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Arrago, 

I’ve arrived in Wyllow and have settled in as best as possible. I forgot how much I hated this place. I can’t say I’ve arrived in safety because I don’t believe I am safe. Oh, no one is going to kill me—yet —but no one is meeting my eye, either. I speak to the Council tomorrow. That should be interesting. Don’t worry. I have the plan well-rehearsed and they won’t shake me.  

Jud is here. Apparently, he’s planning to speak to the Council tomorrow, too. Rumour has it he has been stirring up trouble the entire time we’ve been all fighting the war. My friends in the Wyllow guard warn me tomorrow might not go well. They’re actually concerned, which is worrying me. Jovan isn’t here yet, obviously, so I do feel alone. It was always the three of us, with Allric protecting our backs. But it’s just me now.  

I think I’m paranoid. What can they really do? They’ll yell and berate us, but beyond some condescending glares, they are toothless. The few who knew about me before protected me. And now that everyone knows I’m Apexia’s daughter, well, shouldn’t that afford me even more protection? I don’t know. There’s something wrong here. I can’t put my finger on it. 

My candle’s almost out, so I’ll end now. I’ll finish this once I’m done in front of the Council.  

All my love, 

Bethany 

Arrago, I cannot write more. It’s really bad. I’m smuggling this letter out now. I’ll get Lendra to write when she can. She should still have the freedom to write. I hope. Whatever happens, I love you.  

**** 

Attention: Marcia, Queen of Ellentop 

Marcia, I need your help. Please write to me and tell me what has happened here. I don’t know who to trust anymore. Don’t send through normal post. They’re reading my letters.  

Bethany 

**** 

Bethany, heed my words: Do not trust any knight that did not go to Taftlin or that you do not know implicitly. I’ve sent my personal lady-in-waiting to carry this missive to you. She knows all that has happened while you were away and can answer any questions you might have. It is safer than letters. Hopefully, my name still carries enough weight to provide you with enough privacy to have a conversation. 

The rumours concerning you and King Arrago have long reached me. I don’t know if they are true, but if there is even a kernel of truth there, leave now. Get on the first merchant ship heading north and get out of that snake pit while your head is still on your shoulders. Leave and never come back. 

Marcia 

**** 

Arrago, 

I have received six of your letters demanding information, and I apologize that my previous notes were not sufficient. I needed time to procure a reliable courier. You will understand shortly. 

First, Bethany is alive. For now. She spoke in front of the Council, but they didn’t want to hear her details of the war. Nor were they interested in my account. Instead, they interrogated both Bethany and myself for four days about Apexia. In particular, the events surrounding Sarissa’s death. Bethany held her own and she was not rattled. But they didn’t believe her. 

At the end, they convicted her of sedition. Since the priests have not chosen Aneese’s successor, they had Mother Katherine speak at the hearing. Mother Katherine refused to declare Bethany a heretic, and said she knew Father Torius had given his consent for a Holy War. She said Father Torius and Mother Aneese both supported Bethany completely and that any attempt to smear her name was unjust. 

Mother Katherine died of a heart attack three hours later. An hour after that, the Council appointed Wyllow’s priest, Father Roc. Father Roc had been Torius’s most vocal adversary. Aneese hated the man. So, Father Roc told the Council that there was no official edict from Torius or Aneese proving they’d granted Bethany sanction to invade the North.  

The Council declared Bethany a heretic. Lord Jud declared her a traitor by committing seditious acts. There’s been no trial. Just declarations. This isn’t even legal! 

Bethany was to be kicked out of the knights and thrown into stocks, but all of the junior members of the council, plus myself, and even a couple senior elven members (Jovan’s parents being two of them) protested so much that Jud relented. She has been stripped of her rank and is now Apprentice Knight.  

Because of this, she has no protection. She doesn’t know the knights here in Wyllow, who are mostly very young or very old. Anyone with proper training was sent to the war, and they are still filtering back. She’s going along with it for now because she is trying to find out what is happening here in Wyllow. Lord Jud is obviously involved, but I don’t know what he is trying to accomplish. He already holds the highest position he can while a knight.  

It gets worse, if you can believe that. The Council and Jud quickly declared Erem, Kiner, and Jovan accomplices. Jovan isn’t even here yet, but he’ll arrive to discover he has been reduced to Apprentice Knight. With his parents being council members and highly respected, that doesn’t come as a surprise that they managed to keep something for him. He’s been stripped of his command, obviously, and the last I heard he will be reassigned to manage one of the penal mining colonies. 

They dragged Erem away and I haven’t been able to find him. No one will tell me anything. The official word is that he was reassigned to a secret mission in Ellentop, but it’s a lie. Erem was overheard trying to get word to Jovan, and he’s been arrested. I wish I knew where he was. 

They declared Allric a traitor against the Silver Knights, who led the order into a war. They’ve revoked Allric’s pension, which means Amber has no support. They’ve taken Bethany’s money, all of it, so she cannot help. They are “withholding” mine, so I likewise cannot help. I have some stashed away they do not know about, however, so that is how I am affording this courier.  

Arrago, you must protect Amber and Opal. Do not trust any Knights that arrive in Taftlin unless you know them. I never thought I’d say that, but the Knights are not what they were.  

I have been made Acting Ambassador to the Taftlin Court, and am being trained right now on protocols. While this appointment does afford me some leniency, I am watched constantly. I cannot even speak to Bethany alone, since she’s an apprentice again.  

It will be some time before I get can Bethany out of here. I am trying to be sent back to Taftlin as soon as possible, but the diplomatic trainers are dragging their feet. You must be patient. One wrong step at this stage and all of our heads—including yours—may decorate Wyllow’s city walls.  

Do not come here. Do not write anyone on the Council. Do nothing. Wait and listen. Be patient. You will put all of us at risk if you interfere. Send all correspondence through personal couriers. Do not use the diplomatic runners. Do not send anything through the elven post. I will write whenever it is safe to do so. 

Lendra 

**** 

Effectively immediately, Lord Kiner, you are hereby discharged with disgrace from the Silver Knights. Your actions in the defense of the traitor Allric led to the removal of Apexia’s blessing from our lands.  

Further, I have been made aware that you are a degenerate and a disgrace upon us all. You bring shame upon the name of elf, even if you are only a half-breed. 

You are to return all sensitive documentation to the highest ranking Knight at the Imperial Palace immediately. I have issued standing orders for your immediate detainment for violation of the laws of nature and your treasonous actions against our Gentle Goddess. If you have any honour, you will return to Orchard Park immediately to face judgment for your crimes.  

Lord Defender Jud 

**** 

My dear Lannis,  

I was surprised by the contents of your latest letter. As I am a man of duty, I will, of course, follow the orders of the Elven Council. However, you must permit me, in this small way, to voice my objections to the appointment of Apprentice Knight Bethany, disgraced daughter of our Gentle Goddess, to the exalted position of personal guard to Ambassador Lendra.  

As I have already expressed my many objections to Ambassador Lendra’s own appointment, I shall spare you my thoughts on that subject. However, Apprentice Knight Bethany is one of the most junior knights in the Elven Service. By appointing her to the position of Diplomatic Commander to Taftlin, the Elven Council is undermining my authority in the assignment of my knights. 

Let us not forget the facts. The former Lady Champion Bethany was an offensive, vulgar drunkard who rutted with humans. She spat in the face of all proper decorum. She once threatened my person with violence.  

Bethany countermanded the orders of the Elven Council by putting herself in charge and then, to make matters worse, she then rescinded her power to Allric. She supported Allric, who disgraced us all by marrying his Rygent whore. Indeed, Bethany and her kind should all be in chains mining gold, as opposed to continuing to serve, in the limited sense that the word “serve” applies to these renegades. 

She is out of control and needs a strong arm to put her back into her proper place. Rewarding her with a sightseeing trip to whore around Taftlin is not the appropriate way to bring someone like her under heel. She should be put in stocks until her will is broken, be it a week or a century. 

There is also the entire business of the loss of Apexia’s blessing. Indeed, Bethany spun a tale worthy of the minstrels, but am I the only one to see it for what it truly is: a tale? It is clear her actions shamed us in the eyes of Apexia herself. Apexia’s own daughter shamed her so badly that the Gentle Goddess withdrew her blessing from us all.  

I do not believe her story that Apexia used up all of her mortal strength to end Magic. How convenient it is that the only people who can verify this story are Jovan (disgraced), Kiner (degenerate), and King Arrago (Bethany’s lover, let’s not forget that). The only other person who was there at the final event was Lord Erem, who conveniently hit his head during this encounter and only has “foggy” recollections. 

In closing, I have signed off and have permitted Apprentice Knight Bethany to be named to the Ambassador’s personal guard. However, I did so with the firm belief that this was a grave mistake that will haunt us. In keeping with this belief, I have exercised the privilege of my position and have appointed Knight Darien as Diplomatic Commander to Taftlin. While Darien has significantly less field experience, there are more important things to being a Silver Knight than the ability to roll in the mud while holding a sword. 

Yours in Apexia’s Service, 

Lord Defender Jud 

**** 

Jud, for Apexia’s sake, let it go. In a couple of months, Bethany will be sent to Taftlin for the next five years as soon as the council is done briefing the Ambassador. She is out of your hair for half a decade. Don’t make an enemy out of Bethany or Lendra! Let them both go where they will be of little consequence to you. You can continue your plans and schemes without their interference. Consider this a victory. 

Lannis, Junior Elven Council Member 

**** 

Placed in Bethany’s laundry.  

Bethany, 

Please find enclosed a copy of Juddlebug’s most recent whine about you. He’s coming for you. Protect yourself. He has the support of the senior members of the Council. There is little the rest of us can do.  

Be careful, and keep my name out of this. 

Lannis 

**** 

Placed inside a serving tray at breakfast.  

My dear Lannis, I loved your most recent gift. It was most thoughtful. Now to find you something in return.  

B 

Enclosed: three letters from Lord Jud to Senior Council Member Maja, complaining how Lannis’s power within the Council needs curtailing.  

**** 

Attention: Elven Council, Lord Jud 

This is my formal resignation from the Silver Knights. I will not stand by and watch the destruction of an order I have defended with my life over and over. Further, I refuse to take orders from a man who would lower the reputation of the Silver Knights by denying a widow and her child the pension of her dead elven husband simply because the widow’s ears were deemed an offensive shape. 

As I am entitled to a pension at the end of my years of service, please forward those payments to Amber, widow of Allric, at the Imperial Palace in Taftlin for the remainder of her life. I’m confident even Jud’s couriers can find the place.  

Lord Protector Jovan, son of Albers, son of Maja 

**** 

Attention: Elven Council 

This is my formal resignation from the Elven Council. I am appalled by the single-minded cruelty and backward stances taken by both the senior-most members of this council and by the leadership of the Silver Knights—leadership that gains its power and direction from this council. 

It is a sad day when a hero is demoted for doing the will of Apexia. How dare we demote the ranks of the dead who supported the war and fought for the council’s very survival? Has the council been struck by senility? Has the destruction of the Temple of Tranquil Mercies been forgotten? 

How dare this council support a man who believes the daughter of Apexia should be shackled in the street? This is a woman who stood against an army of evil. Without Lady Champion’s courageous act, all at the Temple of Tranquil Mercies would have died. All of Orchard Park would have burned. And we should have been the next target. For there is no mistake, Council Members, we would have been the next target, while we slept in our cozy beds with our full bellies. 

She did not have to reveal herself to the world, but she did. She revealed herself, and took on that horrible responsibility to save elven, Elorian, Rygent, and human lives. She sacrificed and risked all to be the champion for those who could not defend themselves. And you would dare reduce her to a traitor and a heretic? How dare you! 

If the Gentle Goddess has indeed removed her blessing, then it is because of our failings and not those of our war dead. Lord Allric served our people for centuries. He was one of the most decorated and honoured knights in our entire history. Instead, this council has allowed a petty dispute over an arranged marriage to cause the disgrace of a great elf. 

However, history shall bear this out. Allric cannot be disgraced. He shall always be a hero. It is all of us who will be disgraced. This Council shall go down in history as the Council that brought elven morals and values to an end. 

I will no longer serve a Council who does not have Apexia’s will at its heart. 

As I am entitled to a pension at the end of my long centuries of service, please forward those payments to Amber, widow of Allric, at the Imperial Palace in Taftlin for the remainder of her life.  

Senior Council Member Maja 

**** 

Attention: Elven Council 

This is my formal resignation from the Elven Council. My conscience will not allow me to serve a council full of senile old fools who would rather listen to the advice of a preening idiot than the common sense we elves claim to have been born with. 

The branding of the late Lord Allric as a traitor is the most disgusting action ever taken by a Silver Knight and this council. How dare the senior members veto the assembly’s vote? How dare you vote to disgrace a man who gave his very life in defense of our holy Apexia’s name? 

Then, to deny his widow his pension and to leave her to shift for herself in a foreign nation with a young child is the most disgusting, despicable, and offensive action ever undertaken by a Silver Knight and I am offended on behalf of all elves. This is a gross miscarriage of morality. 

The shaming of our war heroes—in particular, Lord Kiner, Lord Jovan, and Lady Bethany—is a grievous offense that history will not reflect kindly upon any of us. Again, the senior council allowed this to happen by not doing anything. We have been given the authority by the people to make decisions and laws to continue our reign as a beacon of enlightened civilization. But we’d rather vilify the very people whose shoulders we have stood upon for the continuation of our very existence. It is easy to kick the face of the hero when he is holding you high above the muck and the mire. 

Shame upon us all. Shame.  

As I am entitled to a pension at the end of my long centuries of service, please forward those payments to Amber, widow of Allric, at the Imperial Palace in Taftlin for the remainder of her life. Be sure I will know if payment is delayed or short by so much a copper penny. 

Senior Council Member Albers 

**** 

Maja, 

My dear, of course you are welcome back in Ellentop. I never wanted you to leave in the first place. Come stay with me at the Summer Palace and we will discuss your next steps. And, please, bring Jovan. I promised Bethany I would help as best as I can. 

Do you know where Lord Erem is? Neither she nor Lendra know his whereabouts. I’m very concerned. I’ve heard rumours that he has been arrested, but I know nothing more. 

Do not reply to this letter. Simply give my servant your reply, if any. I do not trust the Knights. Those are words I never thought I’d have to write. 

Marcia 

**** 

Arrago, 

I’m sorry for not writing. I have no privacy. Hawks watch their prey less than the scrutiny I’ve been under. I am doing double and triple sentry duty shifts. I’m going along with it because I am trying to find out what is going on. I’m learning all that I can, however. I wish Kiner was here. He is better at this stuff than I am.  

Jud’s on to me, but the Council voted to keep me in the ranks. So, he’s punishing me by making things as miserable as possible. He’s gone back to Orchard Park, but I have no friends amongst the Wyllow guard. They all believe I am the reason Apexia withdrew her blessing. Like she would have done that over any spat between us! 

Because of my “conviction,” I won’t receive my annual entitlement that all citizens receive. If that’s not enough, Jud is withholding my wages for ten years as punishment. They’ve also limited my access to Lendra, Jovan, and pretty much any ally or friend I have here. I am here in the library with Lendra, with an armed escort around me, writing this letter as pretense of doing work for our trip to Taftlin.  

If you hear any rumours about Erem, no matter how small or far-fetched, please get word to Queen Marcia, not Lendra. I cannot know when we’ll be finally released, and Marcia isn’t being watched like we are. 

Have to (unintelligible) is here. All love, B. 

**** 

Lord Defender Jud, 

Thank you for your most recent letter regarding the peculiar nature of Lord Kiner’s circumstances. It is rare to find a military commander who takes such personal interest in the lives of all of his men. It warms my heart to see such a fine example of manhood and leadership. You will be pleased to know that I have shown your letter to King Arrago, who shared my surprise concerning the contents.  

Regrettably, His Majesty is unable to grant your request to detain and return Lord Kiner. Lord Kiner had recently accepted a position as military advisor to His Majesty and, therefore, it would make no sense for us to arrest a man we hired solely based on your correspondence. 

I must also thank you for informing us that there are spies amongst us here at the Imperial Palace. How else would you know the inner workings of Lord Kiner’s mind? Unless, of course you have intimate knowledge of his personal inclinations. For which we would never cast judgment upon you, for we see Lord Kiner as a valued and respected friend of the Taftlin court and any particular friend of Lord Kiner’s will also be a valued, respected, and particular friend at court. 

May the grace of the Gentle Goddess shine her light upon you. 

Lord Stanley 

Senior Adviser to Arrago, King of Taftlin 

**** 

My dearest love, 

How are you holding up? I have sent a letter to the Elven Council requesting that they provide me with an ambassador immediately, for I have matters of politics something something; you know how it goes. Lord Rayner wrote it for me. I wish you could have read it. It dripped with so much polite sarcasm that I’m surprised the page stayed dry. I hope this puts a fire under their elven skirts. 

Queen Marcia has helped us arrange private messengers amongst some Elorian merchants she knows. It’s not perfect, and it still takes weeks for letters to move about, but we are trying our best.  

Rayner and Stanley are looking for Erem. We are using the excuse that we want to give him a title for his defense of Castle Gree and the protection of the King, or some nonsense. Rayner came up with it. There is a rumour Erem never left Orchard Park, so we are investigating further.  

I am so tempted to write to the elven council and tell those broody pointed-eared bastards that they have turned their backs on the anointed of Apexia herself. But I will not. I will restrain my anger for your benefit and yours alone.  I know this concealment is for the best, for myself as well as the others. This is trying that resolution, however. 

I have written to Jovan inviting him to Taftlin. I know it’s not the climate he prefers, but Kiner is here and you’ll be here eventually. Please hurry and come back home. This is your home now. You belong here, with me, away from those vipers. 

Arrago 




Chapter 1

 

Bethany tugged on each of her knees in a vain attempt to stretch the cramps out of her legs. The carriage which carried her and her sister had too little leg room for her taste. She’d already spent three weeks onboard a ship getting to Taftlin, and now she had the three day carriage ride to the capital.  

“At least the road is smooth,” Lendra observed, who was craning her neck from side-to-side.  

“The Queen’s Road,” Bethany said with a little chuckle. “How typical of Arrago.” 

“To be fair, the road was Celeste’s idea. She told me all about it one day.”  

“I know it was hers.” 

“The name is his, though. She was planning to call it the Imperial Highway.” 

“Oh, I like that,” Bethany mused. 

Lendra nodded, then stretched her arms out in front of her. “She had maps of Taftlin and she thought that linking all of the bigger towns in Taftlin to the capital with better roads would help commerce.” 

“Commerce is good, though in Taftlin that means slaves.” 

“Arrago promised he would abolish slavery in Taftlin. I believe he will.” 

Bethany looked at her sister and smiled. Even with all of their travel, Lendra’s blond curls were perfectly shaped and pinned up on the sides of her head. She wore a yellow silk dress, one of the dresses the late Queen Celeste had given her before she’d died. It still fit her, though Lendra was finally losing the last bit of youthful slenderness as her hips and breasts filled out.  

Her little sister was finally grown up. It made Bethany’s heart pang a little.  

“You don’t think he will?” 

“Oh, sorry. I drifted off there. I think he will. It’ll take time, though. I wish he could do it overnight, but Celeste, Edmund, Lord Stanley…all of them were right. Arrago needs to secure his throne and build his army, and then he can do whatever he wants.” Bethany sighed. “I don’t have to like it, though.” 

“I don’t think anyone would expect an elf or an Elorian to like slavery.” 

“True enough.” 

Bethany ran a hand along the satin padding of the carriage’s interior. It was bright purple. The window blinds were purple, and the tassels were gold, though she assumed they were gold-coloured and not gold thread. She hoped, anyway. Gold thread inside a carriage was rather extreme, even for a visiting dignitary’s carriage. 

“This is a really ugly carriage.” 

Lendra snorted. “I love it.” 

“You would.” 

She was here, in Taftlin. For the first time in her life, she wasn’t feeling dread about her geographical location. Instead, she was overcome by excited anxiety over the prospect of living here for the next five years. Five years, with Arrago at her side. 

They’d written over the last fourteen months, their letters growing more cryptic and coded as events unfolded. By the end, she was using Eve’s old workers as couriers as she didn’t even trust the ambassador office to keep her correspondence secret. She did write him a short note upon her arrival in Gree and hired one of the Castle’s servants to take the letter to the Imperial Palace. She should be safe in Taftlin. 

What a horrible thought. She was safer in Taftlin than in Wyllow, Ellentop, or Orchard Park amongst her own people. 

Bethany had no clue what was going on with the elves, but anyone with a pair of eyes could see the pieces moving across the board. Blocks were forming. Power was changing hands. Soon, someone was going to make a move. She didn’t know against who or what, but it was coming.  

Jud was involved. She was certain of that, though, she didn’t know if he was merely a pawn or a leader. The elven council were already in charge, so it made no sense for them to close ranks, but that was exactly what they’d done.  

With Bethany’s reduced rank, she no longer had access to anything. She’d used nearly all of her own money for the war effort, so she was broke. She’d asked for an advance on her salary and her annual payment that she received from the Council. Both were denied, leaving Bethany cash-strapped for the first time in her life. When she investigated, she discovered Jud had been the one to order the rejection of all her requests.  

Things were very wrong. 

“Do you think Arrago will ride out to meet us?” 

Bethany smiled. “I’m sure he’ll try, though one hopes Edmund or Stanley will prevent him.” 

“Poor Edmund,” Lendra whispered.  

“Don’t pity him,” Bethany scolded. “He wouldn’t want that.” 

“But he lost his hand! And his eye!” 

