be on her before she could reach the hallway. "We are allies, you and I."
"Are we? I've overseen the demise of kingdom upon kingdom, because rulers always believe that just because I'm magic and seem to listen to them, I have their best interests at heart. If your fool of a father had bothered to truly look inside that book he was so eager to obtain, he might have realized what he was dealing with."
"We can help each other," she said, voice growing desperate. "Rule beside me, Shadow. We can―"
Then her body spasmed, jerking forwards and back, blood streaming from her mouth as the Shadow detached itself from what remained of the bloody Mirror and attached to her instead. Some of it flowed into Ilari's mouth and split her face apart while other pieces of it wrapped around her arms and legs, tearing them from her body, ripping off the skin and growing larger at the contact with her blood.
Then the shredded pieces of the young queen flowed back together, and the thing inside her smiled and walked to the door.
Ilari herself seemed to float above all of this, watching as the creature that had overtaken her body left the room. She wanted to scream, to shriek and rant about the unfairness of it all. This creature couldn't betray her, couldn't take her life and even her body, not after everything she'd been through. But even though she cried out after the monster, demanded it fix what it had done, it simply closed the door to the Silence without a word or even a glance back.
Had it deliberately ignored her, or could it even hear her? Could anyone hear her, now?
Then another figure was there. Tall, long dark hair, a familiar face but a completely unfamiliar expression in the eyes. No worry, no pain. Just love and hope.
"Mother?"
"I was going to name you Gisele," she whispered.
And suddenly Ilari understood. The Goddesses gave her knowledge beyond that which she'd had in life, and she saw her existence, her actions, not through her own eyes but through the eyes of those she'd affected. Saw her mortal time as it had been, and as it could have been.
She saw everything that would have happened if she just let her mother finish her sentence that day, tell her of her true name. If she had listened rather than run to her false father.
In that life, she hugged her mother instead of turning her in. She worked with her. She grew to love Lisette like a sister and Vasya like a father. She and Gennadi sparred and laughed, and she never once dreamed of hurting him. She regarded Grisha with fear rather than lust. And when the Shadow emerged in that world―because, better world or not, such maliciousness could not be contained forever―she fought alongside her family and won.
She had no true eyes anymore and no true lungs, but Ilari gasped in a hollow breath, phantom tears sliding down transparent cheeks.
*~*~*
So many gathered here today, the Shadow thought. It was time to feast.
The first caught were the guards keeping watch over the entrance to the Silence. They screamed and screamed. The Shadow smiled, reveling in the sound.
It had been far too long.
*~*~*
"What if it's walled up?" Lisette asked.
"I doubt Ilari would have bothered ," Emeline said. "Why would she? Now that she has what she wants, she probably hasn't given another moment's thought to the Silence. At most, there may be extra guards."
"We can fight through them," Vasya said. The three of them had discussed every hidden passage into the castle that Emeline knew about, and they had settled on the one entering the Silence because it was closest to the dungeon. If all went well, they would rescue Gennadi and then make their way to Village-by-the-Sea. If Queen Damayanti didn't want to commit to a full war against Winterbourne, Emeline was sure she would at least be willing to offer them sanctuary.
"Are you sure you want to come with us?" Vasya asked Emeline. "We don't...we don't know what we'll find. If the worst has happened, then you don't need to see."
"Neither do the two of you," Emeline said. "I'm not staying here." Even as she said the words, she wondered if it was the right decision. She was the one, after all, who'd suggested they wait at the outskirts of this village to see if  Jyotsana would visit her former seamstress today. Sati had moved from Village-by-the-Sea to Winterbourne six years ago, and one of the first things Jyotsana had asked upon her arrival to the castle was which village Sati lived in now. The two of them had once been close friends, and she traveled to see her at least twice a week. Emeline had assumed that the frequency of her visitations might go up with Ilari holding the throne, but so far there had been no sign.
Then, just as she was about to suggest that they go to the tunnel entrance and take their chances, they saw a familiar carriage come into sight, drawn by four of the castle's armorharts.
The driver's eyes widened at the sight of them as they hurried up to the carriage, but he made no move to confront them. Jyotsana opened the carriage doors, motioning for the guard sitting across from her to keep his seat. "It's all right, Jai. It's Emeline."
The guard nodded and climbed out of the carriage, holding out his hand. Emeline pressed her palm to it in greeting, and then he moved away from the carriage, letting the three of them climb in.
As soon as they were all inside, Jyotsana leaned forward and pulled Emeline into a hug. "You're all right! Oh, I've been so worried." Then she fully looked at Vasya and Lisette, and her mouth dropped open. "You...but I thought–"
"I did, too," Lisette said. "Jyotsana, we need to get back into the castle. Will the guards check this carriage upon your return?"
"I'm afraid so."
"All right. Is there any way you can get down to the Silence? Unbar the door if it's been blocked or distract the guards somehow?"
"I will do what I can."
"Thank you," Emeline said. "Have you...have you heard anything about Gennadi? Is he–"
"He lives," Jyotsana said, tears filling her eyes. "I have gone to him when I'm able, tried to bring him food and drink. I...it was  unwise of us, but after I spoke to Alexei about your time in my home, he and I made a request to Ilari, asked her to spare Gennadi’s life. She...she replied by saying she would end his suffering. He is to be put to death immediately after our wedding ceremony.
“Oh, Emeline, I lied to you before, when you asked if I was happy," she sobbed. "I want to go home. Everyone is so cold here. I miss my family, I miss the sea. I do love Alexei, but I am not sure it's worth this. Ilari wants to speak to me of Asho―of Grisha constantly, and other loyalists shun me because I will not change my name. Since Ilari became queen, I've been so scared, I..." She gulped in a breath and tried to calm down. "I am sorry. I know these problems are paltry compared to what Gennadi is facing. But there may be few guards in the dungeon today; most will be outside the doors of the loyalists' meeting. I'll clear the way for you."
"Thank you so much, Jyotsana. If we can...after we get him out," Emeline said, "we plan on journeying to Village-by-the-Sea. Will you and your husband join us?"
Jyotsana beamed at her, relief shining in her eyes. "Of course."
Then Lisette opened the carriage door and the three of them piled out. "Kolya," Jyotsana called to the driver. "Back to the castle, please, as quickly as the armorharts can go."
*~*~*
Lady Yelena listened to the other loyalists shout at each other and wondered if it might be a better idea to have a cask of wine brought up and then drink the entire thing herself. It might at least do away with this damnable headache.
Young Ilari was far too immature and, well, horrifying to rule. In these past days, she had shown signs of surpassing even Thibault's cruelty. The guards reported that she'd ordered them to drain the protesters they'd arrested of their very blood.
She could not remain on the throne.
Beside her, Andriy took her hand and gave her a reassuring smile. She smiled back, and then looked over to her daughter Olya as she spoke.
"The truth of the matter is that we have never seen this situation before! The Goddesses have chosen no one for us, presumably so they can see how we go about deciding the matter ourselves. Is shouting and carrying on like children making them proud?"
"And what do you suggest we do, then?"
Before her daughter could answer, someone outside the room cried out, an agonized sound. Many of the loyalists shrank down into their seats, while several others jumped up, facing the doorway as they drew their blades.
Yelena pushed her children back when they started to stand, hissing at them to stay down.