“And he kept his life,” Bethany reminded her. “He can learn to write with his other hand. He can learn to dress himself with only one hand. As long as he’s with Arrago, he’ll never want for anything. He will be fine.” 

“You’re heartless,” Lendra said flatly. 

Bethany shrugged. “Probably.” 

Bethany fell silent, listening to the wheels crunch, the horses trot, and the reins jingle. Her insides knotted in anticipation. The early summer air was sweet with grass and flowers. She closed her eyes and listened to the chatter of birds and the chittering of squirrels. She never thought Taftlin would feel like home, but that’s exactly how she felt as they traveled along the path. 

She needed to write to Jovan once settled. He was with his parents in Ellentop, last she’d heard. He might be able to find Erem’s exact location. Then, she could use Arrago’s connections to pull strings to get Erem up North, too. There were a handful of mid-level clergy that Bethany trusted who were also looking to get out of the temple. She’d speak with Arrago to see if he could issue an invitation for the re-establishment of a monastery.  

She had to protect her friends. 

A rider pulled up alongside Bethany’s window. Apprentice Knight Myra sat on her horse, grinning far more than necessary. “Lady Bethany?” 

“Yes?” Bethany replied with a hint of a smile in her voice. She didn’t bother to correct the title. Technically, Myra outranked Bethany these days.  

“Everything is quiet out here so far,” Myra reported. 

“Good,” Bethany answered, again with that touch of a smile. 

“Everyone is hungry, though,” she said. 

Bethany smiled. “They’re elves. They’re always hungry. We stop in King’s Falls tonight, if I recall. We can eat there.” 

“Will they have anything we can eat?” Myra asked. “The last time I tried animal, I vomited.” 

Lendra leaned around Bethany to speak to Myra. “I purchased bread and cheese at the wharf. I promise no one is going to starve tonight.” 

“Thank you, Ambassador,” Myra said. “I’ll get back to my post, then, if there’s nothing else?” 

“Lady Myra! Back in formation!” called out a stern male voice over the sound of the carriage. 

Bethany rolled her eyes and said, “As you were, before Lord Dingleballs has a fit.” 

Myra’s eyes widened before she broke out laughing. “Now I’m going to think that every time he speaks to me.” 

Bethany’s smile grew as Myra pulled away from the window. Once Myra was out of sight, Bethany laughed. “Isn’t she precious?” 

Lendra smiled sadly. “Bethany…” 

Bethany groaned. “Let it rest. I’m fine.” 

“Are you telling me the truth?” Lendra asked, concern creeping into her voice. “You were demoted all the way back to the bottom. You will have to take all of the training courses all over again! It might be decades, even a century, before you get back your seniority and a command. Jud will have to die before you’ll be allowed to be Lady Champion again.” 

Bethany gave her sister a hard glare. “Thank you for reminding me. I had forgotten.” At Lendra’s horrified expression, Bethany added, “I’m teasing.” 

“I don’t know how you can laugh about this.” 

“What do you want me to do? It’s ridiculous what happened to all of us, and it all stems from Jud and the senior Council members. I only kept my position because of you, and Apexia, I suppose.” 

“I can’t believe Jovan quit,” Lendra whispered, her voice full of awe. “Jovan quit.” 

“Did you hear Kiner was fired?” 

Lendra’s eyes widened. “He was?” 

Bethany nodded. “Yup. If Allric was alive, I’m sure he’d have been jailed.” 

“No!” 

“They are out to blame someone and they wanted to blame Allric. He did himself a favour by dying. Good for him,” Bethany said with a heavy sigh. “Five years up here. I never thought I’d be grateful for that.” 

“You’ll miss Orchard Park’s reconstruction.” 

Bethany looked out her carriage’s window, enjoying the fresh air blowing in through it. “I can oversee the reconstruction of Taftlin.” She looked back at her sister. “Right?” 

Lendra grinned, but it only lasted for a moment. “Does it bother you Knight Darien is in charge of my escort?” 

Bethany gave her sister a level look. “Does it bother me that a pimple-faced elf who hasn’t even passed proper field testing was elevated to the rank of Knight and put in charge of me with my decades of experience? No, not at all. Why would you think I’d be bothered by that?” 

Lendra winced. “Sorry. I pulled every string I could just to get you attached to this mission.” 

“Oh, I think I was coming to Taftlin one way or another.” Bethany stared out of the window at the evergreen trees. “There’s a reason I was demoted and it has nothing to do with the war. They wanted me out of the way.” 

“Then why did you come?” 

Bethany turned her gaze to her sister. “To protect you.” 

Lendra grew silent and Bethany went back to staring out of the window. They passed a number of traders and farmers along the road with their carts and wheelbarrows full of goods. They passed barefooted beggars and illustrious peers in carriages nearly as gaudy as the one Bethany travelled in.   

The air smelled more of grass than salt now that they were moving away from the coast. The road was dry, but not as dusty as it could have been. Bethany’s lungs were grateful for that, allowing her to keep the small glass pane cracked open for air movement.  

She didn’t want to tell Lendra how weary and worried she was. It had been a long year fighting with the Council, and then Jud. She had been used to having her position to control every situation. Whoever was playing the game on her had moved the pieces perfectly. She had been completely cut off from her ability to uncover the movements behind the scenes. Which, in her eyes, meant there was movement she was not meant to see. Which just made her want to see it all the more. 

She glanced at her sister. Lendra was her only living family now. Apexia was dead. Drea was dead. Sarissa, may the Creator Gods forgive her, was dead by Bethany’s hand. There was only Lendra now. With Arrago on the throne, Taftlin was now safer for her than Wyllow or Orchard Park, which seemed a cruel twist of fate. The nation that destroyed one sister would now be the safe harbour for another. 

“I think we should ask Lord Stanley to help us find Erem,” Lendra said finally. 

“If you want,” Bethany said quietly. 

She was beginning to believe Erem was dead in a ditch. He’d been sent off on a “secret” mission to Ellentop, but he never arrived. Bethany had used all of the older knights, who still all trusted her, to help her find Erem, but he’d disappeared.  

“I sent a letter to Queen Marcia before we left, asking for her help.” 

“Anything?” 

Lendra shook her head. “We left two days later. I’m so worried.” 

“We’ll keep looking,” Bethany said. “I should have killed Jud when I had the chance.” 

“Don’t say stuff like that,” Lendra complained. “Someone might hear you.” 

“Dingleballs can’t hear me over the wheels. Even if he could, I’m not afraid of that little spy.” 

“They’re all spying on us, aren’t they?” 

Bethany rested her head against the cushioned back of her seat. “The only one I trust is Myra.” 

“This is a complete mess.” 

“It will work out,” Bethany said. 

Lendra frowned at her. “I don’t see how. They blame you, and the others, for losing Apexia’s blessing. That’s not what happened at all! She gave her blessing to the five of you. Well, four, I guess, since you already had it.” 

“Six sounds better,” Bethany said. “We should count you.” 

“Can you please be serious?” Lendra demanded.  

“I am being serious. We decided, as a group, the story I was to tell the Council. I didn’t expect they would react quite this badly, and I certainly didn’t expect them to let Jud basically gut the Knights. But this is where we are. The others aren’t ready to step forward, and I can’t blame them.” Bethany raised her hand to silence Lendra’s objections. “I spent most of my life in hiding. It seems rather hypocritical for me, or you for that matter, to tell them how to behave. We can all live with this, at least for now.” 

“People will figure it out,” Lendra protested. “Between all of the stuff about the swords and the Magi dying, they are already talking. What happens if Arrago doesn’t age, the way we don’t?” 

“We age.” 

“Very slowly,” Lendra said.  

“That’s because we’re part-elven.” 

“So will Arrago age normally still?” 

Bethany blew out a breath. “I don’t know. I try not to think about it.” 

Amongst the trees off to the side of the road danced a number of horses and riders. Bethany squinted her eyes as the sun glinted against steel. An arrow embedded itself into the wood of the carriage door and Bethany flinched in shock. 

“Fuck!” she shouted. 

Another one hit the door.  

Bethany grabbed Lendra’s arm and dragged her to the floor of the carriage. The coachman shouted and the carriage bolted, charging down the path away from the shouts of the inexperienced knights. 

She yanked out her shield, which had been wedged underneath the seat opposite of them, and held it against her torso as she leaned to look out of the window. Sunlight flickered off several gleaming breastplates as knights charged through the thicket of trees in hot pursuit of the attackers. 

Myra was galloping alongside the carriage, her head down and her shield arm raised to protect her flank. Several more arrows ricocheted off the carriage and one off Myra’s shield, but still they charged on, away from the fray.  

“What’s going on?” Lendra shouted over the pounding hooves and rattling undercarriage.  

“Bandits,” Bethany said. She clenched and unclenched her grip on the shield. “A dozen, maybe more.” 

Bethany divided her attention between her sister and the skirmish outside. She winced and flinched, watching as the undisciplined band of guards dealt with the more experienced bandits. She wanted so badly to be out there in the fight, to hold her swords and put the fear of steel into the motherless bastards. 

Her eyesight failed her as the carriage thundered beyond the fight. Myra still charged alongside them, her horse now frothing and panting from the gallop. Bethany took several calming breaths to ease her heightened defenses. She couldn’t help. She had to leave it all to children.  

Even if they needed or wanted her help, what could she do at this stage? Jump out of the moving carriage? That was a great way to break a limb. Then what? Run after mounted bandits with archers? Bethany had done some incredible feats in her time and plenty of those had been caused by impulsive stupidity.  

She looked down at her sister. She had to stay put. If the bandits took out the horses or the coachmen, she’d have to protect Lendra. The only other person who could help was Myra, a child herself. Though a child Bethany had entrusted her own life to before and had never regretted the choice. 

Eventually, the coach crested a hill and a small clearing opened up in front of them. The coach slowed as it approached the little field with workers harvesting the hay. Men cut the hay and the younger boys and girls gathered the cut grass into bundles. They’d done a lot of work already, as there were already many bundles standing up on end drying in the lazy summer heat.  

The workers stopped, curiosity stirred by the exhausted horses and the heavily-armoured knight sitting on a lone horse guarding two coaches. Bethany swung open the door and jumped down. She held her sword and shield tightly. Though she missed her back holster, she hated wearing it in the carriage.  

Bethany looked up at Myra. “Hurt?” 

Myra showed Bethany the two arrows embedded in the small shield strapped to her left arm. “Apexia protected me today.” 

“At least she’s good for something,” Bethany muttered. She surveyed the distance, but her weak eyesight and the trees made it difficult to see. “Do you think they’ll make it?” 

A worried look came across Myra’s flushed face. “I hope so. Some of them were supposed to stay with the carriages. We’d gone over that before we left Castle Gree.” 

“They’re inexperienced. That was probably the first real fight any of them have ever been in. I’ll talk with them later.” Assuming any of them made it back, a thought Bethany tried to expunge from her mind. She glanced over at the confused farmers and sheathed her sword. She lowered her shield and approached the man closest to them, who was gripping a scythe in a tight, two-fisted stance.  

Bethany raised her free hand in a placating gesture. When close enough for him to hear her, she said, “We were attacked by bandits on our way to the capital. My soldiers are still out in the woods.” 

“Lady Bethany? Is that you?” A smile crept over his face. 

She shook her head, not recognizing him. “I’m sorry, I don’t…wait…Jonas? Is that you?” 

He lowered the scythe and they walked towards each other. They attempted to trade grips. Jonas went for an elven greeting of grabbing her forearm, and she tried to clasp his hand. They fumbled and laughed until they agreed to just slap each other on the bicep. 

Bethany pointed up at Myra, who didn’t dismount her horse. “Remember Myra?” 

“Miss Myra! It is good to see you,” Jonas said in a softer, kinder voice than he’d used for Bethany.  

Myra’s cheeks flushed more from his deep voice than all of the riding in the wind for her life. Still, she didn’t dismount and continued scanning the tree line. “Jonas. Good to see you well.” 

“What’s going on?” Lendra poked her head out of the carriage. “Are we safe here?” 

“Get back inside,” Bethany snapped. Lendra scowled, but obeyed. Bethany sighed and said to Jonas, “My sister’s been made the official ambassador. We’re trying to escort her and some…supplies to the Imperial Palace, but I was sent here with twenty untrained knights, plus Myra.” 

“What are you doing in the carriage instead of out there putting the fear of Apexia in them?” 

Bethany growled. “Because I lost my rank and am now Apprentice Knight Bethany. Idiots.” 

“What in Apexia’s holy name did you do?” 

“I have no idea,” Bethany said. She was going to explain a little more, but the sound of horses approached. Her hand moved to her sword and she unsheathed it. Myra moved her horse closer to the carriage and brought her shield arm up again. Jonas took position next to Bethany, scythe in a tight grip. 

“This feel familiar,” Jonas quipped. 

Bethany snorted, readying herself. However, the glint of armour caught her eye and she relaxed when she saw the knights crest the hilltop. She quirked a smile as she did a quick count and noted they were all there, and a flutter of relief filled her. They’d lived. 

Bethany sheathed her sword and said to Jonas, “Watch your mouth around Darien. He’s trouble.” 

He nodded in acknowledgement.   

Bethany looked around, noticing there weren’t any captured bandits, nor was anyone dirty enough to have killed anyone. “Where are they?” 

“We ran them off,” Darien said proudly. “As soon as they saw us giving chase, they dispersed. We’ve spent more time attempting to find all of you than chasing bandits. Apprentice Knight Myra, why didn’t you follow our lead and give chase?” 

“Why didn’t you chase them down?” Bethany asked. 

“I was supposed to stay with the carriage,” Myra answered Darien. 

“Apprentice Knight Myra, it was your duty –” 

Bethany waved her hand to get his attention. “Why didn’t you chase them down? They’re still out there.” 

Darien bristled at Bethany’s tone. “I give the orders here, Apprentice Knight Bethany. Are you questioning my orders?” He noticed Jonas for the first time. “You may go.” Darien made a shooing gesture. 

Jonas laughed.  

Darien scowled and looked at Bethany. “Why is he laughing at me? Is this your…lover?” 

Myra choked out a laugh behind her hand. Bethany didn’t even bother and laughed in Darien’s face. She turned to Jonas and said, “See the shit I have to put up with?” 

“Lady Champion, I told you you should have brought me back with you,” Jonas said. “I would be up on a mount, chasing bandits for you.” 

“She is not Lady Champion!” Darien corrected him. “Identify yourself, farmer.” 

“Darien,” Bethany said, the mirth leaving her voice. “Why didn’t you chase down the bandits? The elven ambassador was attacked on the Queen’s road. We need to determine if this is a random attack or an organized attempt on Lendra’s life.” 

One the female elven apprentice knights spoke up. “They looked like petty bandits.”  

“You were not given permission to speak, Apprentice Knight Lanessa,” Darien said. “Neither were you, Apprentice Knight Bethany.” 

Bethany looked at Lanessa. “Explain.” 

“Do not answer her,” Darien ordered. 

“Answer her,” Lendra said sternly from inside the carriage. Bethany turned to see her sister gingerly poking her head out of the window, her face ashen. However, her expression was one of unyielding authority, a look Bethany found strange to see on her little sister. “I give the orders here, Knight Darien, not you. Lanessa, answer Bethany’s question.” 

Lanessa inclined her head. “Most of them had basic armour and weaponry. They all had bows, but they didn’t all carry swords.” 

“Spears? Mace? What?”  Bethany demanded. “Recall everything.” 

Lanessa detailed as much as she could, with the others joining in with additional details. Darien remained silent, his scowl deepening. Bethany ignored him. Twelve bandits in total. All were on horseback. The horses had varying degrees of armour, but nothing to suggest stolen horses or a well-organized militia. Same with their armour. Others pitched in to help detailed the different weapons. Swords, a couple of maces, and a spear.  

“They knew what they were doing, though,” Lanessa said. 

“They were thugs,” Darien countered. 

“They weren’t,” Chambers, another recruit, said. He turned to Bethany. “They knew what they were doing. I was at the temple, Lady Bethany, when it was attacked. I was an initiate then, but…” 

Bethany waved a hand. “All right, let’s get to the capital as quickly as possible. We should ride through the night. Jonas? Want to ride with us, for old time’s sake?” 

“I have hay that needs making, Lady Bethany,” Jonas said, regret in his voice, “but I’ll be back at my post at the Imperial Palace within the week. Jackson lets me come help my parents with the fields.” 

Bethany looked around. “This isn’t much of a field.” 

Jonas shrugged. “We have more land down in the gully, but this is ours. We don’t grow any crops next to the road. They’ll just get ruined, so we do hay up here most years.” 

“Lady Bethany!” Darien snapped. He flushed and said, “Apprentice Knight Bethany, please. I am in charge here. We will not be bringing northern rabble with us to protect the ambassador. I am under strict orders from the highest level not to put Ambassador Lendra’s life in danger by following Apprentice Knight Bethany’s reckless suggestions.” 

Bethany narrowed her eyes. “What did you say?” 

“Oh shit,” Jonas muttered. 

“You heard me, Apprentice Knight Bethany,” Darien said, a smug expression crossing his face. The snot-nosed bastard was enjoying this. “My orders very clearly outline our itinerary. Deviating from the plan will place the Ambassador in danger and will be a direct contravention of my orders. We will make haste to the nearest village and remain there for the night, as planned. Then, we will depart in the morning fully rested, and the bandits will have moved on to easier prey.” 

“That makes no sense,” Lendra countered before Bethany could, still hanging out of the carriage window. “I am the ambassador, and we were just attacked. My life is in danger and you are doing nothing?” 

“I have issued my orders, Lady Lendra. They will be followed. Trust me, I am a trained knight who will not allow anything to happen to you.” 

“This is stupid,” Bethany said. “Lendra, you don’t need to go along with this. You outrank him.” 

Darien pulled his horse alongside Bethany and leaned down until she could smell the garlic on his breath. In a soft whisper, he said, “I have permission from Lord Jud himself to chain you in irons if you disobey orders or interfere in any way with my command of this escort.” 

Bethany sneered up at him. “The day you attempt to put me in the irons is the day you will find yourself without a heartbeat.” 

“Are you threatening me?” 

“Absolutely,” Bethany snarled. “I am not frightened by little men with little swords.” 

Bethany didn’t go for her sword, even as Darien curled his fist against his thigh. She didn’t flinch or look away, and she certainly didn’t wipe her grin off her face. A year ago, he would have been assigned to her training group, the same way that Myra and others like her had been. She was one of the most experienced knights living, even if she no longer held the official rank.  

Lendra broke the standoff.  “I want to get out of here. Let’s argue about this later.” 

Bethany frowned at her sister, but nodded. She glanced one last time to let Darien know she wasn’t intimidated. His forced sneer was reduced by his shaking fist. She’d gotten his blood pumping and now he had no outlet. She snorted, loudly, which made his fist shake more. 

“All right, Lendra. You’re in charge, after all.” 

Darien mounted his horse with a haughty sniff. “Knights! Let us resume our travels.” 

There weren’t enough knights protecting Lendra, and the knights with her were greener than grass. Darien had no interest in learning; mix in with that his puffed up attitude, and he was a danger to them.  

Anyone with a lick of sense would know this was a mistake. It was daylight and they’d been attacked on the main road. If he insisted on staying in an inn tonight, there was a village twenty miles behind them. They could backtrack, hide, and wait for reinforcements from Castle Gree. Instead, they were moving with the bandits along the same route, away from help and their allies.  

She glanced at Jonas and shrugged. “I’ll see you at the palace in a few days then?” 

Jonas eyed Darien and nodded. “If I could, I’d leave now with you.” 

Bethany glared at Darien. “If he’s very lucky, he won’t have a serious accident on our journey.” She looked at Jonas and smiled. She held out her hand and he shook it. “It was good to see you again, Jonas.” 

He inclined his head. He glanced up at Myra and said, “Good bye, Miss Myra.” 

She blushed and said, “Good bye.” 

Bethany ignored the exchange and walked back into the carriage; she knew Jonas was teasing her like he always had done before. She latched the door and smacked the roof to signal she was ready to renew their travel.  

She watched Darien prance by on his horse, back erect and head high in the air. “On a scale of one to ten, how angry would you be if Darien woke tomorrow with both of his legs broken?” She glanced over at her sister and smiled. 

Lendra’s hands were still shaking and her own smile was weak. Still, she managed to say, “Ask me later tonight when I’m feeling more objective.” 




Chapter 2

Dusk was settling in when the escort arrived at the Warm Walrus. Bethany stepped out of the carriage and stretched her arms out in front of her, craning her neck to work out the stiffness. The inn’s wooden sign had fresh paint on it, and it hung from what might have been an actual walrus’s tusk.  

Bethany pressed her fist into the small of her back, bowing her back to work out the kinks and pain. Her back was never quite the same after it had been broken in several places. The healers did all they could—she should have died that day—but they couldn’t take away all of the damage. Her spine ached when she sat for any length of time, but she worked out the soreness as best she could in silence. 

Bethany had caught glimpses of movement in the trees just beyond her vision threshold for most of their journey, but Darien wouldn’t send scouts. He was in charge, he’d said. He had a different way of doing things, he’d said. He was following orders, he’d said. Getting Lendra killed was probably not amongst his orders. If she’d been on horseback, she would have went herself, but she was in the carriage with Lendra because that was what her sister wanted. 

Darien had ordered two of the children to ride around the property, and she didn’t countermand the order. It was the minimum precaution they should take. If it were up to her, she’d have the horses changed and they’d carry on. But it wasn’t up to her. For now, she wanted to keep it that way. 