Then the heavy doors flew open, letting in something that never should have been able to exist. It resembled Ilari, but the way it moved was wrong, and its eyes leaked blood. The entire room fell into a horrified silence.
Then the thing inhabiting the former queen darted forward, nails ripping open the throat of the closest loyalist, and the silence and temporary paralysis in the room shattered.
"What is it?" Olya gasped. "Mother, what―"
"I don't know," she said, tearing her gaze away from the thing as it cut a loyalist in half. "Come on!"
She fled with her children, leading them to a small door at the far end of the room. She wasn't sure where it led; few even paid attention to it. She had discovered it during a wedding celebration years ago when Olya had gotten bored and started exploring. She had made it about three room-lengths down the darkened tunnels before becoming frightened and crying out for help.
Given that the only other exit was currently blocked by that creature, Yelena could only hope that this led to safety.
Her children weren't the only ones who followed her; several other loyalists piled in after her, the last one shutting the small door and drowning out the echoing screams coming from behind them.
Hunched over, Yelena moved as quickly as she could, her hands in front of her to feel for walls or curves in the tunnel. Finally, her hands hit an obstruction and she felt around, grasping a handle. She shoved the door open and found that the tunnel ended in a bottlery.
"Come," she said.  "We'll get upstairs, go to―"
The rest of her words cut off with a strangled curse when she heard a shout of fright coming from above them. She looked up the curving stairs and heard soft footsteps approaching and high, inhuman laughter.
"Run!" she whispered, pushing her children ahead of her and pointing them down the hallway to the dungeons. Most of the doors there had thick, sturdy locks; all the better to commit horrific crimes in privacy. While before she had bemoaned the practice, now she could only hope that those locks would provide a significant barrier to the oncoming creature. She ran down the hall after them, stopping when it divided into two branches.
Here. If the thing came toward the dungeons instead of going to the courtyards, then she would be waiting. She would lead it away from Olya and Andriy.
"Go!" she ordered. "Hide and whatever you do, don't make a sound."
Olya shook her head. "That thing'll kill you! You can't―"
"This isn't a debate," Yelena said. She tugged her children close, tears coming to her eyes as she gave them each a kiss on the forehead. She'd always done that at bedtime when they'd been small, singing lullabies and telling stories until their eyes finally closed. Olya never wanted to go to bed because she was certain something exciting was going on that she was missing, and Andriy was unable to go to sleep because he still suffered nightmares from what he'd gone through in his old home.
Her daughter opened her mouth, started to say something, and then just grabbed her brother's hand and ran after the loyalists.
It would be all right, Yelena told herself, trying to ignore how her whole body was shaking. The creature would turn the other way; it wouldn't find her. And then she would go to her children, seeing them safely out of the death trap this castle had become.
And then she would come back. The dungeons here were never empty; people needed help. She would make certain that they didn't remain here, chained up and at the mercy of whatever had been released into their midst today.
*~*~*
The bricks blocking the passageway slowly slid out of the way, and the three of them tensed, half-expecting to be confronted by guards regardless of the effort Jyotsana would have made.
Instead, the light coming from the open doorway revealed an empty room. An odd, pungent scent hit Emeline's nostrils, and she looked to the full tub in the corner. "Is…is that..."
"Blood," Vasya confirmed. "Watch your step." A mirror had been broken here, and the shards littered the floor.
Then someone outside screamed. Vasya and Lisette stepped forward, while Emeline instinctively took a step back toward the tunnel.
"What's happening?" Emeline whispered.
"I don't know," Vasya said. The scream ended on a pained sob, and he headed out to the hallway, Lisette at his side. The bodies of three guards lay in the hall, torn to pieces.
Emeline covered her mouth with her hands. "Ohh no." She turned away from the bodies, could still smell them, and that would have made her sick had she not been struck by a sudden realization. "Jyotsana."
"What?" Lisette asked, wincing as she slowly made her way around the fallen guards.
"She's here because we asked her to come back. Otherwise she'd be in the village. I have to find her. You two get Gennadi and then get back to the tunnel. I'll meet you here. Besides, she said there's a loyalists meeting today. If they don't know what...if whoever's done this hasn't reached the Great Hall yet, they have to be warned."
Lisette nodded and pulled Emeline into a quick hug. "Be careful."
"I will," she said, moving briefly into Vasya's arms before she ran for the stairs.
*~*~*
When Yelena heard footsteps, she tightly closed her eyes. The footsteps were slow, measured, not the panicked running of moments before. Someone hunting along with that strange beast? 
Opening her eyes again, she clenched her fists. They would cause little to no damage to the thing she'd seen in the throne room, but if it had a human companion, perhaps she could injure them before she was struck down.
Then two figures rounded the corner, and she gasped in recognition. She ran forward, throwing her arms around the former king's daughter. "I saw you struck down!" she exclaimed. "How did―"
"He saved me," Lisette replied simply, and Yelena saw the look the two of them gave each other then, saw the way their hands were clasped tightly together, and she smiled.
"I am so glad to see you safe. Both of you. My children and some of the loyalists are hiding in one of the dungeon rooms. Could you please check on them?"
"You should hide as well," Vasya said.
"No. If I can buy them a few more moments, then I will." She looked up at Vasya, searching his face, and for the first time in many years, he actually met her eyes. "Once I valued my own life above anything else. I don't any longer."
He took her hand and held it for a moment before stepping away from her and moving toward the dungeon doors. "Be safe."
"You as well," she said, and as the two of them walked out of sight, she leaned against the wall and quietly began to cry.
*~*~*
Emeline ran through the Great Hall, holding back the urge to shout Vasya and Lisette's names. She had to get them out.
She had expected disbelief from the loyalists. Possibly even an argument.
She had not expected carnage. The table was laid out, bodies strewn on top of it, and the enormous chandelier was spattered with blood.
She started to run through the doorway, stumbling to a halt when her daughter stepped out in front of her.
"Ilari?" she gasped. Something was wrong with her eyes, with the way she held herself.
Then she smiled, a mouth full of needles, and Emeline backed away, holding her small blade in front of her like a shield. It seemed insignificant now.
"What happened?" she whispered, unable to stop the words even though she doubted she would get a coherent answer out of...whatever this was. The creature inside her little girl just chuckled as it advanced.
Can't outrun it, Emeline thought. Can't defeat it in a fight, not when it could do this to so many people.
Desperate, she dropped the knife and grabbed the Dwarves' bracelet out of her dress pocket instead. As her daughter lunged for her, she locked the talisman around Ilari's wrist.
The needles in her mouth turned outward, clawing Ilari's face apart, and something dark and shapeless poured out of her nose and mouth, pushing her eyes out of their sockets in its rush to escape. Ilari's body slumped to the floor, blood coating her face, and the thing that had been in her flowed up the wall and to the window, disappearing in the sunlight.
*~*~*
Vasya gave a decapitated body a wide berth as they made their way down the hall.
They'd heard terrified crying from some of the rooms, but here in the halls all they'd found were corpses, and one lone survivor with a missing eye babbling about "the dark thing".
Lisette walked beside Vasya, clutching the book that had brought her life tightly against her chest. "Ohhh," she muttered, pressing a hand over her mouth. She was fairly sure those were entrails draped from the candleholders on the walls.
 