Darien had clearly been ordered to be an aggressive little prick to her. Of that she was certain. The other knights—and she used that term lightly—had never worked with her. None of them had completed proper training. Even Myra, who was still technically an apprentice, had fought in an actual war, with real swords and real enemies, where blood and gore painted their nightmares red. 

To the others, she was a curiosity and an unpredictable element of awe. If they were to believe the rumours, she was Apexia’s daughter. However, since Bethany didn’t go around shooting fire from her asshole, it was easy to push that aside and not think about it. So what was left? The stories of her deeds.  

What people like Jud and Darien failed to understand was they could strip her of her rank and future. They could make her job impossible. They could lock her up, even. But none of those actions could strip her of her reputation. She had been Lady Champion. For anyone she’d rescued or defended, she would always be Lady Champion. 

So Bethany didn’t feel threatened. She didn’t feel the urge to smite Darien for following orders. She could go along, biding her time. She had to choose her moment carefully. She would choose it soon. Until then, she’d watch and learn. 

The two scouts came back a handful of minutes later, not nearly long enough for two people to do an extensive check of the grounds around the Warm Walrus. The inn was on the edge of a small strip of buildings, all businesses supported by the inn. Chances were, either owned or rented by the innkeeper, too, since there was no actual town in this area. Though, they’d passed enough farmland that Bethany knew there were people living in the area. 

“Report,” Darien said. 

The boy with the blond hair and sunburned skin answered. “Knight Darien, there are only merchants and workers in the area. There are other horses in the stables, suggesting we are not the only occupants of the inn.” 

Bethany rolled her eyes. She could have given that report from where she was standing. She glanced over at a dismounted Myra and said, “Would you check inside please?” 

“Hold, Apprentice Knight Myra,” Darien shouted, but Myra kept walking. “I said hold!”  

Myra, Apexia bless her heart, kept on walking until she disappeared inside the building. 

“Myra! Myra!” Darien called out. He dismounted from his horse and continued to shout at her, even as he thrust the horse’s reins into the hand of a waiting stable boy, who’d ducked into the argument just long enough to do his job.  

Darien spun on his heel and glared at Bethany. She let him. She’d learned that it was better to endure Darien’s tantrums than wait for his help. She’d let him refuse Sir James’s offer of additional guards at Castle Gree for their escort. Bethany had assumed that was the plan; their own numbers were too small to protect Lendra and the money her carriage carried.  

Was Darien trying to get Lendra killed? Herself? Why else would Darien refuse an offer of help? Yes, it was human help, but they were all allies now—at least in Taftlin. Why not take advantage of local help and bolster some Taftlin pride? Why offend allies over trivial things? 

“You do not give orders here!” Darien snarled, but Bethany was too busy watching the front doors to really care what he was saying. Myra stuck her head out and nodded briskly. Bethany turned her back on Darien to open the carriage door for Lendra. She yanked out the metal steps and offered Lendra a hand, careful to adjust her dress when it threatened to catch and tear.  

“Bethany! You will look at me when I speak to you.” 

Bethany winked at her sister and turned to face Darien. She took four long strides to stand toe-to-toe with him. She wasn’t as tall as him, but he hadn’t filled out into adulthood yet, either. His shoulders still had the scrawniness of youth. He also held himself like a preening peacock in the armour, the way Jud always wore his. He looked uncomfortable and unsure how to stand properly in it. Bethany, on the other hand, knew she looked as though she’d emerged from the womb clad in battle armour.  

Bethany stared up at him, narrowing her eyes and clenching her jaw. She held his gaze and made not a sound or utterance. She thought about every single man who’d ever stood in her way and the numerous bones she’d broken during their removal. Something in her expression made Darien flinch and he looked away. 

“Apprentice Knight Bethany,” Darien snapped, “bring my trunk.” 

Bethany barked out a laugh. She couldn’t help it. She wasn’t afraid of this little shit. Did he honestly think he could intimidate her? Surely no one was that stupid. 

“Good one. Lendra, you head inside with Myra. I’ll grab your small trunk. Did you want your leather bag, too, or should I leave that one alone?” 

Darien stepped in front of Bethany. “You will do as you were ordered or you will regret it.” 

“I guess you really are that stupid,” Bethany said, the words tumbling out before her brain could catch her tongue. But, the words were out, so she let them stay. It looked like the confrontation would be happening sooner than she’d hoped, but all of this pussyfooting around Darien was grating her nerves.  

Darien bristled. “What did you say?” 

“I said you are stupid,” Bethany said, facing off with him. “Darien, do yourself a favour and ignore everything Jud told you.” She paused. “Actually, what did Jud tell you about me?” 

“That you are pathetic,” Darien said, still snarling his words. 

Bethany grunted. “I’m ahead if that’s all he said. Look, you’re new at this, kid. You need to learn who to suck, and Jud’s dick isn’t it.” 

Fury filled Darien’s expression, and his face turned red. “How dare you imply I am a degenerate?” 

“I didn’t imply that. I…” Bethany stumbled over her words, caught off guard at how offended he was. “It’s a human saying.” 

“How dare you make that accusation?” 

“Darien, I made no accusation.” She shrugged. “It’s just a saying.” 

She winced at his breath, and spittle sprayed her face as he shouted. “I am your superior! You are not in charge. You will obey me.” 

Bethany forced a neutral expression on her face. She didn’t want to get into a brawl. She wanted to get to the Imperial Palace, and then ditch the deadweight Jud had shackled her with. There were still knights in Taftlin working with Arrago, as well as regulars and militia she trusted. Kiner was still there. She’d get Jonas back with her, Myra, Jackson, and even summon Sir James if she had to. There were even a few members of the Black Hand, the spy network ran jointly by the clergy and the knights, though operating somewhat independently on their own.  

“Are you listening to me you…you…whore!” 

Kiner had been in charge of the Black Hand’s operations during the war. Now, with his expulsion from the Silver Knights, she had no idea who’d be in charge now. Lendra told her she’d heard Kiner had been appointed to some job within the Taftlin court, which would make sense. But she’d have to watch her back now. There was no one protecting her until she got to the palace. 

Her silence infuriated Darien and he shouted, “Nothing to say? Lady Bethany, I mean Apprentice Knight Bethany has nothing to say?” 

Motion caught Bethany’s attention and she shifted her eyes. She saw a man she was certain she knew. Short, pot-bellied, mostly bald, brown skin. He was handing a pouch to a taller man, wearing mismatched armour.  

The man noticed Bethany’s attention and his eyes widened. He pushed the taller man, who turned to stare at Bethany. She turned her head—even as Darien shouted, “Do you understand me, bitch?”—and openly looked at the two men.  

“Shit!” the bald man said. 

“Get out of here,” the taller man said. This one was definitely a Taftlin. Brown hair, tanned skin, and a decent height for a human male.  

“She’s seen us!” the bald man said, before hurrying to mount his horse.  

She knew him from Castle Gree. Of that she was certain, and she searched her brain for clues. 

“I am disgusted with your attitude. You arrogant, violent, embarrassment of an Elorian. I am ashamed to even share a smidge of the same blood line as you,” Darien went on, snarling.  

Bethany ignored him, along with his tirade about her lack of virginity, her gambling, her drinking. He even blamed her for the destruction of the Temple of Tranquil Mercies and the entire war against Magic. She’d heard it all before, often from her own mind; Darien was significantly less scary than her own internal voice. 

Bethany turned her head to get a better look at the bald man. Was he Lord Rutherford’s personal aide? Or was it Rayner’s? 

“Do not turn your face away from me!” Darien shouted and punched Bethany in the gut. 

She’d not expected it; the blow knocked the wind out of her. She buckled over and gasped for air. Darien punched her again, this time hitting her in the ear. Bells rang in her ears and she dropped to one knee, waiting for her stunned reflexes to kick in.  

“What are you doing?” Lendra demanded. 

“Go inside,” Darien instructed. 

“Step away from her,” Lendra ordered. 

“I said, go inside,” Darien repeated, snarling his words. He knelt down to grab the front of Bethany’s tabard. “I am going to enjoy putting you in irons.” 

Bethany slammed her forehead against Darien’s equine nose. It didn’t produce the desired wet snap she’d hoped for, but his wails of pain were an excellent consolation prize. She pushed herself to her feet and shoved Darien off his feet with her boot. He hit the back of his head on a rock and wailed some more when his fingers came back covered in blood. 

Bethany surveyed the area, but both men were gone now. Damn. She looked at the stunned raw recruits around her. “Did any of you see where that man went?”  

“What man?” Myra asked. 

“The man that was right over…never mind.” She looked down at Darien and sighed. “Get up before you cause a scene.” 

Through gasps of pain, Darien said, “I hereby charge you with…” 

“Shut up,” Myra snapped. “Just shut the fuck up, Darien.” 

Bethany gasped in surprise. So did Lendra. So did everyone else. 

“Myra, stay out of this,” Bethany said harshly. She could handle the trouble Darien would bring down on her. Myra had no such protections. 

“No,” Myra said sharply. She walked over to where Darien lay on the ground. “I know your mission was to incite Bethany into striking you so that you could charge her.” 

“That is…a lie,” Darien gasped out. 

It was Myra’s turn to reach down and grab Darien by the tabard. Bethany stared at her and stepped back out of the way. She didn’t need the rescue, but Myra was obviously in the mood for it.  

“Shut up, Darien,” Myra snarled. “I know the game you think you are playing, and I know what you are. I know who you are. I know that Jud asked you to spy on Bethany, and to then do everything in your power to make her break the rules.” 

“You don’t know anything about me,” Darien spat. 

Myra grinned at him. “I am a half-Rygent. I know why you are so eager to please Lord Jud, and I know why you hate Bethany so much. So, either spill what’s going on, or I will spill your secrets. Understood?” 

People were beginning to gather. Two maids carrying baskets stopped to openly stare. The stable boy, covered in hay, poked his head out to watch the show, his pitchfork leaning against his shoulder. Another maid covered in soot and carrying a bucket with a cloth cover joined the maids to stare. 

“Jud is coming after you,” Darien sneered.  

Bethany snorted. “I’m in Taftlin. What reach does Jud have here?” 

“For Apexia’s holy sake,” Lendra said, exasperated. “People are staring at us. Can we please move this inside like civilized people?” 

Bethany turned to face the other knights with them. “Go inside, get our rooms.” 

No one moved. 

“I said go,” Bethany snarled. The difference between her and Darien was reputation. They all knew her. It didn’t matter what they thought of her. They listened when she spoke. Darien would have to eventually learn that shouting and yelling was a very small part of leading. In the end, it was reputation and experience that engendered the obedience he craved.  

She was about to shout the order again, but Myra beat her to it. 

“You heard her!” Myra shouted. “Go! Move! Follow orders! Now!” 

Bethany’s mouth twitched, but she didn’t let the young knight see. Reluctant feet shuffled inside, and several heads turned back in hopes of catching every possible second of drama. Bethany kept her temper under check. Darien was a piss ant; ant being the important part. He was a pawn, and nothing more. 

The children finally disappeared inside the inn, leaving Myra and Lendra to flank Bethany. She crouched down to Darien’s level. In a steady voice, she said, “Let’s establish some rules.” 

Darien said nothing. Tears streamed down his face, no doubt without his consent. His nose was bloody and he pressed his hand against his nostrils. 

“First, I have decades of experience. If circumstances were different, I would be the one preparing you, Myra, and the others for the trials. Second, never hit me again unless your intention is to kill me. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you endanger me. Third, while you were busy waving your cock in my face—” 

“I didn’t!” Darien sputtered. “I…it’s…” 

“Not actually.” Bethany sighed. Why had this isolated elf been given his rank without any proper training? The entire purpose of field training and conditioning was so that the elves in Wyllow and the like could be exposed enough to the world to survive. Taftlin was going to eat Darien alive.  

She offered Darien a hand. He glared at her. She rolled her eyes and pushed herself up. She reoffered her hand and said, “Jud made you a fool. It’s your choice to stay one or to learn something. But, kid, take it from me. You are in way over your head right now. I can be on your side, but you have to trust me and not whatever Jud told you.” 

With some reluctance, Darien slapped his bloody hand into Bethany’s and she hauled him to his feet. She inspected his face and said, “You’re holding your nose wrong. Lean forward, pinch below the bridge, stop checking to see if it’s stopped bleeding.” 

Darien eyed her with a sullen expression, but did as she instructed.  

“You’ve had a few bloody noses?” Myra asked, mirth in her voice. 

Bethany snorted. “No, I was born with this crooked, bumpy nose. Now, while you were showing off and calling me names like a toddler, one of the bandits who attacked us was just over there accepting a purse of money from a man that I recognize from Castle Gree.” She glared at him. “But since you struck me, I wasn’t able to confront him and now they’re both gone.”  

Darien whipped his head around to look where Bethany pointed. There was just the normal foot traffic of the stable boys and various maids, along with some patrons of the inn. The mysterious men were long gone. “Oh.” 

“Now, if my memory serves me correctly, the man was one of the assistants to King Arrago’s advisors. Lendra, did you get a look at him?” 

Lendra shook her head. “Sorry, Bethany. I was paying attention to…well, you know.” 

Bethany turned back to Darien. “See? Your tantrum, sanctioned though it was by Jud, caused us to miss the opportunity to find out why we were attacked. What’s more, the bandits know where we are. There is now a money trail, which means this wasn’t a random attack. And what does that mean?” 

A pained expression came across Darien’s face. “We could get attacked again?” 

“More than that. We could get attacked again with overwhelming force. We repelled the first attack. We might not be as fortunate the second time.” 

“Oh,” Darien said. “I didn’t…I didn’t see them there. I was…I was trying to follow my orders. He said I had to be really strict with you and…this is my first ever command, Apprentice Knight Bethany. You have to understand. I’ve not even done my adaptive course yet. How do you do it?” 

The last bits of Bethany’s rage toward Darien evaporated, replaced with an overwhelming desire to break Jud’s neck with her bare hands. Elves required more sleep and food than humans, and were often cold. However, field knights—any knight that would serve outside of Wyllow, basically—had to complete a retraining course. It was two years for elves, where they learned to live in the cold, without sleep and without food. They learned to eat human food—flesh and animal fats—and even learned to hunt eventually. It was a horrible experience for all of them, and many elves broke before completing the training. However, no one could move to a command position, however small, without it. 

And there was Darien, a puppy, put in charge with no backup, and expected to carry out difficult orders with a difficult mission…Jud was sending the kid up here to get Lendra killed and to take the fall for it, assuming he wasn’t killed himself. 

“Oh shit,” Bethany said. 

“What?” Lendra asked.  

“Oh, shit, shit, SHIT.”  

“Um, Bethany? Can you try using more words?” 

“We need to get you inside. Now. Shit.” Bethany looked at Darien. “And then you are going to tell me exactly word-for-word everything Jud told you, did, said, all of it.” 

“What’s going on?” Myra asked. 

Bethany glanced at the very young Elorian woman. Myra was more experienced than a girl her age should be; she’d been caught behind enemy lines and held her wits about her. Bethany trusted her, even if their respective experience was oceans apart. “We’re all being used here. Let’s get inside and puzzle this out. Then the four of us are going to discuss the chain of authority for the rest of this trip.” 

“Yes, Lady Bethany,” Myra snapped instinctively. She glanced at Darien, who was still holding his nose. “Well?” 

Darien cleared his throat and said, “Yes, Lady Bethany.”  

“Good. Let’s get inside and let’s figure out this mess.” 

**** 

Bethany walked into the Warm Walrus and looked around. A handful of patrons were eating something grey from what Lendra used to jokingly call blates: the wide-brimmed bowls that Taftlins favoured for all meals, as opposed to deep bowls and flat plates like elves. A fire crackled off to the side, providing light and an unnecessary amount of heat, though it did drive the damp from the room.  

They followed the innkeeper, a Mrs. Oak, up the creaking stairs. Hay and heather covered the wooden floorboards out of reach of the screened fireplace. It had lost its freshness hours, if not days, ago. The air was heavy with the stench of horse shit and unwashed bodies, and all of them winced as the innkeeper led them through the stink. It was hot by Taftlin standards, but the dozen or so patrons clearly hadn’t adjusted their layers of clothing nor their hygiene standards. 

Bethany’s eyes watered, but she managed to hold back her coughs. Lendra sneezed and coughed delicately into her hand. She gave Mrs. Oak an apologetic smile and said, “Hay makes me sneeze.” 

“Bad time of the year for it, my dear,” Mrs. Oak said. 

“Indeed,” Lendra said, sneezing again.  

Darien was less discreet and openly gagged repeatedly. Awful retching sounds escaped him and even Bethany stopped to glare at him. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Mrs. Oak asked. 

“He accidently ate bad meat,” Bethany replied, grimacing at the sounds coming from him. 

“Yes,” Darien managed to squeak out. “Most terrible.” 

Mrs. Oak shook her head and turned back to walking up the steps. Her skirts swished on each level against the hay floor covering, stirring up dust and dirt. She was an older woman, with wide hips and pendulum breasts that not even her corset could properly contain. Her black coils were wrapped up in a bright yellow wrap, but they poked out at the top.  

On the third floor, Mrs. Oak said, “I’ve set aside my best room for you people.” 

Bethany examined the greatroom before her. It was standard as these things went. Ten beds and a fireplace. Two chamber pots rested in one corner and, from the smell, clearly hadn’t been cleaned well. Bethany resisted holding a gloved hand to her nose, but just barely. The linens, from what she could see, looked clean, and the bedframes appeared dust-free. There was a slight hint of camphor and mint in the air, which relieved Bethany. She hated bedbugs. 

“Thank you, Mrs. Oak. This looks fine. Oh, we’ll need a maid to clean the chamber pots,” Bethany said. “Elven nose. We tend to smell those things.” 

Mrs. Oak grunted. “That smell’s the floor, my dear. We had a bunch of hooligans stayed here last night and shat all over the floor. We’ve been cleaning most of the day.” 

Bethany groaned. “Assholes.” 

“You’ll get no argument from me. The maids are out collecting lavender and heather to throw down with the hay. I sent one of the girls out to find some peppermint, too, to see if that helps.” 

“Thank you. Darien will be down momentarily to handle payment.” 

“You’ve missed dinner. You be needing any supper prepared?” Mrs. Oak frowned. “Elves don’t eat cold ham, do they?” 

“No,” Bethany said, smiling. “Do you have any bread and butter? Enough for everyone?” 

Mrs. Oak surveyed their numbers and gave an unimpressed grunt. “I’ll send down to Tally Farms, to see if they have some to spare. They should. They got the planters.” 

“Planters?” Lendra asked. 

Bethany answered. “Here, groups of workers go from farm to farm helping to plant, harvest, and all that. Then, whoever can’t get work over the winter moves to the cities until the thaw. They call them planters up here, but they’re used all year around.” 

“Ah,” Lendra said. To Mrs. Oak, she said, “Back where I grew up, all of the farmers looked after each other’s farms and took turns.” 

Mrs. Oak gave Lendra a curt nod. “We do that, too, but there’s just too much work and not enough young men left to help. Damned war saw to that.” 

Bethany glanced at her sister, whose expression fell. Bethany remained silent, though, and let Lendra handle it. “Yes, we all lost too many young people. I hate war. I hope I never see it again in my lifetime.” 

That seemed to appease Mrs. Oak. “Well, I’ll send up the bread I have, and I’ll get Simpson to make the run over to Tally Farms. I got lots of butter. I have some oat cakes. Do you eat oats?” 

“Do you make yours with lard or butter?” Lendra asked. 

“Butter this time of the year,” she said. 

Bethany nodded approvingly. “Send those up, too. Darien will look after it all, right?” 

He nodded at Bethany, and then cleared his throat. “I will happily settle our accounts, Mrs. Oak, however, there is a small problem. There aren’t enough beds for all of us.” 

Mrs. Oak gave him a once over. “You’re a small lad. The beds can handle three of you at least.” 

Bethany laughed and said, “Thank you, Mrs. Oak. We’ll take it from here. Oh, we’ll be needing stabling, too, but Darien will look after all that.” 

Satisfied, Mrs. Oak headed out of the room. Bethany tried to push the door shut, but it wedged into the crooked doorframe. She rolled her eyes and turned to the others. There were about ten of the guard crammed into the room, the rest were still outside with all of their things.  

Bethany looked at Darien, waiting for him to issue orders. When he didn’t speak up, she said, “Okay, let’s bring in the trunks we need to get through the night. We also need sentry duty for the carriages, as well as for everyone sleeping.” 

“Is that really necessary?” Myra asked. 

“It’s a touch paranoid,” Lendra agreed.  

Bethany dropped Lendra’s bag on a bed. “I get paranoid when people try to kill me.” 

Darien leaned toward her and whispered, “Apprentice Knight Bethany…I mean…” He sighed. “There aren’t enough beds.” 

“Darien, we’ll double up. Not everyone’s going to be sleeping anyway. We need sentries posted. Anyone staying in this inn is at risk as long as we’re here.” At his grimace, she said, “This is normal for the north. The room’s not even that bad. It’ll be fine.” 

“But…” 

“Darien, you’re not in Wyllow,” Bethany said, trying to keep her voice down. “You’re not going to have lavish billets. The rest of us all shared rooms on the ship coming up here. It’s your turn to rough it for a bit.” 

“It smells like an outhouse!” he protested. 

“Kid, I’ve slept in a few outhouses. As far as they go, this one’s not that bad. You’ll get used to the smell, especially once your nose plugs from all of the lavender and hay.”  

“Wonderful,” Darien said, sullenly.  

“I had a hard time when I first came to Taftlin, too,” Myra said. Beyond Bethany and Lendra, she was the only other one who’d been in the war. She was speaking loud enough for everyone to hear. “There were three of us sharing my tiny bed. Sometimes, we’d all be off duty at the same time and would fight over who got to sleep in it. I was relieved when they sent me behind enemy lines.” 