Guards. From the scraps of clothing she'd seen, the murdered ones had been guards. It made sense, in a horrifying way. Someone who wanted to take over and didn't care how it was done would kill anyone who stood in their way.
But Gennadi hadn't been there to fight, she thought. She hoped. If Ilari hadn't ordered him to the dungeons, then he would have gone against the invader.
 
Vasya stepped into the first dungeon room, finding it empty.
 
In the second room, they found seven loyalists, cowering behind one of the experiment tables.
"Are you all right?" Lisette asked. "Which of you are Lady Yelena's children?"
"We are," a girl said, bounding to her feet and helping a boy to his. "Is she all right?"
"She was safe when last we saw her."
"Good. That...that's good," she said, smoothing her skirt. "Are you searching for other survivors? Do you require our help?"
Lisette shook her head. "You've been safe here so far," she told them. "It would be best to stay."
"Are you staying as well?" the boy asked.
Vasya shook his head. "We have to find Gennadi."
"Gennadi? Then I will most certainly help you. He came to my aid once, and―"
"You would be Andriy, then," Vasya said. "I can say with certainty that Gennadi would rather you remain safe than lose your life while trying to pay back a favor. Stay here."
Andriy frowned but nodded, and Lisette quietly shut the door.
In the third room, they found him.
He hung from manacles on the wall, dried blood marking a multitude of cuts. His chin was touching his chest. There was a full pitcher of water on the table in front of him, a full glass, but Lisette didn't understand why until Vasya tilted Gennadi’s head up and slapped him lightly. His lips were cracked and bleeding. Another form of torture, then.
 
Lisette set the massive book down on the table and picked up the glass instead, trying to tilt some of the liquid into Gennadi’s mouth. For a moment he didn't respond, and then he coughed, straining against the manacles for a few seconds before lucidity came back into his eyes and he looked at them.
 
"What…what are you...?"
"Emeline sent us," Lisette said. She carefully gave him another drink as Vasya scoured the room for a key.         
"She...she's safe?" he rasped. "Ilari told me…she said that the hunters she sent out―"
"Shhh. Just drink."
His main question answered, he did so, and then Vasya was there as well, holding a ring of keys and trying one after another. Finally, the lock came undone, and both of them moved forward to keep him from dropping to the floor.
 
"Who did this?" Lisette asked. "I killed Grisha; I―"
 
"Ilari. Couple of the guards... helped when they got bored."
 
"I'm so sorry," she whispered, picking up the book. "Can you walk at all? If we help you? Something terrible is roaming this castle and we have to get out."
 
He nodded, struggling to his feet and leaning against her heavily. Then he reached out, grabbing a bloody, hook-shaped knife from the table. "I'm all right."
 
Vasya went ahead of them, and they made their way up the stairs, Lisette keeping one arm tight around Gennadi's waist.
 
They started away from the stairs, and then Vasya froze. "That room," he said, voice barely above a whisper, tilting his head briefly to the right, to a small room across from the head of the stairs. "Go. Hide. If there's a passage out through there, take it."
 
She half-walked with Gennadi and half-pulled him, realizing once they were inside that the room was a dungeon guard's quarters, bare save for a lantern and a small cot. There was no window.
 
Lisette closed the door, started to go to the lantern, and then an inhuman scream had her covering her ears and almost crying out from the sheer wrongness of it. Then the door itself was ripped into pieces, letting in light from the hallway and a view of something Lisette hadn't believed in since childhood.
It was the thing under her bed, the monster in the forest, the demon creeping up behind her on a dark road at night. And it smiled.
 
She shrank back, and behind her she could hear Gennadi scrambling for cover that wasn't there, and then Vasya swung his sword and embedded it deep in the nightmare's side.
 
The dark, shifting thing yowled and turned on him, knocking him into the wall, and Lisette opened the book, forcing herself to look away.
She recognized what it was, what it had to be. A Shadow.
Shadow. Page 632. "Come on, come on," she whispered.
 
"Vasya?" Gennadi muttered, sounding dazed. "Is he...what is he fighting? Lisette? What's happening? He's...he's not winning.”
She looked up and saw that it was true; the Shadow was toying with him, nothing more. No matter how hard he fought, it just seemed to regenerate itself, seemed to―
Then Vasya swung at it and hit it in the neck, lopping off its head. Another scream came from the body as the head rolled across the floor, and Lisette covered her ears, watching as the thing faded down into a black tarry puddle, dripping into the cracks in the stone.
 
Vasya leaned against his sword, breathing heavily.
 
"No," Lisette said, looking to her book again. "It can only be sent to the Nothing by the one who created it."
 
"Don't care where I sent it, long as it's gone."
 
"It's not! Here, it says a Shadow can only be dismissed with the use of its name; Vasya―"
 
He raised his sword again, but the thing materialized behind him and he wasn't able to dodge in time. It grabbed hold of him and spun, pitching him down the stairs. Lisette screamed.
 
"Oh, no need to remind me you're there," it hissed. "I'll get to you soon enough. Give me a moment, pretty thing. It's been so long since I last got to skin anyone..."
 
It floated down the stairs, and Lisette shoved the book at Gennadi. "It was created by a princess of Abaya named Eshanti. Read!"
 
"Lisette, no―"


She snatched up the curved knife he'd taken from the torture chamber and ran for the stairs, taking only two or three of them before she leapt, because it was crouched in front of Vasya now and she wouldn't let it get any closer than that. She landed on the thing's back, driving the blade into one eye and then the other, slashing and cutting at its face.
 
"Impatient, are you?" it asked, through a mouth that had just had a blade stabbed through it only a few seconds ago. "Very well."
 
Survival instinct kicked in then, telling her to let go, to get away, just run, but it was too late. The thing reached completely around itself in a way no arms should've been able to twist, and it grasped her own arms and pulled Lisette completely through its form, dissipating into smoke for just an instant save for its grip on her, talons puncturing her skin in small fiery dots.
She saw motion out of the corner of her eye but couldn't spare any time to try and look closer because the Shadow was holding her high, laughing, and she knew her time was at an end and there would be no enchanted coffin to save her. Vasya was awake now, motions sluggish but he was moving, trying to get to his sword.
 
"T'zugotha!"


The Shadow hissed, gripping her tighter as it looked toward the top of the stairs. Gennadi was standing beside the empty doorway, looking like he was using every last ounce of his strength to hold up the book. Andriy stood next to him, helping to steady both him and the tome. It was Andriy's voice she had heard, calling out the creature's name.
 