Bethany craned her neck from side to side, stretching out the kinks in her muscles. “Really?” 

“Well,” Myra hedged, “at least until I had to sleep outdoors.” 

The other guards laughed as Myra told a humorous story about how a flying beetle in her hair nearly got her killed. While she did that, Bethany continued to stretch, though she tried to be as casual about it as possible. She was too young to be stiffening with arthritis, but that was the plight of warriors like herself. 

Lendra unbuttoned the sleeveless pelisse that was the same colour as her dress, revealing the clean fabric underneath. The late Queen of Taftlin gave Lendra several dresses before she died, and Lendra had really taken to the northern fashions of cone-shaped corsets that flattened her chest and layers upon layers of silks and lace. The lace especially terrified Bethany; it was all handmade. Each inch took hours upon hours to make, and Lendra’s current dress was covered in it. A snag or a tear would ruin so much expensive workmanship. 

Bethany decided to stick with her linen and leather. It was less stressful. 

“Should we talk about what happened outside now?” Lendra asked, with a fair amount of heat in her voice. She was folding her pelisse carefully, not looking at any of them.  

Bethany pointed at a dark-haired elf. “Iskar, work out duty rotations for both the stables and in here. We need pairs in both locations all night.” 

Isker turned his narrow, hooded eyes to Darien. “Knight Darien?” 

Bethany gave Isker a hard look. “Do as you’re told.” 

“Just…do as she says,” Darien said, defeated. 

Bethany glanced at Darien, who had seated himself on the corner of one of the mattresses. From his sullen expression, he was not adjusting well to the change in command.  

“The rest of you, outside. Bring in only the trunks we need. Someone fetch the food. Get the carriages and wagons put away. Get the horses tended. Then, and only then, do you get to eat.” Bethany’s instructions elicited several grumbles. “Well, go on. The faster you get the work done, the faster you can rest up.” 

Their mutters and complaints caused Darien to snap at them. Bethany waited until the now silent group had left before she said, “Next time, let them complain.” 

“I was taught that knights should keep their opinions and thoughts to themselves. Any deviation from those orders results in a breakdown of discipline, which would lead to poor work and a shoddy reputation.” 

Bethany laughed, until she realized Darien wasn’t joking. “They actually teach that in Wyllow to recruits and initiates?” 

Darien clarified. “Yes. I went through in Orchard Park, before the war, so I was just taught the basics. Swords, formations, and all that. Lord Chee taught me.” 

Bethany frowned. “He died during the explosion.” 

“I’d heard. Anyway, everything he taught us was changed when I went back to Wyllow. Lord Jud believed discipline was the mark of an elven soldier and…” He shrugged. “Your version of what a Silver Knight is and his are extreme opposites.” 

Bethany collapsed on one of the beds. She banged her feet together a few times to knock the dried muck off her boots before putting them up on the blanket. “Listen, kid, I’ve been a soldier for a long time. Soldiers complain. Let them.” 

“Lord Jud says it is bad discipline.” 

“Lord Jud is bad for discipline,” Bethany corrected. She eyed Darien’s swollen face. “How’s the nose?” 

“It hurts when I breathe.” 

“Sorry,” Bethany said automatically. She wasn’t actually sorry, but she needed him on her side until they reached the capital. Then she could ditch the deadweight. She looked about the room and said, “Lendra, me and you’ll take the far bed.” 

Lendra nodded absently and dragged her heavy leather bag over to the bed Bethany indicated. “I’m listening. Keep talking.” 

Bethany didn’t relocate beds while Lendra busied herself unpacking a fresh shift, stockings, and various beauty implements. Bethany tried to keep the amused look off her face, but she wasn’t fooling anyone. 

“Stop making fun of me,” Lendra said. She was pulling out the pins that held up her thick braids.  

“I didn’t say a word,” Bethany countered.  

“No, but I know you’re thinking it.” 

“Would you like to know what she’s thinking?” Myra asked. 

“No,” Bethany said. 

“Yes,” Lendra said. 

The sisters looked at each other and laughed. Bethany looked at Myra and, still laughing, said, “I remember when no one could read or sense my thoughts.” 

“It’s because you’ve embraced your situation,” Myra said as she dragged Lendra’s small trunk over to the bed. At Bethany’s confused look, she said, “Amber told me. She said after the temple, it was always very easy to know what you were feeling.” 

“It’s always easy to know what Bethany is feeling,” Lendra said. She lowered her voice as best she could and flayed her arms around, pretending to have swords in them. She made a poking gesture at Myra. “Death, pain, destroy, burn!” 

“I’m not that bad. So, Darien, let’s talk about your mission. I had originally been assigned commander to the diplomatic envoy, but then Jud fucked me over. We’re stuck with you now.” She sized him up. “Shit, can you try not looking so pathetic?” 

“You broke my nose!” 

She waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not broken. Look, there’s a lot going on that you aren’t privy to, and I think Jud is using you. So spill what you know.” 

Bethany wasn’t sure if Darien gave in because she’d scared the holy living life out of him or because he was in a room with three Elorian women who could rip him limb from limb if given half a provocation. She knew it was probably the first one, but she did hope some of the elven xenophobia helped a bit with the second one. 

“My mission was to guide Lady Lendra to the capital. The aides arranged transportation and provided the itinerary. Initiates loaded the trunks. We arrived at Castle Gree two days early due to good winds, and we continued according to the itinerary. That was the primary goal.” Darien swallowed and glanced at Myra, who was glaring at him. “There was, of course, other goals. Specifically, I was to observe Lady Lendra at all times and report any and all things she said about Lord Erem.” 

“What?” Lendra and Bethany said at the exact same time, in the exact same tone. 

Darien flicked his gaze between the three women. “All he said was Lady Lendra had important information about Lord Erem and that it was information the senior-most levels of the Elven Council were desperate to know.” 

“Are they looking for him, too, then?” Bethany asked. 

“I don’t think so. I mean…they must know where he is.” 

Lendra whirled to face Darien, pleading and shouting as she approached him. “Where is he? What did they do with Erem? Is he dead? Where is he? I will rip it out of your mind, if I have to!” 

Myra grabbed Lendra’s arm before she could strike him. “He doesn’t know anything.” 

“Lendra!” Bethany snapped. She’d jumped out of bed and was on her feet now. She didn’t like Darien, but she also didn’t want Lendra reading his thoughts. Myra was good enough to know if someone was lying, and just the fear of Lendra’s Power would be enough to put the fear of Apexia’s wrath in anyone. 

Darien cowered as Lendra leaned forward, ready to rip the thoughts from his mind. Bethany put a hand on her sister’s shoulder and said, very quietly, “We will find Erem, even if I have to go back to Orchard Park and kill Jud. We will find him.”  

At Darien’s shocked gasped, Bethany turned to him and said, “Make sure to put that in your report for Jud.” 

Sweat beaded on Darien’s upper lip. “You knew I was spying for Lord Jud all along?” 

“I suspect all of you, except Myra and Lendra, are spies for someone.” Bethany made a disgusted sound. She paced the floor. “What specific information about Lord Erem were you supposed to report on?” 

Darien licked his lips. “Are you going to kill me?” 

Bethany cut him a hard stare. If this had been a year ago, she would have been so tempted to string him up from the nearest tree and watch him swing. She did not tolerate traitors and anyone working for Jud was a traitor in her eyes. He was a blight upon the Silver Knights that was growing and, left unchecked, would spoil the whole. The only way to prevent it would be to burn it, root, stalk, and leaf. Burn it all down to the ground and start over. 

Her thoughts must have reflected in her eyes because Darien flinched away from her. Bethany growled under her breath when she realized her hands were shaking. She took several deep breaths to calm herself and to push down the rising heat within her before she lost control and burned the entire building down in a flash of pique and lingering battle shock. 

“No. I’m not going to kill you. Answer my question. What information were you looking for?” 

“He wasn’t very clear on that point.” Darien licked his lips. “He said several times that he knew you were all lying and that he was going to find out the truth.” 

Bethany hardened her facial expression in an attempt to mask any emotion that Darien’s words sent traveling through her. “Who specifically is lying?” 

“He didn’t say, but…well, it was obvious to me that you, Lendra, and the rest of you. Like, Lord Jovan, I mean Jovan, and…What’s going on?”  

Bethany ignored the question. “Do you know where Lord Erem is?” 

“No.” 

Bethany glanced at Myra, who stared intently at Darien. She narrowed her eyes. “You’re lying.” 

“I’m not!” Sweat beaded on Darien’s upper lip. “I mean, I’ve heard things, but I don’t know for sure. I’m not answering any more questions until someone tells me what is going on.” 

Bethany returned to the bed and sat back down, leaning against the bed’s low, wooden headboard. It cut into her back, but she ignored it as best as she could. Her muscles screamed with relief at the brief respite and change of position. She crossed her ankles once more. 

“The night Sarissa’s army of Magi attacked the temple…” Bethany still struggled to talk about her dead sister. She took a moment and started over. “We saved thousands of people. People were willing to follow me to kill those responsible. I made enemies of those who got left in the dust, who couldn’t fight alongside us. They weren’t called heroes. So they hate me. Jovan. Kiner. Erem. Lendra. Allric. They hate us all for doing the right thing and making them look bad. Now they’re coming for us.” She glanced at Darien. “Do you see the mess of shit you’ve stepped into?” 

“Lord Jud called you a traitor. Are you?” 

“No,” Bethany said flatly. “You’re here to spy on Lendra. How about me?” 

He shook his head. “If I heard anything, I was to write back. However, Lord Jud said someone else was sent to take care of you.” 

Bethany cocked an eyebrow. “Take care of me. What does that mean?” 

“I don’t know. He said not to let you get away with anything, and that you were a traitor and that he was working to prove it.”  

Bethany frowned at that. They’d already convicted her as a traitor. Why would Jud need to prove it? She glanced at Lendra, who was staring at Bethany wide-eyed. They knew she was lying about Apexia and Sarissa, and decided the worst had happened. All of the last year wasn’t about finding out what had happened to Apexia; it was to blame Bethany for what happened. But why? She was missing something. Something huge. 

“Are you a Magi?” Darien asked quietly. 

“What?” Bethany wasn’t sure she’d heard him right. 

“Are you a Magi and not really Apexia’s daughter?” He glanced at Lendra. “Either of you.” 

“What a stupid question,” Bethany said absently, still thinking about the steps she was missing in… 

She looked at Darien sharply. “What did you just say?” 

“I asked if you were a Magi. People are talking and saying that maybe you were never Apexia’s daughter. And, if that’s true, then the only way you could have saved the temple was with Magic. And, if that’s true, then maybe you did something to hurt Apexia.” 

“That’s shit,” Bethany said. “No one is stupid enough to actually believe that.” 

She’d heard the rumour before, and dismissed it immediately. It was only obvious for people to grasp on to the most obvious explanation that she was a Magi, or some kind of odd Rygent. She’d heard that one before, too. She was the wrong skin tone for that, and was conveniently missing the mark of Power on her forearm.  

She knew most people didn’t think too hard or long on the subject of her parentage. To do so would be to elevate her to a lofty position no one could reach. Instead, they focused on her as Lady Champion and saw her on that level: a warrior, a soldier, a weapon. It was easier for them, and it was easier for her.  

“Darien, head downstairs and make sure everyone’s doing their job. Pay Mrs. Oak and make sure to tip her. That’s expected of elves, so make sure to do it. Whip their asses if they’re lazing about.” 

Darien stood automatically, but he didn’t walk away. “I won’t betray Lord Jud. I can’t. He’s my commander and he gave me orders. I must follow them.” 

Bethany groaned. “I know. That’s why I’m asking you to leave now.” 

“I…I have a duty to report everything I see and hear.” 

“Yes,” Bethany said, drawing the word out. “So get the fuck out of my sight.” 

When Darien left the room, Bethany motioned with her head for Myra to follow her to the back of the room, the furthest away from the door. Bethany and Myra sat on the bed across from Lendra. “Have you heard anything new since we’ve arrived in Taftlin?” 

Myra tugged a slim, leather-bound journal from a small pouch on the leather brace crossing her chest. “I’ve been keeping note of everything I’ve heard, but should I summarize?” When Bethany nodded, Myra continued. “Darien was asking a lot of questions at Castle Gree about the war. That’s not surprising, really, because Wyllow has a very different view of the war than what Northerners have. I heard Darien tell Sir James that Lord Jud’s inner circle at the temple has been detaining any knight openly loyal to you for months now.” 

“Most knights are loyal to me,” Bethany insisted.  

“Jud’s focusing on knights who were agitating against your demotion. Some were arrested, but most were sent to remote posts.” 

“He’s expecting a fight,” Bethany said. “Oh shit. He’s planning a coup.” 

“Bethany, that makes no sense,” Lendra interrupted. “He’s already in charge.” 

Bethany shrugged. “I don’t know what he’s planning. I’ve not spoken to him. In fact, the couple of times he saw me at your hearing in Wyllow, he purposely avoided me.” 

Myra frowned. “Right, because you might have figured out what was going on. But the Elven Council must see this, too? If we’ve figured it out, then surely someone there has as well.” 

“I don’t think they care. All I can piece together is that this all comes from when you killed Sarissa in the abbey.” Myra sucked in a breath. “When you killed Sarissa, something happened. Now, I know you’re lying—all of you have been lying, I know that—and I don’t care, but I…look, Lady Bethany? People are still talking about that day. They’re all talking about the Blessed Blades and Apexia’s grace. And you are going to take the fall for it.” She glanced at Lendra. “Both of you.” 

Bethany knew this would happen. She’d warned the others, too, when they said to hide all of their new, true natures from the world for as long as possible. She understood all too well the desire to hide; she’d done it for a century herself. But she was simply born and the truth hidden away.  

The death of Apexia was not a quiet affair. Her blessing and grace was removed from the world and, with it, the very power that made the Silver Knights the beacon of hope against Magic. Magic was gone, too, though the world didn’t know that. Who would believe the Gentle Goddess was the tether that held Magic in this world? Who would believe their goddess whom they’d worshipped and aspired to had once been a brutal murderer?  

So, Bethany lied. She did it to protect her mother’s memory, to preserve what little freedom her friends had left, and to give them all a little more time to come to grips with this new world they had accidently created. She knew, one day, they would have to step out of the shadows. She hoped it would be centuries from now, but more and more she was convinced they were counting time in days now, not centuries.  

“I can’t tell you what happened, Myra,” Bethany said finally. 

“I don’t want to know,” Myra admitted.  

A flash of steel plunging through her mother’s neck. So much blood. Warm and sticky. Falling. Falling. Falling to the floor. Sinking. A limp form in her arms. Tears. Pain. She was glad her Blessed Blades turned to shattered steel. She could have never used them again after that.  

“You really don’t,” Bethany said quietly. 

“You are both in so much trouble, though,” Myra said. “They are coming for you and they won’t stop.” 

“They? You mean the council?” Lendra asked. 

“The council, the clergy, the Black Hand, the knights, everyone is coming for you.” Myra’s voice turned strained. “They know something happened with Apexia, and they blame you, Bethany.” 

“Well. Fuck.”  




Chapter 3

A good two hours passed before they were organized enough to relax. Eventually, carriages and cargo were stowed away, sentries posted, and food distributed. Darien supervised the set up under Bethany’s watchful eye. She stood back and mostly kept silent, though she called Darien over several times to give him instructions or assistance. 

The apprentices squabbled as they backed the wagon carrying gold and gifts for the Imperial Palace into the stable. Some items had shifted from the removed baggage and they’d improperly strapped down the remaining cargo. The horses weren’t cooperating, no surprise since Darien grew more and more exasperated with how difficult this was and lost his temper several times.  

Bethany leaned against the building with her arms folded and didn’t interfere. She was still working through the information she’d gleaned from Darien and Myra. She didn’t know quite what to make of it all yet, but she didn’t like the various possible conclusions she’d drawn.  

But this? This was familiar. She’d always been good at training. She was tough, but fair. This poor lot had never been taught correctly. They’d been taught being a Silver Knight was nothing more than shiny breastplates and mindless obedience. They were never taught what duty actually looked like. They weren’t taught useful skills, like how to back tired, cranky horses into a stable. They weren’t taught to seek out non-elves for help, even if it was just to help them with some horses. 

“Apprentice Knight Bethany,” Darien finally said, throwing his hands up. “Would you please help us?” 

Bethany quirked a smile and said, as deadpan and dryly as she could manage, “Just ask the stable boys for help. They’ve been standing right there this entire time.” 

Darien’s cheeks, already reddened from his exertions, flushed crimson, and he gave her a jerky nod of his head. He turned to the stable boys, who’d been watching the entire time laughing and waiting for permission to assist them. They made bit of a scene of it, but gave them a hand by first instructing them to either tie the trunks down or to remove them, since the falling boxes and bags were frightening the horses.  

Bethany ducked back inside the inn to join Lendra. She wasn’t alone; there were two of the apprentices assigned first watch to look after the upper rooms. Still, she would feel better being with Lendra. Bethany knew she’d eventually have to let Lendra live her own life. Her sister was already beginning to chafe against Bethany’s protective watch. She promised to step back once Lendra was safe and surrounded by well-trained, trustworthy royal guards. 

Bethany accepted a plate of food from the servant inside, along with another mug of black tea. This would be her fifth tea in the last hour and her hands were already jittery from the beverage’s after effects. Still, she wasn’t in the mood to sleep, so the tea would see to that aim.  

Eventually, the tea wore off. Bethany didn’t sleep so much as drift off occasionally. The room was dark, save for a couple of candles burning near Myra and Lanessa, who’d taken over the next watch. The rest were downstairs drinking and eating, so the two giggling girls were sitting on the bed across from where Bethany rested.  

Bethany didn’t speak or let them know she was awake. She simply lay there on the floor, a pillow wedged under her head, and listened to the two young girls talk about boys. Lanessa was older than Myra, and was just coming into her own feelings about boys and the many and varied things she wanted to do with them. Myra was still a touch too young for that curiosity, but Bethany had noticed her questions were showing a growing interest in the subject. 

Bethany smiled to herself. She remembered when the urges to look at the opposite sex first came over her. Jovan was the only living person who knew where she’d directed her first blush, and she was eternally grateful for that. Jovan was a loudmouth, but there were some secrets even he could keep.  

Lendra rolled over on to her back and one of her arms slumped across Bethany’s chest. Patiently, she put her sister’s arm back on her side of the floor, and went back to eavesdropping. She didn’t trust sleeping in bed tonight, and made Lendra sleep on the floor with her. They stuffed the bed with blankets and hay. If the bandits returned, the arrows might hail through the room. Bethany wanted Lendra out of sight.  

Only Myra and Lanessa knew about the arrangement; they’d organized it when the others were downstairs drinking. What had the world come to when she couldn’t trust knights. Of course, they hadn’t needed to fight against her, or have her fight on their side. She assured herself that, if circumstances allowed, they would abandon their single-minded dedication to Lord Jud’s orders and come around to her way of things. The desire to keep breathing did that to a person. 

The girls chattered on and Bethany listened to the gossip, connecting the dots between the news Myra was dropping. After about an hour of this, it dawned on Bethany that Myra knew she was awake and was purposely feeding this information out for her benefit. Lanessa didn’t even know the people involved in most of Myra’s stories. But Bethany did. And while hearing all about Lord Jud’s third cousin’s chest hair and crotch bulge was no doubt for Lanessa’s benefit, the information about Ero purchasing an estate just outside of elven influence was not. 

That gave Bethany pause. Full-blooded elves rarely moved beyond elven borders. If they did, they went to Ellentop. Rarely did they purposely choose to live in human territory. Bethany had never met Ero, but she knew of him. He was a hardliner, who believed elves for elves, and was against even Elorians being raised within elven borders. If it had been up to him, Elorians who were raised by elves and lived in elven lands wouldn’t be recognized as citizens. They’d be cut off from their share of the wealth, and barred from serving in any upper rank of the clergy or the knights. 

So why would one of the most conservative elves move to human lands? Something to hide perhaps? A way to move without the eyes of the Council on him? She’d look into that when she had a chance. Once they were at the Imperial Palace, she’d find a way to get Myra alone and pump all of the information out of her that she could. 

“I’m so drunk,” a young, masculine voice said, as footsteps stomped up the stairs. Malachi, she thought his name was. She didn’t want to lift her head up to confirm. 

“I know, right?” said another voice. Darien, she was certain. “We’re not allowed to drink in Wyllow, not even in our off-hours. We get watered-down beer and that’s it. Lord Jud’s orders.” 

“You’d think they’d let you unwind. A soldier deserves a stiff drink, don’t they?” Malachi said. 

“I agree!” Darien shouted. 

“Shut up,” Myra whispered. “You’ll wake Bethany and Lendra.” 

“Shut up yourself, you half-breed whore,” Malachi said. “No one asked you.” 

“What did you just call me, Apprentice?” Myra demanded.  

“A half-breed Rygent whore. The other half-breeds aren’t awake, so I can call you whatever I want.” 

“Give…stop…” Darien slurred, stumbling over his words. “I’m in charge here and…I…that’s not nice.” 

Bethany rolled her eyes, even as she reached for her sword that rested on the floor next to her. Light flickered as steps approached them. She caught a glimpse of Malachi’s sneering face, a lantern held up, directed at the bed where the lumpy “bodies” rested. He glanced over at the bed before turning back to Myra. She doubted he saw her. She leaned back down to the floor and shook Lendra gently. 

“We’re real elves,” Malachi said, sneering at Myra. “She’s just here because of her parents. Her whore of a mother—” 

“Apprentice Knight Malachi!” Darien shouted, even if his words were still slurred. “Apologize. There is…no room for…that here.” 

“Apologize or I will wake Lady Bethany and you can repeat it to her face,” Myra shouted. 

Bethany pressed her hands against the floor, ready to push herself up.  

“I’ll save you the trouble,” Malachi said and tossed his lantern on to Bethany’s bed. 

Flames licked the bed and hay. Lendra shrieked and tried to move a dozen different directions away from the burning bed. Bethany kicked the bed away with her booted feet and moved the corner several inches away from Lendra, who continued to scream even as she crawled on her hands and knees away from the fire. 

Then a lot of things happened at once. Bethany rushed Malachi and shoved him with all of her strength. Lanessa and Darien grabbed blankets to beat out the fire. Lendra shrieked when her dress caught aflame and Myra dove onto her to smother the fire.   

Malachi pulled a dagger from somewhere and held it up. Bethany gave him an unimpressed look. “Get down on the floor or I’ll kill you.” 

“I’m going to die either way,” he said and slashed at her. 

“Bethany!” Myra exclaimed.  

Bethany dodged two swings by Malachi before she could intervene. She grappled with him until she knocked the dagger out of his untrained hand. For good measure, she threw him to the floor and kicked him hard in the ribs. The floor’s hay was on fire now and Darien and Lanessa were desperately stomping out any flickering flames. Bethany kicked both Malachi and any flames that got too close.  

The smell of smoke and the terrified sounds of Lendra’s screams brought knights and servants stumbling up the stairs. Thick smoke greeted the new arrivals and Bethany shouted, “Open the shutters before we all die of inhalation!” Two sets of shutters were flung open to let in the night air. 

Malachi tried to pull himself away, but Bethany stomped down on his wrist until he screamed in agony as the fragile bones snapped under her blows. He curled in on himself, openly weeping from pain.  

“Lendra!” Bethany shouted as she stomped on more flames.  

“I’m fine,” Lendra replied, her voice wavering.  

One of the newcomers grabbed the pitcher of water at the front of the room meant for washing and hurled the contents on the dry hay. The other pitcher was utilized, and the fire sizzled and popped in protest. Puffs of black smoke rose up, choking everyone in the room. 

Darien collapsed to the floor, choking on the smoke from the bed. Bethany grabbed him by the boots and dragged him into the center of the room. She helped Lanessa put out the last of the flames on the bed and the others stomped out the last of the flames on the floor. Others were running for help and arriving with pots and even mugs of water in hopes of stopping the spread of the fire.  

Bethany coughed from the smoke, unable to take a deep breath. She held a hand over her mouth to help protect her lungs from the black poison, but it did no good.  

The wind was helping clear out the smoke, though, and Bethany stuck her head out of the window and inhaled deeply, before instructing the wide-eyed apprentices to get Darien to the window. Lanessa, Myra, and Lendra all managed to get there themselves. Bethany walked over to Malachi and kicked him again. 

He choked out, “I can’t breathe.” 

Bethany glared down at him. His smile was gone, now replaced with fear. “I don’t care. Why did you do it?” 

“Ordered,” Malachi said, coughing out the word. 

Bethany crouched down and grabbed the front of his tunic. She slammed his head against the smoky floor. “Whose orders? Jud’s?” Malachi shook his head and winced as she bounced his head off the floor once more. “Then whose? Tell me or I will bash your head.” 

“Bethany,” one of the younger knights said in a diffident voice. “What are you doing?” 

“Who?” Bethany shouted, ignoring the background chatter. 

She was dimly aware that all of the knights were gathered around her, as were several servants. Smoke still billowed. The fire wasn’t completely out yet.  

“Get that fire put out!” Bethany ordered. She turned back to Malachi and said in a gasping, rough voice. “Who ordered you to kill me?” 

Malachi choked. “Can’t say.” 

Bethany slammed him against the floor so hard this time that the floorboards cracked and groaned in protest. “Who!” 

Malachi’s eyes glazed over, but he held on to consciousness. “Black Hand. Orders.” 

Bethany stared at him in shock, before fury flooded her. She called him a liar and punched him several times in the face. None of the blows were strong enough to do much damage; the smoke had sucked much of her energy. 

“It’s the truth,” Malachi managed to say with his swollen mouth and jaw. His nose was bleeding, as was his lip. “Father Roc ordered us to kill you.” 

Bethany looked over her shoulder at a wheezing Myra. She was seated on the floor, gasping from the smoke and her exertions. “Any of this true?” 

Myra looked at Malachi and shrugged. “I’m tired…” She coughed some more. “Other than my work for Lord Kiner during the war, I’ve not worked with any Black Hand that I know of.” 

Bethany looked down at Malachi. His eyes were losing focus. “Was killing Lendra part of your orders?” 

“No. She never leaves your side, but I saw my chance and took it. What are you going to do with me?” 

Several servants bullied their way into the room, along with Mrs. Oak, and doused the bed and floor with buckets of water. Mrs. Oak looked like she wanted to berate someone for this disaster, but one look at Bethany and the bleeding man under her was enough for the innkeeper to hold her tongue.  

“What are you going to do with me?” Malachi whispered. 

She wanted to kill him. Every part of her screamed to drag him outside and string him up as an example to those who dared cross her. The fire burned inside her and her hands began to shake. How dare he try to kill her? How dare he try to kill her sister? When she was done killing this insect, she would go to Wyllow and find Father Roc and… 

A firm hand touched her shoulder, and Lendra said, “Enough.” 

And, just like that, the rage died within her. Bethany closed her eyes and gave herself a ten-count to bring herself under control. It wasn’t long enough, so she did it several more times until, finally, she was ready to open her eyes again to face the man who’d tried to burn her alive. 

In a very low voice, Bethany said, “If this was a year ago, I would’ve killed you. But, we’re not at war right now and I will follow local custom.” 

“I’m not afraid of you,” Malachi said weakly.  

“Then why did you try burning me in my sleep when I couldn’t fight back? Why didn’t you have the bandits put a well-aimed arrow in my throat?” She narrowed her eyes. “Was the attack your doing?” 

Malachi shook his head weakly.  

“Are you telling me the truth?” 

He nodded. “I had nothing to do with it.” 

Bethany stood up, coughing into the back of her hand. The air was easier to breathe now, but her lungs still felt burnt from the heat and smoke. “You fool. You tried to kill the last two remaining daughters of Apexia.” 

“You’re not,” he said. 

“I’m not what?” 

“Apexia’s daughters.” 

And there it was. Bethany sucked in a ragged breath. They couldn’t move against her in Wyllow. She’d saved too many people and was respected—or feared—by too many clergy and knights for anyone to openly arrest or harm her. So they needled her. They took away her influence and access, in a brilliant move to discredit her and to isolate her. 

This had little to do with anyone believing who or what she was, Bethany was certain. Maybe some of those who’d been kept out of the inner circle of knowledge and secrets truly didn’t believe her identity. But she knew most of them believed it after the temple’s attack. This was political. Her most powerful supporters—Torius, Aneese, Allric—were dead. The wolves were circling now.  

But why? She had been a loyal soldier. How could they justify her saving the temple if they didn’t believe she was Apexia’s daughter? Of course, she was a Magic user. A Magi. They didn’t know Magic was destroyed. They didn’t know because she couldn’t tell them. And with no one to blame for the destruction of the Blessed Blades and the removal of Apexia’s grace, she was an easy scapegoat. 

A bitter sound escaped Bethany. Malachi tried to sit up, but Bethany kicked him in the ribs until he stayed down.  

“What should we do with him?” Myra asked finally.  

Bethany was aware of all the other apprentices staring at her, wide-eyed and very frightened. 

“Bind him good and bring him with us. The knights at the palace will know how best to handle a traitor,” Bethany said. She glanced at Lendra and Myra. Both were covered in soot and the lace on Lendra’s dress was mostly gone. “You two okay?” 

They both nodded, and Darien replied that he was recovering.  

Bethany looked around the room and was painfully aware she couldn’t trust any of them now. Malachi had given her no reason to mistrust him, and he’d tried to kill her. Darien had been ordered to spy on them. How many more were under secret orders? Or, perhaps her question was who wouldn’t have secret orders? 

“I can summon the local magistrate,” one of the servants suggested. 

“No, they’ll just end up selling him into hard labour slavery. I won’t do that.” 

“The knights will kill me anyway,” Malachi wheezed. 

“Then there’s a lesson to be learned in all of this. Don’t try to kill Lady Champion Bethany in her sleep.” 

“You’re not Lady Bethany,” Malachi sneered. 

“Oh, I think you’ll find there’s enough people who still think of me as Lady Bethany to make the next months of your life very perilous.” Bethany looked around the room.  “It’s not safe here. The sooner I’m at the palace, the safer we’ll be. Let’s get moving.”  

“It’s the middle of the night,” one of the children protested. 

“You were given an order,” Darien said, coughing after each word. “Lady Bethany and Ambassador Lendra are no longer safe. We must get them to safety.” 

Myra stepped up next to Darien and put a hand on his shoulder. She said, “I was sent to Taftlin to protect Ambassador Lendra and assist Lady Bethany for the next five years. If you are here to do that, and only that, step forward.” 

Darien gripped Myra’s wrist and she helped him to his feet. He had to lean on her, coughing and wheezing as he was. Lanessa was likewise struggling, but she got to her feet and said, “I’m here to serve.” 

Many of them stepped over to Darien and Myra immediately, before all took the symbolic gesture. Bethany knew a well-trained spy would know how to follow the crowd in such a situation, but many of these were such young elves that she didn’t believe any of them were lying. Then again, she hadn’t suspected Malachi either. 

“All right, let’s get out of here.” 




Chapter 4

Bethany had underestimated how untrained the guards actually were. Most of their trip to Taftlin had been onboard a merchant ship, so there was significant leisure time. Likewise, Castle Gree had become an important port post-war, and what was once the hamlet of Gree had exploded in size, ballooning to almost a thousand residents staking claim to the pieces of property not owned by the Crown. There had been plenty of servants and assistance for every need and want, again allowing for significant leisure. 

Rushing through the night on little food and less sleep proved more of a challenge. Darien wanted to mount his horse and lead the caravan, but he had breathed in too much smoke. He couldn’t speak without coughing, and he eventually confessed that the back of his throat down to the bottom of his lungs felt raw. Lanessa stepped forward and said she was also struggling to breathe—one of her auburn eyebrows was missing and there were small blisters on one side of her face where the sparks and flying cinders had burned her. 

Bethany ordered Darien to sleep in the wagon carrying the gold. He protested, albeit weakly, and she put Lanessa in with Lendra. Darien approved of Myra being assigned Bethany’s second for the duration of the escape—only until he was feeling better, of course—and they headed out.  

Unfortunately, none of the apprentices had done any form of field training. They were dry heaving from exhaustion, falling off their horses, and some even broke into tears. Bethany wanted to scream at them, but she had been assigned nearly all inexperienced elves. She remembered how difficult it was for her when she was young, and she was Elorian. Elves had it worse.  

In the end, Bethany found some compassion and ordered a stop every hour, and allowed as many elves as possible to sleep in the carriages without compromising safety. She and Myra were the only ones still alert enough to take on an attack, in any case, so letting some of them sleep wasn’t hurting her.  

There should have been plenty of places to sleep along the road. But the civil war had been vicious, as had the war against Magic. So many buildings were nothing more than blackened wrecks of their former selves. So they traveled through the night, switching out exhausted elves whenever they could, and arrived mid-morning at a decent-sized village.  

Bethany didn’t seek out an inn. Instead, she asked for directions to the local magistrate. They were pointed to a side road and told Sir Colin Eagle lived down the lane on a small estate called Cedar’s Cache. 

“Why are we here?” Myra asked Bethany when they pulled up to the castle tucked away in a well-groomed miniature forest surrounded by fields. “I thought you weren’t handing over Malachi.” 

Bethany dismounted and handed her reins to one of the servants rushing out to help. The boy bowed and took the reins, presumably leading her horse off to the stables.  

“I’m not,” Bethany said, shaking the dust out of her hair. She beat her tunic a few times and adjusted her baldric sash.  

Myra eyed her baldric. “Tell me, Apprentice Knight Bethany, are you allowed to be wearing that with all of your battle honours and…is that the symbol for Lady Champion on there?” 

“This old thing?” Bethany smirked. She motioned for one of the servants to join her and she asked, “Is the magistrate home?” 

“Indeed, your ladyship. We have awakened his lordship.” 

Bethany cocked an eyebrow. 

“There was a ball last night,” the servant explained. 

“Ah,” Bethany said, smiling. She turned back to Myra and answered her question. “There have been two attempts on mine and Lendra’s lives since we left Castle Gree. We need help getting to the capital.” 

“You trust Taftlin troops over knights? You?” 

Bethany grimaced. “We have a lot of travel still ahead of us and I’m not taking any chances.” 

The main wooden doors of the stone castle flew open and a man of increasing years rushed out. He frantically looked about him, spotted Bethany, waved, and hurried down the stairs. He was running his hands through his silver-streaked hair and his bronze skin was flushed red from exertion.   

Bethany didn’t recognize the magistrate, but he remembered her. “Lady Bethany!” he exclaimed. “I don’t suppose you know me. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Colin Eagle, magistrate of Cedar’s Cache. I saw you frequently at Castle Gree, though we were never formally introduced.” 

“Lady Bethany,” Bethany said, conveniently forgetting her fall from grace. Her tale of woe would only make Taftlins like her more—not less. Elven politics wasn’t much respected in the north. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

“And Ambassador Lendra. It is an honour,” he said, bowing low to Lendra. 

Lendra smiled and said, “Magistrate Colin, it is a pleasure to meet you once again. I am in dire need of your assistance.” 

“Of course! Of course! What were these elves thinking, sending you here with mostly women to protect you?” At Bethany’s side-eyed glance, he said, “Excepting you, of course, Lady Bethany. I am well aware of your heroics.” 

“I’m sure the tales were exaggerated,” Bethany said, smiling. 

“Not at all! Not at all!” 

“By the time I left Castle Gree, I’d heard I’d singlehandedly defeated several mythological beasts.” 

Sir Colin slapped Bethany on the back as if she were one of the men. She let him. In Taftlin, that was the best treatment she could hope for, really. He grew serious when he spoke to Lendra. “Now, what can I do to help you? If it is in my power, I shall.” 

Northerners loved a lady in distress, and she was happy to let Lendra fill the role to get what they needed. Lendra excelled at the lady in distress role to a level that made Bethany uncomfortable. Lendra was powerful in her own right; she could turn memories and minds to scrambled eggs if she wanted. But as Lendra described their tale of woe to Sir Colin, Bethany also realized that her baby sister’s actual power might lie with her words and tongue, more than her thoughts. 

In less than a minute, Lendra had Sir Colin wrapped around her finger and moving to her will. He apologized profusely for his wife being out visiting and not having a suitable breakfast table for visitors, especially not elves.  

“Do you eat cheese and wine? I have a bottle of fine wine that my wife’s been saving for a special occasion.” 

“The cheese would be greatly appreciated, but please keep the wine. I wouldn’t want to risk your wife’s wrath,” Lendra said, smiling.  

“Of course! She has a temper on her, let me tell you,” he said, leaning into Lendra to whisper conspiratorially.  

Bethany dutifully followed Sir Colin inside. It was a small castle, if castles could ever be defined as small. He apologized excessively in between shouted orders to servants. He even sent a boy to fetch his wife from her sister’s. “I am so very sorry that my house is not grand enough for you.” Over and over he repeated this, with Lendra giving endless assurances that his house was perfectly acceptable and that they wanted nothing more than a respectable home to rest for a couple of hours before resuming their journey. 

A servant rushed into the room and whispered a question to Sir Colin. He frowned and turned to Lendra. “My lady, I apologize for the question, but are smoked oysters acceptable to your palate?” 

“The more conservative elves don’t eat seafood, but I personally love smoked oysters. I believe most of the escort will also find it acceptable, but perhaps if you could also provide some preserves or jams for those who can only eat the bread and butter. That would be most kind, but please, do not put yourselves out. I don’t wish to be a disruption for your servants.” 

Her politeness only made the magistrate more nervous to please, not less, and the servant left with a flurry of demands being shouted at her. 

He sat down and shook his head. “I’m so sorry for the state of my table today.” 

Bethany laughed. “We arrived at Castle Gree days ahead of schedule and they didn’t even have cheese. They were out of bread for two days! I thought I was going to starve.” 

“How could there be no bread?” 

Lendra chuckled. “One of the servants didn’t know any better and he unloaded all of their new grain into the basement and not the upper dry storage. The basement flooded that night in a flash storm.” 

“Of course it flooded. The castle is next to the gulf.” The magistrate shook his head. “My girls here aren’t the best, but it’s hard to find good help now with the king’s new laws.” 

Bethany accepted a steaming mug of tea from a very young girl, smiled her thanks, and asked, “What new laws?” 

“It’s no secret the King is an abolitionist. Not that I am opposed to the king’s law, let me be clear. His is our sovereign and even though some don’t like him, I personally would never speak out against him. He’s done a lot for Taftlin already.” Sir Colin motioned outside. “Take the road you used to reach us. That was his doing. Did you know that two years ago, it wasn’t possible to bring a proper post carriage down that road unless you brought a dozen slaves with you to clear the path? Now look at it! It’s flat enough to eat off!” 

“But what did he change?” Bethany asked. 

“Oh. He added several taxes on slaves. I sold mine off to the road builders and hired some local girls to work here for me.” Colin sighed. “I understand why he is doing it, but it’s made many people angry.” 

“Really? I’d think people would be happy to be freed,” Myra said. 

“Oh, yes. Those people are happy. I was referring to those who made their fortunes from the sale of bodies. They are…discontented, shall we say?”  Colin shrugged. “But no matter what his majesty did, someone would be unhappy, wouldn’t they? And it’s about time Taftlin starting looking after its own. For too long, we’ve been lining the pockets of the rich.” 

Bethany smirked. She was sitting in a rather comfortable estate house in the country, near a major trade road. But the magistrate’s money came from his influence and power, so being good to the people and supporting the king was his balancing act. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t carry on to the Duke’s estate,” he said, snapping orders for the servants to hurry and bring out the cheese and bread into the dining hall for the “starving elves in there. And bring them some ale.” 

Bethany sipped at her tea. “Forgive me, Sir Colin, but I don’t remember whose estate is nearby.” 

“The Duke of Arsenia has his seat of power a two hour ride away, by horseback. His Grace is away, but I know Her Grace and her mother, the Dowager, are at home.”  

“I had no idea we were so close,” Lendra said. She accepted a plate of nibbles from a hovering servant. The plate was filled with candied dates, cheese, and several thin slices of cake. The servant leaned over and whispered, pointing at two specific pieces of cake. Lendra whispered back, the servant tried to take back the plate, but Lendra politely refused. “I’ll give those to my sister. She doesn’t mind lard in her cakes.” 

“Is there a problem?” Sir Colin asked. 

“No,” Lendra said in her sickly-sweet voice laced with enough steel to stop any conversation dead in its tracks.  

Bethany looked away so that no one would see her smirk.  

“Her Grace has kindly been allowing one of our dear friends to stay with her,” Lendra said for Sir Colin’s benefit. “Her name is Amber. She’s the widow of Lord Allric, the commander of the elven force during the war.” 

“Do you mean the Rygent girl with the half-breed—” Lendra winced, and Sir Colin stumbled to correct himself. “I mean, the half-blood child?” 

Bethany cleared her throat and said dryly, “Yes. She’s a good friend of ours. Could I trouble you to send a servant with a note?” 

Lendra frowned at Bethany for a moment, before understanding flashed across her face. “If we can trespass on your hospitality for the afternoon. We wouldn’t want to inconvenience you while we waited.” 

“Of course not! My house is open to you, of course it is.” The magistrate clapped his hands and shouted once more for servants. “Apexia’s mercy, my wife is going to murder me if Her Grace visits when she isn’t at home.” 

**** 

When Bethany had asked the magistrate for assistance contacting the duchess, she’d assumed a letter of invitation would be extended. Or perhaps a handful of knights would be sent to assist her with the escort. Bethany wasn’t expecting an entourage bringing even more bad news, and this time about Arrago. 

Bethany reclined in the backseat of the carriage she’d shared with Lendra and dozed off and on in the midday heat. The magistrate’s wife had insisted upon giving Lendra a bedroom to freshen up in, and Lendra had been asleep for most of the day. They also offered Bethany a room and made a huge fuss over her, but Bethany used poor discipline as a crutch and said her people were too new to be left alone for hours at a time. In the end, they relented and Bethany was able to enjoy the sun on her face. 

“Lady Bethany!”  

Bethany struggled to open her eyes. She groaned and rubbed her eyes to find Myra staring at her. “What?” 

“There’s a servant here for you.” 

“Can’t you handle it?” 

“She insists upon seeing you, and only you. She says,” Myra lowered her voice, “she says you know her and she’s an apprentice knight.” 

“I know a lot of apprentice knights,” Bethany said, wiping the sleep from her eyes. “What does she want with me?” 

Myra let out a violent yawn in response to Bethany’s endless yawning. “She says she has news about the king, and to tell you her name is Rose.” 

It took Bethany’s sleep-addled brain a few moments to register the name. She sat up. “Oh, of course. Tell her to come join me.” 

Myra returned with Lendra and Rose, and the three women crammed into the carriage with Bethany. Bethany stared at the sight of the girl. Though, she wasn’t really a girl anymore. Rose was a human who had once fought alongside Bethany what seemed like a lifetime ago. She’d been tortured, violated, and mutilated during the attack upon the temple. Bethany had made her an apprentice knight, and Kiner had assigned her to King Arrago’s protection.  