It snarled and let go of her. She fell to the floor and Vasya reached out, gathering her close, both of them watching as the Shadow slithered back up the stairs. It didn't move nearly so fast now, and Lisette prayed that the sound of its name had weakened it enough to let the young loyalist finish.
 
"T'zugotha, in your name and in the name of your creator, Eshanti of Abaya, I command you to stop! You are barred from this world and from all those which touch it! Until my grandchildren's children grow old and die, I banish you from this realm!"
 
There was nothing theatrical or frightening about the scream this time, just a cry of pain, and then the Shadow vanished in a flash of heat and soot, leaving a dark stain on the stones all around it.
 
Gennadi sagged against the wall, dropping the book. "Thanks, boy," he said, giving Andriy a clumsy pat on the head, casting a grin Lisette's way. "Someone didn't give me time to tell her that I don't know how to read."
"Boy?" Andriy replied. "Do you not recognize me at all?"
"You do seem familiar," Gennadi said. "Have to forgive me, I feel quite close to passing out, really." Then he blinked, peered closely at him. "Andriy? Is that...?"
"Yes," Andriy said, and Gennadi let out a whoop of laughter and hugged him.
Lisette grinned and turned to Vasya, but he simply pulled his hand out of hers and slowly made his way up the stairs, not looking back.
"I'll go see to my mother and the other loyalists," Andriy said. "I'm sure they're worried. I am sorry for following, but I thought you might need help."
"You did the right thing," Lisette said. "Though that won't save you from getting lectured once Gennadi's thinking clearly again."
He smiled and hurried off, and Lisette crouched next to Gennadi. "You all right?"
"Never better. Where's Emeline?"
"The Great Hall," Lisette said, helping him back to his feet. Vasya led them upstairs, saying nothing.
When they reached the floor the Great Hall was on, a loud wail had them all glancing at each other in recognition; they knew that voice. Vasya ran forward, and Lisette started to run as well but stayed back with Gennadi, helping him, until he took her arm and pushed her away.
"Go," he said. "I'll get there."
She gave him a worried look as he leaned against the wall for balance, and then she ran ahead, barreling through the ornate double doors that led to the Great Hall.
The smell alone was almost enough to knock her off her feet. Blood and bile and some intangible rot, the smell of that thing...
Then she saw Emeline. She was on her hands and knees next to the torn body of Ilari, sobbing. Vasya was next to her, trying to get her to look at him, and when that didn't work, he simply picked her up, carrying her away from the sight of the death.
Gennadi stumbled forward, slipping and falling as he tried to get to her faster, and then Vasya knelt down with Emeline still in his arms, and Lisette sank down beside them, too, the three of them all trying to hold her at once, to touch her, to ground her again.
Eventually, her desperate keening quieted, and her hands stopped pressing against the floor and reached out to them instead.
"I'm sorry," Lisette said. "Oh, Emeline, I'm so sorry."
"She just...right in front of me," Emeline whispered. "It tore her apart."
"It'll be okay," Gennadi said. "We're here."
She looked up at him, rubbing tears out of her eyes, and then her gaze focused enough to truly see his injuries. "Gennadi..."
"I'm fine. Just a few cuts and bruises, that's all. What happened to you?" he asked. "I searched."
"It was a spirit, a rusalka," Emeline said. "She didn't hurt me; she just needed a favor. I was―" She was cut off with a squeak when Gennadi tightened his hold enough to steal her breath.
"I thought you were gone."
"No, no. It's all right. I'm all right." She cleared her throat, wiggling for more room, and the other three retreated slightly. "We should...there are things that need to be done."
Lisette nodded. "We need to search the castle. Find survivors, tell them what happened. Let them know it's safe now."
"Alain," Gennadi said. "Need to get him to the main courtyard. If he made it. Lot of wounded to tend to."
"Including you," Lisette said. "Once we find the doctor, you're staying with him."
"No arguments," Gennadi said, and Vasya helped him to his feet. Then he started down the hall ahead of them without a word.
"Is he...?" Emeline began. "What happened?"
"I'm not sure, but I'm going to get it straightened out," Lisette said. "Are you two all right?"
Emeline nodded, letting Gennadi lean against her for balance. "We'll search the doctor's rooms."
"And we'll meet you there," Lisette said before running ahead to catch up with Vasya. As soon as she was beside him, she took hold of his hand and opened the nearest doorway. It was a supply closet, nothing with an excess of room, but right now that didn't matter. Was for the best, in fact. Less room and fewer distractions meant that he might actually look at her.
What had he been expecting? Lisette wondered. He couldn't have thought she would just hide in that glorified closet, not when―
He slammed the door behind them, fury radiating off of him, and she wondered if maybe it wouldn't have been best to delay this, give them both time to calm down.
"Did I or did I not tell you to hide?"
Lisette almost shrank back. She'd only seen him this angry once before, the night of Roz's deathfight, but that had been anger turned inward. This was most certainly turned outward.
Then she remembered exactly why he was angry and felt her own temper flare. "Oh, and you have every right to order me about?"
"In that situation, yes! You train for a year and think that means you can handle―"
"None of your fighting experience was enough for that thing!" she yelled back. "If that'd been a person, then yes, I would've stayed back, but it was―"
"All the more reason to―"
"What was I supposed to do?"
"You were supposed to run!"
"And use you as a distraction? No!" He gritted his teeth, too angry to even speak, and she pushed on. "Do you really think I would've cowered and just watched you die? I'm glad I didn't listen to you! I'm glad I didn't hide, and if I had the chance, I'd do it again! I―"
She started to continue on and then paused, remembering him as he'd been earlier that same day, lying on the stone, unable to reach his sword or win the fight even had he been able to reach it. And now he was here, they both were, and what was anger in the face of that?
"I had to help," she said, a small smile creeping onto her face. "You think I wanted to drag you all the way through Vedrana's Forest back to that coffin?"
He kept glaring at her for a few seconds longer, and then he closed the short distance between them and hugged her tightly. "I thought―"
"I know. When it threw you..."
"It's all right."
Only it wasn't, not yet, because her hands were still shaking, and his voice was hoarse and she wanted―needed―to be closer than this and she stood up on her tiptoes to kiss him.
He kissed her back, grabbing her arms in the same place that the Shadow had grabbed her. She let out a quick hiss of pain.
He immediately let go, stepping back when he saw fresh pinpricks of blood seeping through her sleeves.
She shook her head and moved close to him again, resting her palm on the side of his face. "I'm not glass," she said, but even as she said the words, she remembered how recently he had seen her shattered. Unwilling to let that thought be the one he clung to, she took his hands and moved them to her arms again, and this time when she kissed him, he didn't move away.
*~*~*
"What do you mean, the loyalists were gathered here?"
"They weren't happy with Ilari's rule, and they were trying to decide what to―" Then Emeline realized. Gennadi's mother and brother were the servants of Loyalists Emeric and Orianne; they might well have been in the castle when…
"Come on," she said. "Let's get back to the inner ward."
Gennadi ran, making it down a quarter of one hallway before Emeline had to help steady him. "We'll get there," she assured him. "We'll get there, and they'll be safe. All right? Believe that."
He nodded, though the fright and worry didn't leave his face.
After what seemed an eternity, they reached the door to the inner ward, which had been propped open. Alain was entering just ahead of them, carrying a fresh supply of bandages. They'd found him safe; he'd hidden under a cot in his office. She, Vasya, Lisette, and Gennadi had helped him ferry supplies to the inner ward, and then they'd gone out in search of survivors. Though they'd all tried to convince Gennadi to stay in the inner ward, he'd insisted on aiding in the search.
"Mistress," Alain said, bowing. "Quite wonderful to see you again."
"Thank you. Tell me, have Loyalists Emeric and Orianne been found?"
"My mother and brother may have been with them," Gennadi said.
"Loyalist Emeric was killed trying to fight the creature," the doctor said. "His wife was unfortunate enough to witness it. I do not know of any servants, but Loyalist Orianne is over there."
Gennadi stumbled off in the direction the doctor had pointed, and Emeline hurried to help him. Orianne was sitting in the dust, staring off at nothing. She was alone.
"Loyalist Orianne," Gennadi said, stopping in front of her. "What news of Donatien and my mother?"
She looked up at him, blood streaking her face, and gave him a tired smile. "They are safe, huntsman. They remained at our home today."
"Thank the Goddesses," he whispered. "Emeline?"
"I don't suppose there's any way I can convince you to stay here and rest?"
"No."
He started back toward the door, and Emeline knelt down, taking Loyalist Orianne's hand. "I am sorry to hear about your husband. What of your boy?"
"We...we sent him in a different direction. Emeric and I went one way, and Gustave went another. They have yet to find him."
"What of Alexei's bride? Jyotsana?" Not only was she concerned for the girl she had promised to protect, but if Jyotsana had been felled by the creature, her mother might well declare war.
"They live," Orianne said, nodding toward the door. Emeline glanced over to see Jyotsana curled into herself, sobbing, as Alexei hugged her to him. Rachna lay beside them both, the lower half of her right arm missing. Her eyes were closed, and from this distance Emeline couldn't tell if she was breathing.
Then Orianne's eyes focused on a point over her shoulder, and she shoved herself to her feet and ran past Emeline, nearly tripping over three prone people in her haste to get to the door.
Gustave was there, leaning against two guards, his right leg broken and twisted. Orianne stopped in front of him, crying, gingerly putting her arms around his shoulders. "Oh, darling," she said. "What happened? I thought we had lured it away from you."
"You did," he said, glancing away, his face turning red. "I started to run down a flight of stairs, and I tripped."
*~*~*
Gennadi couldn't catch his breath by the time he and Emeline finally reached Emeric and Orianne's house. He leaned against one of the entryway columns, gasping, as Emeline knocked on the door.
He should have listened to the others, should have taken the rest of the day to recover and gone to see his family tomorrow, or asked a messenger to send word to them, tell them to come to the castle.
But the idea of staying still had hurt worse than any injuries Grisha and Ilari had inflicted; he had needed to move, needed to see them right away, to make sure that Loyalist Orianne had spoken the truth and that they were safe.
Donatien opened the door―Goddesses, he was so tall now―and Gennadi stepped forward, enveloping him in a hug. "You're all right."
"Of course I am," Donatien said. "But you...what happened to you? Mother!" he called.
"I'm fine," Gennadi said. "Really. I'm fine now." 
Ambre hurried into the doorway then, her mouth falling open at the sight of him. "Oh, my poor boy," she whispered. "Come here."
He took two quick steps and then he was in her arms. She murmured soothingly, peering up at him a moment later. "What happened?" she asked. "And here, come in, both of you." She glanced over at Emeline as she said that, and only then seemed to realize who she was. She quickly began to bow.
Emeline shook her head and stepped forward, putting a hand on her shoulder to stop her. "Don't," she said. "You don't ever need to bow to me."
"But you're―"
"My words still stand."
Gennadi took Emeline’s hand then, and Ambre stared at their entwined fingers for a few seconds, a questioning look on her face, and then she smiled. "Come sit down," she said, motioning them to a well-cushioned couch. "Donatien, do get your brother a drink? And would you like something?" she asked Emeline.
"No, thank you."
"Just for Gennadi, then." She twisted her hands together nervously as she regarded her son's wounds, and then she sighed. "All right. Tell me everything."




Chapter Twenty

"What of my mother?" Emeline asked.
"I cannot truthfully say that the thought of imprisoning her isn't a pleasant one," Lisette said, "but I―I have prayed to Nobaris for years now, asking her to not let my impulses, my heart, forever rule my mind. And right now, my mind tells me that Sidonie has lost a grandchild. No punishment given would even be felt in comparison to that pain." Emeline nodded, tears in her eyes, and Lisette took her hands. "She will never hold a position of power here again, but she will be cared for."
"That...that would be best, yes," Emeline said. She wiped at her eyes. "Well. I think for our first change, we'll give everyone a seat at the table for meals. Like they did in Village-by-the-Sea, remember?" she asked Gennadi. "None of this nonsense with the servants having to wait until all of the royals and higher-ups and fighters have had a chance to eat."
Remembering the many nights she'd gone hungry, Lisette nodded. "A wonderful idea."
They reached the throne room, and as Emeline walked to where the crown rested on the tallest throne, Lisette started to bow to her, as did Vasya.
From the way Emeline flinched back, Lisette thought, one would've thought they'd flung a bucket of cold water on her.
"No, no," Emeline said, now holding the crown away as if it might come to life and bite her. "This was never for me, for so many reasons. I don't wish to take it now. I'm not sure I could do it justice and besides," she smiled at Lisette, "there's someone here who would make a far finer ruler."
Lisette stared at her, unsure of what to say. In all the history books she'd read, crowns were something to steal or covet or reluctantly share, not something to be freely given away. "Emeline―"
"Truly, the position I would most like to have is headmistress of the servants," Emeline said. "I would know that they have someone who cares for their well-being, for once. But you are a king's daughter," she said. "And you've acted nobly for years, working to defend your kingdom while in a position where no one would've expected it of you."
 
Lisette looked to the others, waiting for them to nod their approval before she slowly reached out and took the crown. She couldn't say that this thought had never occurred to her, that she hadn't wished for it. But still... "Do you think the people will..."
"Are you planning to take them from their homes when they disagree with you and sentence them to deathfights?" Gennadi asked.
 
"Of course not."


"Then you're already a marked improvement."
"And you would be an improvement as well," she said. "Every one of you would." She stared at the wall, as if enough focus would make shapes, answers, appear in the sunlit stone.
 
This was foolish, she thought. In the very recent past, she'd faced down a Shadow. She should not be so nervous about a question.
 
"What's troubling you?" Vasya asked.
 
"Nothing."


"Lisette."