The last time Bethany had seen Rose, she was slender and gawky with youth: all out-of-proportion limbs and feet. Her eyes were dead and haunted. Her brown hair was greasy and matted. She was gaunt, malnourished, and so full of justified anger. 

The young woman sitting next to her was a different person. Rose smiled at Bethany and pulled a small, leather-bound pocket book from her apron. She unfolded an equally small pencil, trimmed down to fit inside the notebook, and scribbled: 

It is good to see you, Lady Bethany. 

Relief filled Bethany as she returned the smile. “It’s good to see you, too, Rose.” 

Dowager Duchess Katherine sent me ahead to give you this. 

Bethany opened the proffered letter and frowned. According to the Dowager Duchess of Arsenia, her servants had seen Lord Rutherford’s steward passing coin to the less than savoury element in the city. Further, she had heard rumblings that some of the northern slave lords, Rutherford included, were unhappy with Arrago’s progressive laws. When done reading, she slapped the letter against her cheek, thinking. 

“Does the Dowager suspect Rutherford is planning to make a move against the king?” Bethany asked. 

Rose shrugged. Her hands blurred as she signed her thoughts. Bethany glanced at Lendra and Myra. “Help?” 

Rose sighed and wrote: don’t know—planning trouble she’s sure. 

Bethany frowned. “What does Rutherford’s steward look like?” Rose wrote out a hasty description. “That sounds like the man we saw. I knew I recognized him. He was Rutherford’s secretary at Castle Gree, right?” 

Rose nodded. 

“So there are two plans in motion?”  

Rose nodded again. 

“Does the king know about this?” 

Rose scribbled: I got word to Lord Kiner and Sir Edmund three days ago.  

Bethany swore. Experience told her attacks against Arrago was expected, but that was poor comfort. Her mind treated her to a disorienting array of images, memories, and random thoughts, all featuring Arrago’s potential demise. She had worked very hard to keep these thoughts locked away in the back of her mind, but now Rose’s information broke the locks.  

She had to get to the Imperial Palace now, more than ever. She couldn’t stop an army by herself, but she knew how to raise one. She knew how to protect Arrago. She would even throw herself in front of an arrow, if needs be.  

“Bethany?” 

Bethany looked at her sister’s worried expression. Right. She was still sitting in the carriage with the three younger women, all of whom looked up to her. While showing weakness wasn’t always a bad thing, right now, she needed to be calm and get all of the facts. She could fret herself into a frenzy later.  

“So they are planning an attack on Arrago. Okay. We’ll deal with that when we’re at the palace.   That still doesn’t explain attacking Lendra. How does killing the elven ambassador help their cause?” 

Rose shook her head and pointed at Bethany, a pained expression on her face. 

“I know, there are people after me. So, this attack was to get me. To get at me?” Bethany turned to her sister. “Are they coming for all of us?” 

Rose scribbled and held it up for Bethany. You.  

A chill cut through the warm summer’s air and Bethany’s arm hair stood on end. She had been fighting this feeling since they left Wyllow, but she’d constantly dismissed it. She was the daughter of Apexia for crying out loud! Two years ago, they were whining about her being Lady Champion and wanted her to go live demurely in Wyllow like a proper female. Now what? They wanted her treasonous head on a pike? 

It all went back to the lie. She had stood in front of the entire Elven Council and lied to their faces. She said it was Sarissa’s death that smashed the Blessed Blades, as a last curse upon the people she felt had betrayed her. She said Apexia’s grief was so profound that Apexia had removed herself from the world, for at least a time, to deal with the overwhelming pain of having lost a child.  

Bethany stood there and told that lie again and again as they hammered her with questions. As far as she knew, there were no mind readers there. And, even if there were, many had problems over the years reading her. Even Apexia couldn’t read her thoughts. 

Huh. Had she overlooked the changes to herself? Had they brought in Rygents and she’d not realized it? Normally, Bethany would have said the Council would never lower themselves to ask a Rygent for help. But, now…now she wasn’t so sure. 

“Myra, can you read my thoughts?” 

“Um, what? Why?” 

“Answer the question.” 

Myra shook her head, confused. “No, but I can’t with anyone. I just…sense emotions.” 

“What’s this about?” Lendra asked. 

“There was a time people couldn’t sense my thoughts. Not even Apexia could read my mind. I think the Council might have caught me in a lie, and that’s why they’re after me.” 

“Well,” Myra said, with a sigh. “Your thoughts are different than your feelings, though. I think reading your mind, even with permission, would be painful for a Rygent. But, your feelings are outside of that, if that makes any sense. You carry your emotions in your expression, in your tone, and in the way you stand. Right now, I know you are angry.” 

Rose scribbled: She’s always angry. 

Bethany smiled. 

“This is a quiet rage that’s going to boil over soon. I know, somewhere, you feel responsible for all of this since you did something. Or, you think you did something that’s caused all this.” Myra smiled. “And I know you want to roll your eyes at me right about now.” 

Bethany rolled her eyes, but grew somber. “There was one traitor in the crew. Could there be more? Could that traitor be here for just me, or are they after Arrago, too? I can’t plan if I don’t know what’s going on around me.” 

Myra sighed.  “I’m sorry, Lady Bethany. I don’t know.”  

Bethany wanted to be angry, but she resisted taking it out on Myra. Myra was risking enough by helping. And Bethany wasn’t mad at the girl for not knowing more; she was angry at the entire situation she’d been placed in.  

Bethany began a checklist in her mind. Deal with the possible traitors and spies in her escort. Deal with the threat against herself. Crush anyone who tried to hurt Lendra or Arrago. Or Prince Henry. Or Amber. Or Edmund. Or Kiner. In fact, crush anyone questionable who came within fifty paces of her friends.  

She needed help; this was too big for just one person. Right now, she had these three young women. She needed more allies.  

Bethany looked at Rose. “Does the duchess know who you are?” Rose held up two fingers. “The Dowager, too?” 

Rose nodded.  

“Does the Dowager still have knights living with her?”  

Rose nodded, then wrote: Prince Henry’s guard is coming with the duchesses.  

“They’re coming here?” Myra asked. 

Rose smiled.  

“That’s perfect,” Bethany said through a grin.  

**** 

Bethany had never met the duchesses, though both Lendra and Amber had spoken fondly about both women. Bethany had heard the Dowager, in particular, was a frail, elderly woman who couldn’t travel. Amber and Lendra brushed off those concerns and said the old woman was like any human woman of advancing years: her health was a primary concern because once lost it would never come back. However, Bethany was not prepared for the presence of the woman.  

“Get those trunks on the carriage!” the Dowager ordered. She leaned her ample weight against a carved cane with a silver tip and a black leather handle. The old woman stood in the middle of the magistrate’s courtyard and ordered around about fifty full-vowed knights, plus Bethany’s own guard escort, plus the Dowager’s servants, plus the magistrate’s servants, and anyone else who dared get in the Dowager’s way. 

Bethany stood off to the side, knowing better than to stand in the way. She sipped a mug of broth, occasionally having to flick out flecks of fatty bone marrow. But she was both hungry and thirsty, and the broth was helping quash both urges.  

A small trunk fell to the ground, knocking open the lock. Various journals, letters, and scrolls scattered across the ground. Bethany gritted her teeth at the sight of diplomatic correspondence falling into horse shit. 

“Pick that up!” the Dowager ordered.  

Darien jumped off the back of the carriage, scrambling to obey the old woman. She berated him, and the others who moved slower than Darien, until she finally threw her hands in the air. “Lady Bethany! Are all of your knights as useless as these children? Jasmine! Jasmine! I need you! Where are you?” 

“I’m here, Your Grace.” Lady Jasmine was an Elorian knight around Bethany’s age. She was three-quarters human, and had lost the ear points. She kept her elven height, however, and towered over the elderly woman. “What can I do for you, Your Grace?” 

“Organize Lady Bethany’s children before I lose my temper,” she instructed. She snapped her fingers at Rose. “Rose! In the carriage with us. I simply must be attended during this trip.” 

Bethany didn’t bother to hide her grin. The Dowager should have been a Silver Knight. In fact, she should have been a part of the Black Hand and a spy. She would have excelled at it. No one suspects a dowdy old woman cloaked in furs even at the height of summer. 

“Lady Bethany! Please, I beg you to assist me,” the Dowager pleaded.  

Bethany clapped her hands and said, “Children, you heard Her Grace. Do as she says and load her trunks on the carriage.” 

There were several offended mutters, and one of the apprentices said, in a loud, sullen tone, “She’s actually just Apprentice Knight Bethany now.” 

Bethany winced when the Dowager whirled on the elven apprentice. “Who gave you permission to speak to me, child? Is the Gentle Goddess standing here next to us, giving you instructions over mine? No? Then shut your little trap. Lady Bethany is a hero in Taftlin. She ended the war. Do not disparage her good name with silly pointed eared politics.” She eyed the apprentice’s elven ears. “Of course, I mean no offense to your elven heritage. I’m sure you’re very proud of it.” 

Bethany turned her back on the scene just long enough to cover her grin. She was relieved the old woman was on her side. When at the Imperial Palace, she would talk to Arrago to ensure he knew to do everything in his power to make this woman happy for the rest of her days. 

Her Grace, Cassandra, the Dowager’s daughter and the current duchess, glided out from the magistrate’s home, the magistrate and his wife hot on her heels. The duchess held a white handkerchief to her nose as she approached the horses. She spied Bethany and said, loudly, “Lady Champion, I have asked Sir Colin to access the damages done by the savage attack upon Ambassador Lendra’s life so that I may pay the debt myself.” 

Bethany inclined her head. “You are very kind, Your Grace.” 

She surprised Bethany by linking arms. “I insist upon you calling me Cassandra.” 

Bethany didn’t pull away from the intimate embrace. Instead, she played her part and smiled. “Then I insist upon you calling me Bethany.” 

“My dear cousin wrote about you often,” Cassandra said wistfully, referring to the late Queen Celeste.  

“She was very free in her praise of both yourself and your mother,” Bethany said.  

It surprised her how easily she slipped into Taftlin court language. Then again, she had spent a year hanging out with the nobility. It was bound to sand away her rough edges. She wished Mother Aneese was alive to see this, though it probably would have killed the old elf.  

“I feel as though we are already friends.” 

“As do I,” Bethany said, inclining her head.  

“Excellent,” Cassandra said.  

“Rose! Rose, where are you? Why are you not in my carriage?” the Dowager shouted. “I need to be attended!” 

It was approaching late-afternoon before the carriages were on their way. The Dowager, Lendra, and Rose were in the lead carriage, with Bethany, Myra, and Cassandra in the other. The caravan was surrounded by proper knights, the way it should have been from the moment they left Orchard Park’s main dock. Battle-hardened knights. Vowed knights. Loyal knights. Bethany let out a relieved breath. 

Next to her, a nervous giggle escaped the duchess. She put a hand to her chest and said, “My heart is pounding so hard I may faint.” 

“Don’t you dare,” Bethany said flatly, but she winked at the duchess to let her know she was teasing. 

“First, Lady Bethany, you must allow me to apologize for the familiar way I spoke to you. I would have not dared do such a thing if Rose had not explained the plan. I am…humbled to be in your presence.” 

Bethany clenched her jaw and forced a smile. As she stumbled for words, Myra spoke up. “Your Grace, Lady Bethany tends to be…embarrassed…when humans fuss over her parentage. She has worked very hard to be the knight everyone knows she is. She would prefer if people treated her as Lady Champion, and not as the daughter of a goddess. So, please, be in awe about her own achievements. There are plenty enough.” 

Bethany felt her cheeks heat up. Myra’s words cut through the bubbling anger inside her and chipped at her very core. And she was blushing over it. Good goddess, what was becoming of her? 

“Are you blushing?” Myra demanded.  

Bethany began to chuckle, and it soon turned into a roaring laugh. She looked at the rather smug Myra and said, “I remember when you weren’t so mouthy and familiar with your betters.” 

Myra gave Bethany an apologetic look. “Sorry, Lady Bethany.” 

Bethany smiled and turned to Cassandra. “Your Grace, I was being honest when I said I’d like to be your friend. Celeste…she was a good woman. I had the highest respect for her and she spoke so well of you.” 

A sad smile crossed Cassandra’s face. “I wish I could have said good-bye to her. I was with child myself and could not risk the journey. Mother was unwell at the time.” 

“I’m sure she understood.” 

“Thank you for saying that,” Cassandra said. “In truth, Celeste and I hated each other as children.” 

“She didn’t give that impression at all. It was her idea to send Prince Henry to you and your mother.” 

Bethany wasn’t sure how to continue; she was never good at this part of conversations. However, Myra stepped in and took over. She peppered the duchess with questions about the late queen, and Cassandra was happy to oblige with childhood details of two girls trying to cause trouble within the strict confines of human social rules. Bethany considered her own childhood and knew a little bit about that. Only, she didn’t have many friends to cause trouble with. She regretted that about her younger days.  

After some time had passed, Bethany said, “Your Grace, I mean, Cassandra, may I ask you a question?” 

“Of course.” 

“How is it that you inherited your title? I thought all Taftlin titles and property went through the male line.” 

Cassandra smiled. “I forget sometimes this isn’t common knowledge outside of the court. Generations ago, we were only a merchant family who did business with the royal family. There was a ball at Castle Gree—this was before the Imperial Palace was built—and there was an assassination attempt on the king. The head of the family at the time was a widow named Ester Arsenia. She pushed the king out of the way, and took an assassin’s blade for him. She died. The king honoured her sacrifice by giving the family a duchy and thousands of acres of land. And passed a law stating that the linage of the family would be passed down through the daughters, and not the sons, in recognition of her actions.” 

Bethany grinned. “Seriously?” 

“It’s in the historical records,” Cassandra insisted. “It’s one of the first things I learned as a child. Our family’s history. Then when I married, the title passed to me. I’m not sure why they made the law that way, but,” she shrugged. “Here we are.” 

“Is that why your mother is so…” Bethany searched for a polite word. 

“Impossibly bossy?” Cassandra helpfully supplied. 

Bethany laughed. “Something like that. She reminds me of the etiquette tutors I had as a child. Apexia’s mercy, those women made my life a misery.” 

“Yes, that’s my mother.” 

Three hours later, the pre-arranged plan began. Myra pounded on the carriage ceiling, and then shouted out of her window for the coach to stop. It took a minute or so for the caravan to completely come to a stop, but it did.  

“Lady Bethany is ill,” Cassandra announced.  

Bethany held her stomach and groaned from pain. “I think the fish I ate was bad.” 

The Dowager stumbled out of her carriage to inspect the situation. She touched Bethany’s forehead and said, “She’s warm. We should leave her behind to recover. The Prince is at the Imperial Palace and I do not wish to infect him with elven diseases.” 

“Oh goddess,” Bethany cried out, stumbling out of the carriage. She collapsed to her knees and retched. Bethany focused on some of the more gory elements of warfare until her guzzled watered wine sloshed and came spewing back up. Bethany turned her head and hit several of the apprentice knights’ boots for dramatic effect. 

“She absolutely cannot go to the Imperial Palace in this condition!” the Dowager demanded.  

“Bethany?” Lendra asked. “Are you okay?” 

Bethany spat. Vomiting on command wasn’t an easy task and Bethany’s guts really were hurting now. The moans that escaped her weren’t fake and, if she wasn’t careful, she’d start puking for real. 

“We can’t leave her on the side of the road,” Darien said, wincing. “Right?” 

“Father Gaston lives near here. He’s one of the Elorian priests who stayed behind after the war. He would happily let Lady Bethany stay with him until she is recovered,” Cassandra said. 

Bethany continued to groan, adding in a few dry heaves for dramatic flair. The apprentices were grimacing and a few were getting the heaves themselves. The older knights were more curious than anything. 

Lord Brennus, one of the Silver Knights that the duchess brought, crouched down and stared at Bethany. “What in Apexia’s name did you eat?” 

“Fish,” Bethany groaned. “Kill me please.” 

“Can you even get on a horse?” Lord Brennus asked. 

Bethany moaned pitifully in reply. 

Lendra stepped out of her carriage and said, “Her Grace is right; we cannot bring Bethany with us to the capital. What if she is infectious?” 

More moans. 

“You can’t become infectious from bad fish,” Darien insisted.  

The Dowager rapped her cane on her carriage’s open window. “Do not contradict your betters, child.” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Darien said automatically. 

“Lord Brennus, would you kindly escort my sister to safety?” 

“Of course, Ambassador Lendra,” Brennus said. 

“Take Darien and Myra with you,” Lendra added. She accepted a pouch from the Dowager and tossed it to Darien. “They can help.” 

“Yes, Ambassador Lendra,” Brennus said. He frowned down at Bethany. “Are you sure she’s okay?” 

Bethany clenched her stomach and moaned some more. 

Horses were exchanged and the caravan eventually left them behind with Bethany still moaning in the ditch. When the caravan was completely out of sight, Myra said, “Okay, they’re gone.” 

Bethany casually stood up and brushed the dust off her tabard.  

Brennus narrowed his eyes. “Fish, huh?”     

“You were faking?” Darien asked. 

“Yes, Darien, I was faking. We need to get to the palace before the caravan arrives and warn them that trouble is heading their way.” Bethany chewed on her lip. “I also need to get away from any knights I brought from Wyllow and Orchard Park.” 

“Why am I here then?” Darien asked. 

Bethany accepted the offered reins from Myra and mounted her horse. “You’re a strong rider. I need you to go back to the farm where we were attacked, and I need you to fetch Jonas.” 

“You trust me to go by myself?” he sneered.  

“Name!” Lord Brennus demanded. 

Darien stood erect, thrusting his shoulders back. “Knight Darien of Wyllow, son of Hadley. Diplomatic Escort Commander, Lord Brennus.” 

“One of the Wyllow kids under Jud, before he took over Allric’s position?” 

Darien nodded. 

Brennus stepped up to Darien and said, very quietly, “Well, let’s get one thing straight. I’m still a vowed knight. So if you won’t take your orders from Lady Bethany, then take them from me. You will go get this Jonas she wants, and you will carry out that task or die trying.” 

“Yes, Lord Brennus.” 

“And if you ever disrespect someone of her quality in front of me again, you’ll be drinking your meals for the rest of your life. Understood, Apprentice?” 

“Understood, Lord Brennus.” 

“Get on your horse and leave.” 

Darien asked Bethany a couple of very diffident questions before making the long backtrack to Jonas Whiteriver. Bethany watched him go and said, “I take it you know what’s going on.” 

Brennus folded his arms across his broad chest. “Yup. Bad news travels fast. Any of it true?” 

“Only the parts where the Elven Council overreacted.” Bethany sighed. “Okay, shall we take a few shortcuts?” 

Brennus nodded. “Using the farm lanes will shave a day off the trip. How important is it to get to the palace?” 

“A matter of life or death, or so I’ve been told. Let’s go.” 

 




Chapter 5

Opal tugged on Edmund’s trousers and demanded, “Up, Dada! Up!” 

He reached down and picked up the little monster. She looked like her mother, with her dark hair, dark eyes, and her chubby, copper-hued skin. She grinned when Edmund wrapped his hand around her and used the stump on his other arm to balance her. Once settled on his lap, she pointed at a ragged doll on the ground. “Bun, up! Dada! Bun!” 

Edmund obeyed and picked up the cloth bunny, taking care to shake the grass off it first. Opal balanced herself happily on Edmund’s lap and chatted away to her toy in her baby language.  

“What do you say, Opal?” Amber said. Opal grinned up at Edmund before going back to chatting with her toy. “She can’t say thank you yet.” 

The three of them were sitting under the white tent of the Imperial Palace’s south garden. It had taken most of a year to move Amber here. Despite all of his and Arrago’s urging, Amber wouldn’t move into the palace with them. She stayed with the Dowager Duchess of Arsenia the last year. With the arrival of Allric’s sister, however, they were finally able to persuade Amber to move to the capital where Arrago could help her.  

However, Amber didn’t want to impose on Arrago’s hospitality and took lodgings in the city. An actual apartment. Above a butcher shop.  

In the end, Lord Stanley and Lord Rayner used their years of diplomatic experience and convinced Amber to come to the palace for Prince Henry’s benefit. Paverly, Allric’s sister, cautioned them that Opal was Elorian and her maturity would not keep pace with the young prince’s. But, she also thought the young prince would help Opal mature a little faster than many isolated Elorians did. 

This was where Edmund spent nearly every morning now, sitting outside with Amber and Opal, to take breakfast together. Most of the aristocracy didn’t eat breakfast; they skipped straight to dinner. But Amber liked having a simple breakfast, and even Edmund had become used to it, having been around elves for so long.  

He liked the quiet. It was good for Amber to socialize and little Opal needed a man in her life. He was no Lord Allric; no one could ever replace her father. Yet, when he was with Opal, she didn’t care that he was missing an eye and a hand. All she cared about was Bunny and Dada picking her up. 

Opal dropped her toy on the ground and pouted. “Dada! Bun!” 

Edmund dutifully picked up the ragged thing, shook it off, and handed it back. Opal threw it back on the ground and grinned. “Dada! Bun!” 

“Opal,” Amber said in an authoritative voice that reminded Edmund of his own mother’s stern warnings. Why did all mothers have that same tone? Were they taught it in the birthing chamber? “Do not throw Bunny on the ground.” 

“Dada! Bun!” Opal said, pointing. Her face was screwed up into an angry scowl. “Bun!” 