"It's fine," she said. "A small dilemma, nothing more." Then she smiled, and carefully placed the crown on top of her dark hair. It was slightly oversized, sliding down enough to push her bangs fully into her face, and she laughed, nudging the crown back up and holding it in place. She slanted a look at Vasya, still grinning. "I believe you were ready to bow?"
 
He did so, not taking his eyes from hers. And there it was, that half-smile that softened his entire face and made her want to throw her arms around him, as Gennadi laughed and whispered something to Emeline that made her blush, and different words were out before she could think them over.
"Marry me. All of you."
 
She froze, calling herself at least twenty different kinds of fool, and then she realized they were staring at her and she covered her face with her hands. "Oh, Goddesses," she grumbled. "That was the world's most stunning proposal, wasn't it? And it wasn't even a question! Pretend I didn't say that, give me a few days, and I'll come up with something much better."
She felt arms slide around her waist. Vasya; he was the only one of them who could rest his chin on the top of her head. She smiled, resting her hands over his.
Then Lisette heard an unmistakable sound and quickly looked up to see Gennadi leaning against the wall, shaking with laughter.
 
"I see how you are. I propose to you, and you laugh. I'm indescribably offended."
 
"I can see that," he said, still grinning as he walked closer.
 
"So, can I interpret your hysterical laughter as a yes?"
"You certainly can," he said, and as soon as he got within reach, she took his face in her hands and kissed him―very gently, in deference to the still-healing cuts on his mouth. Then she turned  to look at Emeline, who was still several feet away, her expression uncertain.
"Emeline?" Lisette asked. "I realize your first marriage was far from blessed, not to mention your time with Nazar, and if you don't want to risk such a thing again, I understand, but―"
"It is my dearest wish," she whispered, "to be with you all. For so long it's been nothing more than an idle daydream." She walked to them and opened her arms, trying to hug all of them at once. "It would be an honor to marry you."
*~*~*
Vasya stared at the stars, Emeline leaning against his side. They'd dragged beds out here to a courtyard and pressed them together; Gennadi had suggested it, as he hadn't much like the idea of sleeping in a fully enclosed area. He was asleep now, though the way he tossed and turned suggested it wasn't a  restful slumber. And Lisette hadn't been able to get to sleep at all; after fidgeting restlessly, she had excused herself, saying that she would be back later.
"Vasya?"
"Yes?"
She edged away , her gaze on Gennadi. "Do you think it forgivable to mourn her? My daughter?"
"Of course."
"She would have killed Gennadi. She did kill thirteen protesters and Nazar."
"And she was still your child."
"I should have saved her," Emeline said. "Long before her heart grew cold. I had so many chances."
"The king would never have allowed it. You know this."
"I will make an agreement with you," she said. "I will let go of my guilt for this when you  let go of the guilt for your deathfights."
He smiled faintly. "Fair enough."
"Does it at least fade?" she asked. "In time?"
"My sister's boy would be an adult today," he said. "I could not save him, I know that now. But had I...had I found it within myself to strike, I could have made it quick. Could have spared him Grisha's tortures."
"What was his name?"
"Remy," he said quietly. "It doesn't ever go away. But it will become manageable, most of the time."
She leaned against him again, as Lisette came back into the courtyard and sat down behind Emeline. She had braided her own hair for the night and now began to braid Emeline's as well.
*~*~*
When Gennadi opened his eyes, it was to see the two faces he'd grown to hate most in the world, smiling at him.
"There you are," Ilari said, before giving Grisha a sly glance. "I think we may have been a bit too hard on him the last time; it took him forever to wake up."
Grisha chuckled. "And he looks so surprised! Tell me, huntsman, where were you expecting to be?"
"You...you're dead," Gennadi stammered, struggling to free himself. This wasn't true; it couldn't be. He'd been rescued from here. His wrists weren't bound any longer, the cuts and bruises on his body had almost healed. And Emeline was alive, was safe, and was with him. Vasya and Lisette as well. "Both of you. You're―"
Ilari raised her eyebrows at him and then laughed. "That must have been some dream."
"Indeed," Grisha said, reaching back to take hold of a fireplace poker, lifting the pointed end out of the flames it had been resting in. "Do me a favor, darling, and hold his eye open."
"Of course." She fisted a hand in his hair and shoved his head back, using the thumb and forefinger on her other hand to force his left eye open wide. Grisha stepped forward, the poker held out in front of him, and though Gennadi's eyes were watering too much to let him see, he could feel the heat growing closer and closer to his face.
He woke up screaming.
An instant later, hands were on his shoulders, questions were murmured, and he swung at the source of the voice before he realized it was Vasya speaking to him, trying to pull him closer.
Gennadi scrambled off the bed, tumbling to the ground, his arms outstretched to keep the other man at a distance. He moved around the courtyard,  snarling whenever he happened to brush against a wall, his heart hammering and his mind flooding him with panic.
Tilting his head back, he looked at the stars, trying to reassure himself with the sight. He had never been able to see the sky from Grisha's dungeon. This wasn't a dream.
Vasya, Lisette, and Emeline were here, watching him worriedly.
"It's all right," he rasped. "I'm all right."
"Come on," Emeline said quietly . "Let's take a walk. Okay?"
Gennadi swallowed hard and finally managed to nod.
By the time they all reached the former throne room, he had relaxed enough to be able to hold Emeline's hand. The thrones had been relocated to the dining hall, combining those two rooms so that this one could be turned into a library.
So far it only had three shelves of books instead of the full walls upon walls that Lisette wanted, but Andriy was there nonetheless, poring over the thick tome that had brought forth a demon creature, banished a Shadow, and spared the life of one of their soon-to-be queens.
Gennadi took several deep breaths, closing his eyes as the remnants of the nightmare finally began to fade.
"You all right?" Vasya asked softly.
"I'd be better if I had about a gallon of fire brandy."
He nodded as Lisette turned her attention to Andriy. "Should I worry that you're taking so much interest in that?" she asked.
As Andriy laughed, Gennadi let a grateful smile show on his face for just an instant. Lisette had asked him three nights ago if he wanted to speak with the doctor about these nightmares, but she had agreed to give him some time and see if they faded on their own. It was asking a lot of Lisette, he knew―she was worried, perhaps rightfully―but rather than stay silent and let Andriy see that something was plainly wrong, she was providing a distraction.
Gennadi gave her a nod as a silent thank you and then sat down next to Andriy, giving the boy an easygoing smile. "So what have you found?" he asked.
"You simply must learn how to read!" Andriy replied. "There are so many fascinating things in here! The banishment spells alone are... Do you know, with this book, someday it may be perfectly safe to go into Vedrana's Forest? Surely you've heard all the stories about the places and people on the other side. We could meet them again. Trade with them!"
"They may just be stories," Vasya pointed out. "Don't get your hopes up too―" Then he shrugged. "On second thought, hope as much as you like."
"Speaking of stories," Andriy said, "so far as I can tell there's nothing in here about the Silence. It might be just a room after all."
He sounded unsure, and Emeline asked, "Do you believe that place is haunted?"
"I think if any unhappy spirits survive here, they'd be in the Silence or Grisha's 'workplace'." He gave Gennadi a quick glance. "Sorry."
"Already forgotten."
"I'm more concerned with mortal threats," he said, looking back to Emeline. "I agree that it's important to keep the Silence open, to have another way out of the castle if need be. If more people had known about that door when the Shadow..." He cleared his throat, paused for a moment. "But another way out is another way in, of course."
"I'll look around there soon," Emeline said, thinking of the dank hallway where her crown had fallen. It would be good, she thought, to see that place in the light.
"Does that book say anything about Enchantresses?" Gennadi asked.
"One of the first things I looked up," Andriy said, flipping through the pages. "This part right here..."
*~*~*
"Done!" the attendant said, coming around to face her with a smile. She still didn't look directly at Lisette, but Lisette didn't push the issue. It was going to take time for people's habits to change.
"Now. I know I'm forgetting something. Goddesses be with me, you'd think with all the weddings I've helped with that it would all come to me easily."
"Don't fret about it, Isabelle," Emeline said. "Normally you have far more help."
"True, true," she murmured. Then she clapped her hands once. "Veil! Of course. I'll only be a moment!"
She hurried past Vasya, who was standing next to the doorway, looking as close to fidgeting as Lisette had ever seen him. She grinned and moved closer.
"This may be the most uncomfortable I have ever been," he said.
"You look wonderful, though. And," Gennadi said, sidling up to them, "I can't wait to get all of those things off of you two tonight."
"Likewise," Vasya said, and at the look he gave them Lisette found herself wondering if they had time to get undressed and then re-dressed again before someone came looking for them.
Unfortunately, that answer was most certainly no.
"That's assuming either of you can get this off me," she groaned. The weighty garment was hard to get used to after so many years of wearing thin shifts and dresses. "I think Isabelle worked for hours on those laces at the back. I can understand for a wedding, yes, but yesterday it was the same ritual! I'll talk to the clothes makers and see about them designing a more practical style."
"The clothes the villagers wear are quite simple to put on and easier to move around in," Emeline said. "Perhaps something modeled after them?"
"Yes," Lisette said. "After all, we're certainly capable of dressing ourselves. And if they don't have to get up to help us, perhaps the servants can get some more sleep, or spend more time at breakfast. It's quite silly that―" 
"Here we are!" Isabelle said, and the sight of what she had in her hands made Lisette lose her voice.
She knew that veil. Time had turned the delicate white fabric slightly yellow, but it was undoubtedly the same one that framed her mother's face in the wedding portrait that hung in the Visitor’s Hall.
"Are...are you sure that I―"
"Quite sure," Isabelle said. "Oh, I remember pinning this in your mother's hair. It's a right shame that I'm the one here to see this instead of her."
"I have to ask you something," Lisette said, reaching out for Vasya and Emeline's hands. That helped to steel her for the answer she knew might well be coming. "I know that my fathers were not the most decent of men. My mother...was she a fitting match for them, in that regard?"
"No. No, not at all. I do wish you had come to me sooner," Isabelle said. "Your mother was a Baroness from Village-by-the-Sea. She was sent here to marry your fathers. In time she loved them, but that didn't stop her from disagreeing with them, and she never hesitated to voice that. She did everything she could with what she had. She was a good woman, who died far too young."
"Thank you," Lisette whispered. "I am...I am quite grateful to hear that."
"And I am glad I could give you some measure of peace. Be assured, my Queen, your mother would be quite proud."
*~*~*
Lisette drew the line at the shoes.
She winced after only a few steps in the odd-feeling things. She could barely remember the time when she'd worn them every day, and this dress she was wearing with the puffed-out sleeves and enormous skirt was already concession enough. It was beautiful, of course, and she felt quite lovely, but she also felt confined.
She respected the traditions of the kingdom...of her kingdom. But she had her limits.
One of the servants she had worked beside less than a moon's cycle ago helped Emeline and her put on their dresses. She knew that normally six or seven handservants attended a royal bride on her wedding day, but there simply weren't many handservants left. Half their number―as well as most of the loyalists―had been killed when the Shadow attacked the castle.
So many were still reeling. She had been unsure of holding a wedding and coronation in such circumstances, but Ambre helped talk her into it. In such a time, she'd pointed out, everyone could do with a distraction, a reminder that things would carry on even in the midst of grief.
After the wedding and the coronation ceremony, she, Emeline, Gennadi, and Vasya would have their first address. Her stomach clenched at the very thought. They had already announced that the wall would be moved and rebuilt outside the villages so that no one was left beside Vedrana's Forest with no protection. Such a thing had been proposed before, when Nazar had taken the throne, but given that it was costly, many of the loyalists had expressed disapproval, wanting the taxes the royals gathered to go elsewhere.
Now, after losing so many of their own rank to a supposedly mythical creature, none of them had said a word against the idea.
She had a feeling that wouldn't hold true for everything they announced today.
When everything was finally in place, she followed Isabelle out of the room, slipping out off the shoes as she went, and leaving them behind on the floor of their new quarters. Given that the dress she wore brushed against the floor, she doubted anyone would notice.
The former throne room was crowded, but not near as crowded as it should have been. So many people were missing. Roz should've been beside her for this.
"You look beautiful," Ambre said, adjusting her veil.
"Thank you," she said, smiling. There had been mourning, and there would be a time and a place for more. But that wasn't here and now.
Then Vasya came into the room, along with Emeline and Gennadi and three handservants, and as they took their places at the other corners of the room, she couldn't help but grin. Ambre smiled knowingly and moved to her side.
"We will hear the four promises," the doctor said, from his place at the center of the room. "Lisette?"
Lisette swallowed hard, wondering if she could blame a sudden swoon on the corset she was distinctly unused to wearing. She couldn't remember ever being this nervous. "There are so many things I don't know about all of you yet. But I promise that I trust you. And I know that nothing I find out would ever make me regret this."
"Vasya?" the doctor said.
"I promise I'll always do my best to be worthy of you. I'm not there yet," he said, giving them a crooked grin, "but I'll keep trying."
"I promise that I love you," Emeline said. "I...I know it's not the most elaborate promise, but it's the truth. I love you three and I always will."
"I promise that you saved me," Gennadi said. "So many times."
"The promises have been spoken," the doctor said. "You may cross to each other."
They started to the center of the room in the traditional pacing―a stately, composed walk. When she was still several paces away, Lisette whispered, "Oh, blast and damnations to this," and lifted her skirts slightly and ran. Gennadi opened his arms and lifted her off the ground, and she laughed and kissed him, giving a kiss to Vasya next as she took hold of one of Emeline's hands.
"You are now wed," the doctor told them, grinning as he glanced down, and it was only then that Lisette remembered her lack of shoes.
"I'm going to hear about this, aren't I?" she asked quietly.
"More than likely, yes," Vasya said, and then he kissed her again.
*~*~*
The first address went as such things always did, promises that they might or might not be able to keep, thanks given in advance for supporting them as the rulers of the realm. Until they got to their first edict.
 