He bent over, picked Bunny up, and shook it off. He handed it to her and said, with less authority than Amber, “Don’t throw it again.” 

She promptly tossed her toy to the ground and giggled. “Bun!” 

Edmund picked Opal up and put her down on the ground. She stomped and protested, but Edmund firmly told her he wasn’t picking Bunny up anymore. She collapsed to the ground in a huge pout and whimpered. “Dada. Bun.” 

“I’m sorry she calls you Dada,” Amber said. “I’ve tried to explain, but…” 

“I don’t mind,” Edmund said. He looked over at Amber and smiled. “I’ve always wanted to be ‘Dada.’” 

“Arrago will never turn Henry against you.” 

“I know. I spend as much time with Henry as Arrago does. At this stage, I think it’s a widely known secret that Henry is mine.” Edmund smiled at Amber. “But I’m not Henry’s Dada. I’m Opal’s, apparently.” 

“Opal adores you.” 

Edmund smiled again and picked up his dainty porcelain cup. “I can’t believe Arrago got us coffee.” 

Amber watched Opal throw Bunny and giggle, before scooting over to pick the toy back up. “Arrago is spoiling us so that he doesn’t have to think about a certain someone who landed a few days ago.” 

“Have you heard from Bethany?” 

Amber shook her head. “I’m worried about her.” 

“So am I. We got word a week ago that they arrived and were making their way here. That’s it. And before that? Nearly all of our news came through Lendra, not Bethany. What were they thinking, demoting her? She did nothing wrong.”  

“She’s the reason Rygents are returning home and rebuilding. There is a home for us now, because of her.” 

“No good deed is unfettered by politics,” Edmund said solemnly. He waved a hand to swat away the fly buzzing around his cup. “So, do you think she’s going to marry him?” 

“Who?” 

“Bethany and Arrago.” 

Amber’s eyes widened. “What?” 

“Didn’t you know?” Edmund leaned toward her. “Arrago asked her to marry him.” 

“When?” 

“Before she left.” 

Amber leaned forward and whispered, “Did she say no?” 

Edmund grinned. “She said she had to think about it.” 

“Bullshit!” Amber said.  

Opal threw Bunny on the ground and promptly shouted, “Shit!” 

Edmund tried to hide his laugh but it bubbled out of him. Amber slapped his forearm, which made him laugh harder. Opal, pleased to have made the adults laugh, gleefully shouted, “Shit! Shit! Shit!” 

“Thank you, Rygous, that Allric isn’t alive to see this,” Amber muttered. 

Edmund chuckled. “Allric worked with Jovan. He could have handled a toddler.” 

Amber snorted. Her expression didn’t darken as much as it used to whenever Allric’s name came up. She still missed him, just as he still missed Celeste. But it was getting easier to live life. They’d found a friendship through their mutual grief that hadn’t existed before. Edmund had come to depend upon Amber’s company.  

He glanced at her and smiled.  

“What?” she asked. 

“Nothing.” 

“No, what?” 

He shrugged and looked off into the wooded thicket in front of them. Amber insisted on having the tent opening point away from the palace, to give the illusion of privacy. “I was thinking how much I’ve enjoyed these mornings all summer.” 

She smiled at him. “Me, too. I’ve been so lonely.” 

He reached over and took her hand into his. He squeezed before releasing her hand. “I know exactly what you mean.” 

“You won’t be for long, though.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Amber chuckled. “The Dowager has decided you are her next project.” 

Edmund groaned. “I don’t want to marry.” 

“I don’t think you’re going to get a say in it,” Amber said with a grin. “She is quite determined to marry you to the Earl of Middlesburn’s youngest daughter.” 

Edmund stared at Amber in disgust. “Samantha Winterbright? I hate her guts. She visited my sisters every summer and I did everything I could to avoid her.” 

Amber put on a snobby accent and said, “It would be an excellent alliance.” 

Edmund snort. “Tell the old lady I said no.” 

“Samantha is lovely. You need to give her a chance.” 

“I have given her a chance! Every summer growing up! She is the worst.” 

“Edmund, people grow up and change.” 

“Not her,” he said stubbornly. 

Amber was silent for a moment and he’d thought he’d escaped the topic. No such luck. In a soft voice, Amber said, “You have to move on.” 

“No I don’t,” he said, not looking at her. 

“Yes, you do. It would have grieved Celeste to know you’re lonely.” 

“I could say the same about Allric. You’re young, beautiful, and a favourite of the king, both duchesses of Arsenia, and me. Stanley and Rayner both adore you. You’re quite a catch.” 

“Shit!” Opal shouted gleefully. 

Amber chuckled and said, “I’m a woman. The rules are different for me.” 

“How so?” 

“They just are,” Amber insisted. She looked over at him and smiled. “All I want to do is sit here every morning and drink coffee with you. I don’t need anything else.” 

“Tell the Duchess that. Both of them!” 

Amber smiled at him. “I don’t think the Dowager would approve of us marrying.” 

Edmund let his voice turn husky. “There are a great many things I want to do with you that the Duchess might not approve.” 

Amber broke into laughter. “Edmund, are you flirting with me?” 

Edmund tried to go for a hurt expression, but he started to laugh, too. “I can’t flirt with anyone else or they think I’m serious. I have to keep in practice somehow.” 

“Well, you just take that practice somewhere else,” Amber said, still laughing. 

Edmund was about to make a cheeky comment when the crows scattered and cawed angrily. Edmund froze in his chair, watching the trees and bushes ahead for movement. 

“Pick up Opal,” Edmund ordered. 

Amber looked at the trees and said, “Edmund, it’s just the wind.” 

“Pick her up,” Edmund repeated. He stood to walk to the edge of the tent. Sun glinted off steel. “There’s someone in the bushes.” 

He heard Amber move to scoop up Opal, who loudly protested having her play interrupted.  

“Who’s there?” Edmund demanded, stepping out of the tent. In a quieter voice, he said, “When it’s safe, run for help.” 

A moment later, a voice came from the bushes. “Edmund? Is that you?” 

“Who’s there? Show yourself.” 

A familiar figure stepped from the shadows of the mini forest. She was tall even by Elorian standards. Her hair was longer than the last time he’d seen her and it was braided tightly. Her hair was lighter than he remembered, though that was probably from a year in the southern sun. She wore her typical mail and leathers, though.  

“Bethany!” Amber shouted and rushed the woman. 

Even Edmund smiled as he approached her, but his smile abruptly faded when Bethany held out her hand and said, “Keep your voices down. Is there anyone else here?” 

“No,” Edmund said, confused. “What’s going on?” 

“It’s clear,” she said over her shoulder.  

From the protection of the miniature forest stepped out Lord Brennus, Jonas, Miss Myra, and a young pale-skinned elf Edmund didn’t recognize. The one thing they all had in common was their expressions: repressed rage. 

“Why are you all skulking in the gardens?” Edmund asked. 

“Hello, Amber. Edmund,” Bethany said, her words clipped. “We need to talk in private. Somewhere we won’t be seen.” 

“The gardener’s cottage,” Amber said. “It’s just over there.” 

“Amber, take Opal inside.” 

“But…” 

Bethany grabbed Amber’s arm. “Don’t tell anyone you saw me, especially not Arrago. Let me talk to Edmund first.” 

Amber looked down at her arm and back up at Bethany. She released her grip instantly. “I won’t tell a soul.” 

“Thank you,” Bethany said quietly. She motioned to her group and said, “Let’s go.” 

**** 

Bethany walked the hundred or so paces to the whitewashed cottage. Once inside, she prompted the others to do a thorough check. As they spread out, Bethany moved through the cottage, opening closets and looking in large trunks and sacks.   

“It’s just the one floor, right? No upstairs? No attic?” 

Edmund shook his head. “No, it’s a glorified shed. Bethany, what is going on?” 

She ignored Edmund’s question. “Jonas and Darien. Outside for trouble. Brennus and Myra? Stay with me.” 

“Yes, Lady Bethany,” Jonas said, motioning for Darien to follow him.  

Being around real soldiers had rubbed off a bit on Darien. The annoying mixture of sullenness and arrogance had waned somewhat, replaced with a wide-eyed realization that he was well beyond his element with these war heroes.  

“Has Lendra arrived yet?” Bethany asked.  

“Not as far as I know. Bethany, what is going on? Why aren’t you with Lendra? Why are you sneaking around?” 

“There is a lot happening,” Bethany said. 

She then laid out the last year for Edmund in as clear and concise a manner as possible. She explained the current political climate of Wyllow, the attacks just outside of Gree and at the inn, and Darien’s orders. Myra filled in her own suspicions, and then they outlined Malachi’s involvement. She told Edmund about the Dowager and how they purposely left Lendra in hopes of both separating Bethany from her and to get word to the palace ahead of the caravan.  

She detailed everything she knew about Rutherford’s involvement with bribing bandits to attack Bethany and Lendra. Edmund’s eyes grew wide as she said the Dowager had sent a message to the palace with her own information regarding plotting against the Crown.  

“I never received that letter,” Edmund insisted.  

“I believe you,” Bethany said. “They’re going to kill Arrago and Henry.” 

“They can’t kill Arrago,” Edmund insisted. “He hasn’t left the Imperial Palace in six months because he wants to make sure he and Henry are safe.” 

“Neither of them are safe. How do you think I got here? I snuck in, and that’s assuming you have an outside force coming to do the deed.” 

Lord Brennus cleared his throat. “Sir Edmund, my name is Lord Brennus. Our information leads us to believe that the Taftlin traitor is one of your own nobility. Lord Rutherford is the money behind it.” 

Bethany nodded gravely. “I saw his aide, the one who’d worked with him during the war, paying off bandits.” 

“The Dowager Duchess of Arsenia has had us gather intelligence on Rutherford’s movements, as well as the movements of several more obscure members of the nobility whose wealth is based on slaves.” Bethany and Edmund both stared at Brennus. He shrugged. “The late queen was a favourite of the Dowager and she has a soft spot for Prince Henry.” 

“Why didn’t you get the information to me?” Edmund demanded. 

“We were preparing to meet with Lord Kiner upon his return.” 

Bethany looked at Edmund. “Brennus told me Kiner’s away with Lord Rayner. When are they back?” 

“Tomorrow at the latest, if the weather holds,” Edmund said.  

“Where’s Jackson, or any of the old regulars from the war?” 

“Most of the younger men left once the elves pulled out. The war was over and all. Jackson is here.” Edmund twitched a smile. “He’s in charge of the perimeter guards.” 

“Have him reassigned to me. Apprentice Knight Rose is with the Dowager and Cassandra, so she’ll join us when she can.” 

“You don’t mean the maid Rose? She’s one of yours?” 

Bethany nodded, growing irritated. She was hoping to have Kiner here to help her. There was almost no one she could trust. She didn’t know how far Jud’s hand extended. Plus, the addition of the threat against Arrago added another layer of paranoia.  

She needed to get inside and holed away so that she could speak with Arrago and her allies, and then plan an attack. This kind of threat had to be met with strength, not recklessness, and she couldn’t do this on her own. If they made any mistakes, her head would be on a spike next to Arrago’s.  

“You need to talk to Arrago,” Edmund said finally. 

“I know, but I can’t trot in through the palace, either,” Bethany said.  

“Are the elves really trying to kill you?” Edmund asked. 

She looked at Brennus and said, “Some are.” 

Brennus clenched his jaw. “How dare Jud abandon his oath?” 

“It seems to be going around,” Bethany said.  

Finally, Edmund said, “We need to get you inside the palace. The best way is through the storage entrance, where deliveries for the kitchens come through.” 

“Plan?” Bethany asked. 

They talked it over for a few minutes. A red-headed Elorian covered in weapons couldn’t simply stroll through the Imperial Palace unseen in the best of times, and Bethany had left her helmet behind when she put on her show for the escort. Even Edmund waltzing into the servants’ entrance with heavily-armed elves would go noticed, as he’d never used that path in the year he’d been living at the palace. He didn’t even know the twisted paths to get from the inner hallways through the secret doors and into the main areas of the palace. 

Edmund decided they needed Jackson. He’d know all of the entrances, and no one would think it amiss if he escorted a couple of guards through the servants’ wing. Edmund could go in through the usual entrance and they would meet in the middle, as it were. Edmund mounted his horse which was tied outside to a tree in the shade. Bethany waited in the cottage, weapons sheathed, and tried to think herself through the many steps she had to take once inside the palace. 

Jonas and Darien came back inside to join them, saying there was no one nearby the cottage.  

“What are we going to do?” Darien gulped when he asked the second question: “How much trouble will I be in for helping you?” 

Brennus scowled at Darien. “Knight Darien, you wish to be a vowed knight one day, correct?” 

“Yes,” Darien said, straightening. He did that whenever Brennus spoke to him.  

“Then you must learn duty to what is right is more important than duty to one’s orders. You must learn to tell the difference and to do it in the face of knowing what the consequences will be. And you must learn to hold your head proudly, knowing that no matter what happens, you were a true knight to the bitter end.” 

Bethany looked at Myra, who stared at Brennus with a shocked expression on her face. Darien wasn’t much calmer. Bethany tried to hold in her laughter, but she couldn’t stop the snort that escaped her.  

Brennus looked at her sharply. She shrugged easily and said, “A bit too thick there, Lord Brennus.” 

“Bah. I’m still practicing. Lord Jovan told me he wanted to identify anyone who should be appointed as an apprentice, and to start training the ones who already are amongst the Prince’s personal guard. It was his last order before he left.” 

“Didn’t Jud overturn that?” Bethany asked. 

“I’m not important enough for Jud to correspond with,” Brennus said with a wicked grin. 

“I think I’m going to like you, Brennus.” 

She collapsed in a dusty chair and gathered her thoughts, while the others peppered Brennus with questions about the vowing ceremony for knights.   

First, she had to gather together those she trusted. She was off to a good start, but she needed more allies. Lord Stanley, for sure. He was too old to be a fighter, but he was a man of influence, power, and information. Those were three things she didn’t have access to at the moment without blowing her cover.  

She trusted Rose, Cassandra, and the Dowager. Kiner had made the Dowager aware of Rose’s unique position as one of his people, and the old lady had been using her to funnel information for a year now. Rose was hired by the palace as a nursery maid, and was constantly shuffled between Cassandra, Amber, and Paverly, as all three women helped raise Opal, Prince Henry, and Cassandra’s little boy.  

Bethany would have brought Paverly into the mix—she was Allric’s half-sister, after all—but she was on a tour of the north with Cassandra’s cousin and her children. She wouldn’t be back in time to help.  

Bethany obviously trusted Edmund and Amber, and likewise Jackson. If possible, she’d get Jackson to hunt down some of their old militia from the war. It might be an impossible task, but hopefully some stayed on with Jackson or maybe at Gree. Jackson would have a better idea where everyone ended up. 

She didn’t trust any of the original escort she brought from Wyllow, beyond Myra. She didn’t completely trust Darien, but he knew more than he was letting on. She was hoping his desire to impress people would eventually let something slip that she could use later. She’d been cut off from knowing anything important for a year now, and knowledge was a weapon. She couldn’t fight what she didn’t know.  

She’d have Jackson and Brennus watch the escort guards carefully. They would do their duty, but she wasn’t convinced any of them truly understood what that meant. Duty was more than following an idiot’s idiotic orders. It was doing what was right. None of them were experienced enough to understand that. 

“You all right?” Jonas asked her. 

Bethany smiled, and it wasn’t a friendly expression. “Jud is going to regret the day he made me his enemy.” 




Chapter 6

Dozens of candles flickered cheerfully around Arrago’s bedchamber. The whale oil lamp added a cozy glow to the room. That, along with full moon outside and the small fire warding off the damp of his room, gave Arrago plenty of light to read by. 

He reclined on the sofa and enjoyed the few moments of silence and peace afforded him. If his servants had any say in the matter, they’d never leave him alone. However, he had plenty to say on the matter, and he purchased an elven pendulum clock to be placed in his personal drawing room. There, the servants would see it, note the time, and leave him alone. 

This plan had a small flaw, however. His servants had never seen an elven clock before and had no idea how to use it. So, in a fit of frustration one night, Arrago personally installed a candle clock outside of his bedroom’s door. He insisted he be permitted ten uninterrupted hours at night. This was quickly revised to eight hours when a terrified servant explained they only had eight hour candles and not ten hour ones.  

But as he stretched out across his sofa, Arrago was happy with his eight hours. Most days he simply slept, but he was enjoying his book too much. One of the amazing benefits of being king was the ready access to luxuries, such as books. He invested in five businesses to bring printing presses to Taftlin.  

One in particular was set up on the estate, and was busy turning all of the fragile and faded historical scrolls into bound books. One such set was The Annotated History of Taftlin, Complete with Drawings. It was a fascinating tale of dragons and griffins, alongside the mundane of royal politics and court backstabbing. Dragons and other mythical beasts had always fascinated him, since he’d been a little boy and had first heard the myths and stories. These histories, even if embellished, were the perfect combination of his twin delights. 

The pounding on the concealed door startled him. It was a difficult entrance to access, and there were guards posted at the bottom of the stairs in case anyone found their way. In the entire time he’d been at the palace, no one had ever knocked on the door. Arrago glanced at the tapestry that covered the secret door, frowned, and grabbed the decorative sword perched on his mantle.  

He shook off his robe and slippers. It would be easier to fight in bare feet and bare chest than with a flowing silk robe getting in the way or ill-fitting, slippery-bottomed wool slippers.  

Arrago gripped the sword and took a defensive stance, just like he’d been taught by Bethany and Jovan a lifetime ago. He didn’t shout. He’d just give himself away, and he’d be dead before one of the footmen or guards got past the locked door.  

More knocking upon the door. “Arrago! It’s Edmund. Open the damn door!” 

Arrago relaxed instantly and took several long strides to unlatch the door’s locks. He swung open the door. “Why did you come this way?” 

Edmund pushed aside the tapestry and squinted when the light hit his eyes. “We couldn’t risk being seen.” 

“We?” Arrago asked and peered through the entrance, but the light of his room made it impossible to see anything in the darkness of the stairwell below.  

“Delivery for you,” Edmund said. “Everyone in.” 

Amber rushed into Arrago’s room, a mixture of worry and excitement on her face. She was followed by Jackson and Jonas; he knew both well from the war. Good men. An elf he’d never met, but Arrago recognized him as one of the knights. A young elf he’d never seen before. Kiner, of course.  

“Myra!” Arrago said, clasping the young Rygent’s hand firmly. “It is good to see you back in Taftlin where you belong.” 

“Thank you, Majesty,” she said, and then stepped out of the way. 

A cloaked figure behind Myra pulled down their hood and smiled. Arrago’s heart skipped a beat before thudding in his chest. Her hair was long enough to braid now, and she’d put on enough weight that her cheeks and eyes no longer looked sunken and feral. She snorted at Arrago’s shocked expression, and he grabbed Bethany by the waist and pulled her tightly to him. They laughed as he rocked her back and forth, squeezing until she protested from the pain. He kissed her mouth swiftly, but was too excited to dwell on any one action. 

“I can’t believe you are here!” Arrago said, hugging her again. 

“I’m so happy to see you,” Bethany said and, though she was smiling, her voice didn’t have the mirth he’d expected it would.  

“What’s happened?” 

Arrago’s joy at seeing Bethany faded as she detailed the situation he was currently facing. His anger bubbled and raged several times, but he let her finish her story without interruptions. They’d been racing ahead of the escort to bring news that there wasn’t just one traitor or one dangerous situation. No, they did it to warn him about several within their own ranks.  

Arrago clenched his jaw when Bethany told him about the knight who tried to burn her and Lendra alive. He managed to hold back his outraged commentary, but only just. Finally, Bethany finished explaining the situation and he gave himself permission to speak. 

“You’re saying that, since arriving in Taftlin, there have been several attempts on your life and Lendra’s. And, because that isn’t enough worry for me, there is also a plan to oust me and Henry. And, again because bad news comes in threes, you believe the Elven Council is after you. Did I miss anything?” 

“Technically, points one and three are related,” Bethany said. She flashed him a wicked grin and his heart sped up again.  

“Apexia’s might, I’ve missed that smart mouth of yours.” 

Bethany sat down on the sofa he’d originally been relaxing on and stretched out her long legs. She craned her neck from side to side, wincing when one side popped. “We need to be cautious now.” 

Kiner nodded his agreement. “I think we should keep Bethany’s arrival a secret. I recommend we circulate the rumour that Bethany was injured and is resting wherever. We’ll send some of our human knights.” For Bethany’s benefit, he added, “All of our humans stayed in Taftlin. No one went back to Orchard Park, or home. They’ve all asked to remain here, so we have hundreds spread out across the country helping.” 

“You want to lure them in?” Brennus asked. Then, he inclined his head and said, “In all of the excitement, I don’t believe we’ve actually been introduced.” 

“Kiner, formerly Lord Kiner of the Elven Service.” 

Brennus exchanged grips with Kiner. “They’re politicians. Give them a few decades and they’ll be begging to bring you back.” 

Kiner’s smile was polite, but Arrago knew him well. Kiner was humiliated by the letter sent to Arrago by Jud. Kiner had finally settled into his new role in Taftlin, though he still didn’t like to talk about what had transpired. Brennus asked Kiner about the nature of his dismissal, and Arrago decided to step in. 

“I assume everyone in this room you trust, Bethany?” Arrago asked. 

“Along with the Dowager, Cassandra, and Rose.” For Arrago’s benefit, she said, “Rose is one of ours.” 

“Who is Rose?” 

Edmund cleared his throat. “The servant girl who…witnessed your wedding ni—” 

“Never mind!” Arrago said, cutting the discussion off at the knees. “Apexia’s holy name, I had no idea that she was a knight.” 