Such things were normally for show only―decreeing that everyone would be well fed, or that more guards would be placed at the border of Vedrana's Forest for safety's sake.
But then Emeline told them that their first decree was that no more deathfights would be held.
Some of the people in the room looked curious, interested. Pleased. But a few others grumbled, and one, Loyalist Jodoc, took to his feet and spoke.
"You cannot do such a thing! It's a well-loved tradition!"
 
"Sit down," Yelena hissed.
"I will not! I am simply trying to warn her. New rulers often make mistakes, and taking away our entertainment would be―"
 
"You wish the fights to continue, then?" Vasya's voice was calm, but Lisette knew the underlying tone, and she held back a grin.
"Clearly!"
"As you wish. We will hold the first one right now." He took out two blades, kept one for his own, and slid the other across the table to the wide-eyed loyalist. "Face me."
 
"I...well…" Jodoc muttered, staring down at the knife, not touching it.
 
"Then I believe we're finished here?"
 
"Yes," Yelena said, smiling as she slid the knife back across the table. She gave the other loyalist a pat on the arm. "You can breathe now."
Lisette gave Vasya a brilliant smile. He wore the robes and a crown, but the effect wasn't precisely regal. She had a feeling that however many years they ruled, there would always be more warrior about him than king.
"Then I will move on to our second edict," Lisette said. "As to the treatment of criminals, and the replacement of Grisha."
She regarded the loyalist’s faces. She had planned her phrasing carefully, wanting to make note of who among them looked worried, and who looked gleeful. 
"There will be no replacement," she said. "Loyalist Yelena has expressed interest in watching over those who happen to need it. Those who must be locked up will be locked up. And fed, given drink. They will be kept safe." She nodded to Yelena, who got to her feet.
"Just because some folk do not know how to treat their fellow citizens with any amount of decency does not mean that we as a land have to stoop even lower." She looked to Gennadi, and then glanced down at the scar tissue that covered her own fingertips. "No one need ever fear torture here again."
Lisette raised her voice over the resulting murmurs. "If you will," she said. "After the coronation, please join us in the main courtyard. Today is for celebrating more than our crownings."
*~*~*
"We gather here," Emeline said, "to give those we've lost the ceremony they deserve. I wish to honor my daughter, Ilari." She heard grumbling from the people in the crowd―something she could not blame them for―and walked forward, setting a snowdrop, Ilari's favorite flower, into the wooden coffin. "I know what she grew up to be. But that never should have been who she was. I do remember her laughing freely," she continued. "When she was very small, before...before everything."
She stepped back, and Lisette hugged her. They'd gathered everyone in the former fighter’s courtyard, which had been turned into a memorial square. Actual carved stones had been created for those who had never gotten one; Miruna, whose body had simply been disposed of in an anonymous grave, had been one of the first to get a marker. Also in plain sight now, where they should have been all along, were stones for Vaysa's sister Ania and his nephew Remy.
Stones were still being carved for many who had perished in the Shadow's attack. People approached the markers that were there, bringing flowers from the Goddess Tree or small mementos to lay atop the wide stones. Jyotsana and Alexei talked quietly as they stood at the stone for Jai, the coachman who had insisted upon accompanying the princess to her new home. Rachna had survived her injury, though she still did not feel well enough to leave Alain's office.
Lisette stepped forward, holding an intricate fighting dagger; one of Roz's favorites. She lay it next to the snowdrop. "If Roz's battle in the arena had reflected our battle with the Shadow, with good on one side and bad on the other, I would sleep easier at night. But it didn't. And due to Nazar's order, one good person had to take another good one's life." Vasya looked away, and Lisette took his hand. "I don't believe sie'd blame you. In fact, somewhere sie's probably laughing at me for being so maudlin."
"That sounds more like Roz," Soraya agreed, moving out of the crowd to approach the coffin. She rested a hand on the dagger, and then smiled as the baby in her arms squealed. "Gennadi," she said. "It's good to see you again."
"And you," he said, pulling her into his arms, being mindful of the infant, who immediately fisted a hand in his hair. Laughing as he disentangled himself, he asked, "And who's this little one?"
"My youngest daughter," she said.
"And...and your eldest?" he asked. "Everything happened with Roz, and Yelena lost track of you, we didn't―"
"She survived," Soraya said, turning and waving to a young woman in the crowd. She limped forward, scars dotting her face and hands, smiling. "Gennadi, this is Galya."
"It's wonderful to finally meet you," he said.
"We knew Roz quite well," Lisette said. "Sie was wonderful."
"Sie was," Soraya agreed, giving her a hug as well. Then she looked to Vasya, who had retreated, watching her and her children with a mixture of nervousness and guilt. "Fighter?" she said quietly. "I would speak with you."
"Of course," he said, moving to stand in front of her, tilting his chin slightly as if expecting a blow.
"There were many nights when I tried to comfort sier when sie was consumed by things sie had done in that arena. But I never saw Roz so upset as the day I was assigned there. Fortunately, I never had to take anyone's life. But know that sier guilt and yours are one and the same, and sie would not want it to overtake you."
"Thank you, Soraya. You and yours...if you would like to stay..."
"Of course," Gennadi chimed in. "We would love to have you here."
The bartender cleared his throat then, and Lisette smiled, motioning for him to speak. He did so, raising his voice to be heard above the crowd.
"The kings and queens have declared free drinks at my tavern for the night, in honor of the fallen." He winked. "Now seemed as good a time as any to empty out the former king's private stash."
Emeline smiled and wiped at her eyes. "I thought moments of silence and deep red flags were the traditional ways to honor."
"Well, yes. But people getting  drunk and telling all sorts of stories and tumbling off barstools?" Lisette said. "Seems a fine new tradition to me."
As most of the loyalists and villagers headed off toward the tavern, Lisette watched them go. "As much as I would like to join the others..." She trailed off, the realities of their new life clear. Mingling with their subjects was to be encouraged, but not to the point of being foolhardy. To go into a crowded room with a multitude of people whom they didn't know so soon after the previous king's death? It couldn't be risked.
"Let's go to the old throne room," Gennadi suggested.  "If I know Andriy, he has his nose in that book again. Him and his stories."
"Speaking of stories, have I ever told you about the time Emeline spread a full bucket of chicken droppings around in Grisha's bed?" Lisette asked.
Vasya laughed. "Couldn't have happened to a kinder soul."
"I got that idea from you," Emeline said, nudging Lisette in the side.
"Oh!" Gennadi exclaimed. "Emeline, you were there, but you two...I ever tell you about the time I fought off some kind of possessed, size-changing hound?"
"A what?"
"Maybe we should stop in the kitchens first," Lisette said, glancing toward the tavern. "Sounds like they're not the only ones who're going to need a few drinks before the night's through."
Gennadi laughed and slung an arm around her shoulders, and the four of them made their way back into their castle.
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