“Apprentice,” Kiner clarified. “But, yes.” 

“This is Darien,” Bethany said, pointing at the younger elf. “He was sent to spy on me by Jud. He’s going to work with Brennus and Jackson. I’ll explain later.” Bethany let out a violent yawn. “Can everyone sleep here tonight? We’re exhausted.” 

“Of course. I’ll get the servants to bring up some…” 

“No servants,” Bethany said. “Not yet.” 

Arrago frowned at her, but organized the others into his drawing room. He alerted the guards outside of his main suites that the door would be locked and he didn’t wish to be disturbed in the morning by servants. They looked unimpressed, but didn’t contradict his orders.  

Amber offered to take his new guests to the next room, so that he could have some privacy with Bethany. Once the logistics were organized, Arrago came back into his bedroom. He sat down next to her and pulled her close.



“I missed you,” he whispered, kissing her dirty hair. 

“I hope your mistress won’t mind me staying with you tonight,” she whispered back. She snuggled in close. She smelled of sweat and horse, and she was still in all of her gear. 

“Was that a clumsy way of asking if I had a mistress?”  

She snorted. “I already know you don’t have one.” 

Arrago rolled his eyes, even though she couldn’t see it. “I suppose Amber told you that.” 

“No, you idiot. I trust you.” She tipped her head up to look at him. She was grinning. “I’m starving.” 

He kissed her mouth. It tasted about as bad as she smelled, but he didn’t care. He was so happy to see her. “Want me to raid the kitchen?” 

“Won’t someone think that’s suspicious?” 

“Why would they? I do it at least once a week.” He kissed her again. “I’ll be back.” 

“I’ll be here.”  

“Bethany?” 

“Hmm?” 

“I love you.” 

“Shut up and get me some food.” 

Arrago laughed and left in search of food appropriate for a fussy elf. He failed at keeping his grin to himself. Bethany was back in Taftlin! She was home. He’d deal with the worries and frets tomorrow. Right now, he was going to soak in her presence back in his life. 

He’s been so worried over the last year. Stanley and Rayner had talked him out of marching all the way to Wyllow and demanding they release her into his custody. Stanley did it with his usual touch, by saying taking a boat was faster in any case.  

The kitchen was still busy, even at this hour, as they were roasting meats. He quietly asked one of the girls to put together a plate for him, enough for breakfast, too, since he didn’t wish to have breakfast brought up. There was a flutter of activity putting together food and, by the time they were done, they had packed him a basket. He accepted it, and took a large pitcher of water.  

These days, they didn’t fuss at him when he did this. When he’d first moved to the palace, the poor head cook threatened to quit over Arrago’s presence in the kitchen. But arrangements and concessions were made, and now she tolerated it, but just barely. 

Arrago told the guards further down the corridor that Edmund, Amber, and a few friends were gathered for a discreet party and to relieve the footmen outside of his doors. They were knights, so they didn’t care. He still latched the doors behind him, however, just in case. He handed out some of the food from the basket to his guests before heading back into the bedroom. He latched that door, too.  

Bethany was in the same position he’d left her. Only now, she was snoring. There was a drool stain on the sofa’s velvet. He quietly put the basket of food on the floor for her, and put the water next to the wash basin. He pulled out the teeth cleaning kit for her, along with some soap, and placed them all on top of a cloth for her to wash with. Then he kissed the top of her head—she didn’t stir—and began to strip for bed.  

Tomorrow, he’d save her life. Tonight, he was going to enjoy having her near him, no matter how horridly she stank.  




Chapter 7

 

She grabs the back of Sir Eli’s neck and slams his drooping face into the table. She screams, “Traitor,” at him again and again for the benefit of eavesdroppers. She doesn’t mean it. Sir Eli is a hero, but she does it anyway. 

Arrago stands next to her silently weeping. He will never forgive her for this, she is certain, but this needs to be done. Moans escape Sir Eli and Bethany grabs the bottle from the table in a vain attempt to dull her feelings.  

“Stop this,” Arrago whispers. 

She doesn’t. Instead, she lectures him and hands him the bottle. He drinks from it, though the broken expression never leaves his face. She tries not to feel guilty about it. She tries to push it aside. It is so very difficult. No matter what had happened, she still loved him. She still valued and respected him, and this is the first step into turning Arrago into a monster.  

The monster she already is. 

“Then stop being one,” Sir Eli said.  

Bethany ignores him and kicks over his chair. Sir Eli crashes to the wooden floor. Hay mingles with his hair. “This is how wars are won.” 

“So if I understand you, you are saying you don’t actually want to stop being a monster,” Sir Eli says, his face a mask of blood. 

Bethany kicks him in the ribs. “Shut up! You shouldn’t even be conscious.” She turns to Arrago, who is staring down at Sir Eli’s beaten body. “This is how wars are won.” 

“I don’t want to win this way,” Arrago says quietly. 

“I think it’s important we discuss why you want to turn Arrago into someone he isn’t,” Sir Eli says, spitting hay out of his mouth. 

Bethany stares down at him. “Wait. How are you still talking?” 

“You can’t kill me. I will lie here in your dreams for all of eternity until you face that you changed Arrago into your own image. You destroyed his innocence and kindness, and replaced it with the casual brutality that defines you.” 

“That isn’t true!” Bethany says. She gives Arrago a pleading look, but he’s already turned away from her. 

“Arrago?” Bethany whispers. 

“It’s too late. The resentment is already there. He will hate you for what you’ve made him do this day. In time, he will despise the very mention of your name. His extended life will cause that resentment to fester, to grow, to infect, and soon, my dear, he will loathe the sight of you. Giving you Arrago for eternity was not a blessing from Apexia. It was your final punishment.” 

While she stumbles to find a rebuttal, Arrago appears in front of her. His face is expressionless. He doesn’t speak. He doesn’t smile. He simply stares. Almost casually, thrusts a sword through her guts.  

Bethany bolted up in bed, her heart pounding so hard her vision was blurred. She gasped for air as she ran her hands along her body to ensure she was intact. She fumbled for the dirk she’d placed on the night-side table, desperate for its protection.  

However, she knocked the dirk over, along with the unlit candle. The candleholder hit the wall, and the dirk clattered on the wooden floor. 

“Bethany?” Arrago asked woozily. 

She ignored him. She tumbled out of bed, her bare ass hitting the cold floor. She grabbed the dirk and gasped for breath. The cold leather against her hand was an odd comfort, but a comfort nonetheless. It reminded her she could protect herself, just until the strange moment between dream and reality passed.  

“Bethany,” Arrago repeated, his voice filled with concern. “What’s wrong? Come back to bed.” 

She still couldn’t speak, so she ignored him. She needed to sort out the real memories and the dream torture. Bethany grabbed her filthy, discarded tunic from the floor and pressed it against her naked body. It smelled awful, which helped awaken her senses. 

Arrago flung back the blankets and padded around the bed to squat down next to her. She clutched the dirk and tunic tighter. “My love. You’re safe.” 

A sobbing gasp escaped Bethany as the world came rushing back. Of course, Arrago hadn’t stabbed her. Of course, Sir Eli never said those things. She was safe.  

Bethany kept repeating that as Arrago gently pulled the dirk from her hand, then the dirty tunic. He wrapped his own naked body around hers and pulled her tightly to him. He didn’t ask what her dream was about. He didn’t demand details to refute them. Instead, he simply tugged her closer, and rocked her. He whispered how loved she was, how proud he was of her, and how happy he was to have her here with him.  

Eventually, Bethany’s heart stopped trying to rip out of her body and she gathered herself together enough to give Arrago a weak smile. She’d never had one of her nightmares around him before and she worried what he’d say. Would he judge her? Would he think she was weak? Would he laugh at her? Would it worry him? 

He cupped her face. “Bad dream?” 

She nodded. 

He offered her a small smile. “You’re safe now.” 

She nodded again, this time giving him her own small smile. “Sorry.” 

He hugged her once more. “Don’t you dare apologize. Do you want to talk about…” 

“No,” she said harshly. “I don’t talk about it.” 

“You should,” he said gently. He ran his fingers up and down her arm. A chill went through her. “I love you, Bethany. There’s nothing you can’t tell me.” 

“I can’t…not right now. Please.” 

“I didn’t mean right now, silly,” he said, grinning at her. “Now, come back to bed.” 

“It’s getting light out,” Bethany protested. 

“It’s like this most of the night this time of the year.” 

“Oh. Right. I forgot.” 

He stood up and offered his hand. She couldn’t look up at him without laughing. When he realized his flaccidness was basically waving itself in her face, Arrago wiggled his hips a little, eliciting a roaring laugh from Bethany. He kept doing it, moving closer to her, his hands now on his hips. Bethany fell over, peals of laughter escaping her until she choked for breath.  

Satisfied that he’d made her laugh, Arrago crawled back into bed. He patted her side and said, “Get up here, or I’m coming back down there again. And leave that blasted sword out of arm’s reach.” 

“You’re not the boss of me,” she said sullenly, but it was ruined by the corners of her mouth tugging upward. With a sigh, she tossed the dirk on a nearby chair and crawled back into bed. “Happy?” 

Arrago scooped in behind her and hugged her tightly. “I’ve missed you.” 

“Can I tell you something?” Bethany asked. 

He kissed her ear tip. “Always.” 

“It feels like I’m home.” 

“That’s because you are. Have you thought any…about…?” 

“Yes.” 

Arrago pushed himself up to look down at her. “Is that a yes, you’ve thought about it, or…a yes.” 

“I don’t know yet,” Bethany said, smiling. “Maybe?” 

“Maybe? I waited a year for maybe.” 

She shrugged. “Maybe is better than no.” 

He grabbed her ribs and tickled until she squealed and kicked him. “Maybe? Oh, you are going to pay for that one.” 

**** 

 

Arrago gleefully watched the group of friends argue about the best course of action for the coming days. Lendra, the Dowager, and Her Grace had all arrived, bringing with them new opinions, new plans, and fresh-faced knights. Lord Stanley and Lord Rayner were added into the mix, and they were not used to being shouted down by both elves and women. 

He let them argue. He’d already decided the best course of action earlier that morning with Bethany. He could still smell her skin, and the gentle softness of her touch. Bethany would strangle him if he’d ever called her gentle, but she was tender in their intimate moments this morning. Perhaps it was her nightmare, or the time that had passed. Perhaps it was simply the desire for intimacy more than plain lust.  

“Majesty?” Lord Stanley asked. “What about your wine is so amusing?” 

Arrago looked up from his wine glass; he’d not realized he’d been grinning. He surveyed the room, the smile not fading at all. “I’ve missed this.” 

Kiner snorted, while Bethany rolled her eyes dramatically. Myra and Amber both crossed their arms, and gave Arrago an almost identical annoyed look. As they were both Rygents, more or less, it stood to reason that they both sensed his own amusement at the situation. He gave them both an apologetic smile, which only made their scowls deepen. 

Jonas and Jackson were sensible enough to stay out of it, as was Lord Brennus and this new elf, Darien.  

Her Grace and the Dowager attempted a similar disapproving stance, but the Dowager had decades of practice at looking displeased. And she was putting all of her mastery to good use. 

Edmund, Lord Rayner, and Lord Stanley continued to bicker amongst themselves, because it wouldn’t be a meeting with the king if those three weren’t arguing about something. 

Arrago raised his wine glass and the chattered died down. “We have two threats right now. First, there is this supposed threat against me.” 

“It isn’t supposed, Majesty!” Lord Rayner said. “We must take every hint of treason and sedition seriously.” 

“His Majesty knows that,” Lord Stanley interrupted. “However, the poor boy would never do anything but taking these threats seriously. There are always threats.” 

“And this is why he must take this seriously!” Lord Rayner shouted. 

“He is!” Edmund roared back. 

Arrago sipped his glass of wine while the drawing room erupted in more shouting and accusations. When he finished the extravagant drink, he stood and walked over to the sideboard. He placed the glass there, alongside the empty basket of food from the previous night. The arguing died down once more. 

“Are you people done yet?” Arrago said. When there was no reply beyond annoyed mumbles, he continued. “Our second issue is that the elves apparently want Bethany dead, and aren’t afraid to kill Lendra in the process.” 

“Why would the elves kill two of their own?” Lord Rayner demanded.  

“Technically, they’re not,” Kiner said. “Everyone in this room knows Bethany and Lendra are Apexia’s daughters. We all know that. Now, yes, while it’s known, many people don’t actually believe it. And, now, the Elven Council has decided to turn their back on Bethany. She’s stirred up a hornet’s nest and they are out for blood.” 

“I am not having elves invading my country to kill her,” Arrago said. At least, he meant to say the words, but they came out as a growl. His fist clenched at the thought of elven assassins in his country, hunting down his beloved. “I will invade elven territory before I let that happen.” 

“Arrago,” Bethany said, stepping toward him. She looked over her shoulder, and said, quietly, “Don’t say things like that.” 

“I mean it,” Arrago snapped. 

“I know,” she said, still speaking in that quiet, gentle voice she so rarely used in public. “But now is not the time. Your Grace, you said Rutherford is the money behind this.” 

The Dowager inclined her head. “I did, Lady Bethany. With the assistance of Rose and a few other very discreet servants, I’ve gathered proof that Lord Rutherford has been funding some kind of attack at the Summer’s End ball next week. I do not know what their exact plan will be, but I do know the purpose is to destroy all loyalists and to kill both his Majesty and Prince Henry.” 

“The ball is next week,” Arrago said.  

“Yes, Majesty,” The Dowager said.  

“Then we cancel this party,” Bethany said shrugging. “Problem solved for the short term.” 

“How can you say that!” Lord Brennus shouted at her, surprising everyone. “You, of all people, know that the best way to deal with a traitor is to carry on and give no indication that you have become aware of their plans. How can you stand there and suggest we cancel the ball? This is our chance to—” 

“Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” Bethany shouted back.  

The room erupted once more. Arrago leaned against the sideboard and let them hash it out again. At this rate, the traitors would die from inaction and boredom, since it was clear to Arrago that he was never leaving this room again. His bladder announced it was very unhappy with this fact and, for a brief moment, Arrago entertained the idea of unbuttoning right there in the midst of their fight and relieving himself into the fireplace. His good sense suppressed this urge, but at least the daydream was pleasant.  

Lord Stanley was shouting at Lord Brennus. Edmund put his own oar into that fight, and both men turned on him to shout him down. Bethany stabbed a finger in the air and shouted at them all in a steady stream of vulgarities, all the while Lendra tried to calm her sister down. This infuriated Myra, who began shouting at Lendra. Amber came to Lendra’s side, and joined in.  

Not to be outdone, the Dowager yelled at Lord Stanley for him to bring the proceedings under control, and Her Grace Cassandra yelled at her mother to butt out of conversations that weren’t her business. Rose, who’d clearly taken a keen fondness to the old lady, pounded her fist against her palm as she tried to form words with her maimed tongue. Jackson and Jonas tried to calm her, which only infuriated her more. 

Poor Darien stood in the middle of it all, wide-eyed and pale. 

Kiner leaned against the sideboard, mimicking Arrago’s posture. “How long are you planning to let this go on?” 

“First blood?” Arrago suggested.  

“Three gold on the old lady,” Kiner said. 

“Her getting bloody or her drawing blood?” 

“Oh, her drawing blood,” Kiner said gravely. 

Bethany’s voice cut through the shouting. “They will kill him!” 

That brought a momentary reprieve before Stanley shot back, “Let them try!” 

Arrago sighed and said, “Enough.” He picked up a pewter decorative plate from the sideboard and slammed it down. His teeth vibrated, but he still shouted, “Enough!” 

Silence fell over the group. “I believe it’s my turn to talk.” 

Unimpressed looks greeted him. 

“I understand all of you have my best interests at heart, and that’s why you are all behaving like feral cats.” 

More unimpressed looks. 

“However, we are not cancelling the ball.” He raised his hand to stem off arguments. “Lord Brennus is right. If we cancel the ball, these traitors will know we suspect them. We will lose this opportunity to root them out and perhaps even capture them. We have the upper hand and we need to use it. We have one week to find out who these people are, and what they are planning.” 

“It would make more sense,” Bethany argued, “to cancel the ball and use that time to figure out the details of this conspiracy.” 

“No. Lord Brennus is right, and you know it.” 

“This isn’t about personal feelings. There’s more than just you living here.” Bethany motioned to encompass the palace. “They could all be hurt.” 

“I know, so let’s use this time to find these people.” At her frustrated expression, Arrago added, “There will always be conspiracies against me.” 

“How is that supposed to comfort me?” 

“I don’t see the difference between this and you running off to do training missions and telling me it’s your job.” 

Kiner snorted, and covered it up with a cough. Edmund helpfully patted Kiner on the back. 

“My job is to fight. Yours is to sit in a chair and look important.” 

“If I make you queen, you’ll be decorating a chair alongside me.” 

Arrago loved watching the storm cloud forming in Bethany’s eyes. He had no intention of doing anything of the sort—Bethany wouldn’t let him—but it was so much fun to crawl under her skin.  

She clamped her mouth shut, however, and deprived Arrago of watching her make a delicious scene. Instead, Bethany pinched the bridge of her nose. “Lord Stanley, please talk some sense into him.” 

“My dear lady, if I had any sway over this man, don’t you think I would have used it by now?” 

**** 

A disgusted sound escaped Bethany. “Then I have no chance to change his mind.” 

“No, because I’m right,” Arrago said. 

She knew he was right, but she also worried about any elven assassins sent after her or Lendra. No, they weren’t targeting Lendra so much as targeting her. That was where this theory about her being a Magi was falling down; they were sisters, so either neither of them were Magi or both of them were. So why target her specifically? 

The answer had come to her that morning, after she’d made love to Arrago to avoid answering his proposal. She was going to say yes, but not right now. She needed this crisis out of the way first. There would be plenty of time.  

There was an odd side effect of being quiet with Arrago, in the afterglow of intimacy: with her anxieties and worries lessened, she could think clearer. And one thought screamed at her that it was right. The more she thought it over, the more she was certain it was right.  

She’d permanently weakened the elves. 

She had not meant to. It had never been her intention. Yet, here it was staring her in the face. She had put a strong leader on the throne of Taftlin. The war had created many elven war heroes in Taftlin, and any attempt to crush that devotion would only make these people elevate those elves higher. Here was a room of elves, Elorians, Rygents, and humans, who’d all come together for a common purpose. It was everything the conservative, traditional hard-line of the Council feared.  

And she’d helped make this possible. She’d been the one to buck against all of the traditional rules. She’d become the first Lady Champion. That had been bad enough being Elorian, but she’d turned herself into a hero that young elven girls worshipped. What did she do? She enabled girls like Myra to also buck tradition and join the Silver Knights. And as more and more Elorians and humans joined their ranks, they were more open to new ideals that the traditionalists would have never tolerated.  

That’s why Jud excelled; elves for elves, and no one else. And what did she do? She spat in his face. She ignored the wishes of the Council and packed up the army to march north. When she’d done that, the Council must have realized it was her army and not theirs. She fought the war, won the war, and at what cost? She lost the blessing of Apexia.  

In that one action, Apexia had basically told the elves they were now on their own. They were no longer the superior race. They were no longer the favoured ones who shared their bounty with other races when they deemed it acceptable. She’d forced their hand and they were retreating.  

“What’s wrong?” Arrago asked. 

She looked up at the man she loved and realized, at that moment, right there, she didn’t care anymore about elves. She hadn’t cared in a long time. She cared about loyalty and family. And while Brennus, Darien, and the duchesses were strangers to her still, the others weren’t. They were her family. Soon, Jovan would be there. And they would find Erem. Bethany would amass her family around her, here, in her new seat of power.  

If the Council wanted to come after her, let them. This was her home now. 

“Let’s have the ball and let’s kill every single one of these motherless bastards.”   

Everyone stared at her. Arrago spoke first. “Um, what brought about the change of mind?” 

“These assholes are coming into our homes and trying to dictate how we live our lives. They want us to be afraid. Fuck afraid. You’re right, Brennus. Absolutely right. Fuck them all. Let’s burn them alive. Why is everyone staring at me?” 

“Because you make us shit our small clothes when you get this way,” Edmund said casually. 

Arrago nodded and gestured at Edmund. “He speaks the truth.” 

Bethany didn’t smile. “How many knights are within a day’s ride of here, Kiner?” 

“A couple hundred, though most of who’s left aren’t vowed knights. There’s others, but they’re spread out. Orders came down from Jud a few months ago, recalling everyone. Lord Stanley managed to keep some in the country to help us.” 

Bethany looked at Lord Stanley. “How did you manage that?” 

The old human man stroked his long, white beard in an exaggerated, contemplative pose. “I went over Lord Jud’s head.” 

Bethany snorted. “That’s why you’re in charge. All right, folks. Kiner, you’re in charge of the basements and cellars. Scour the place. Put your most trusted people into position throughout the castle’s bowels. Jackson, get together your people to monitor the grounds. There’s a lot of territory to cover around the palace’s main grounds, so you’re going to need a good excuse so we’re not tipping our hand.” 

“I lost a ring in the garden,” the Dowager said. 

“We’ll deal with that later, Your Grace,” Bethany said, annoyed that the old lady actually expected them to stop what they were doing to go find her jewelry.  

“You aren’t understanding. Mr. Jackson, I lost a valuable ring in the garden. Find it. Now.” The old woman considered for a moment before adding, “Let us repeat that scene in the foyer downstairs, where all of the servants and many guests will hear me. I think that will provide the appropriate cover.” 

“Your Grace, your talents are wasted. It isn’t too late for you to join the Silver Knights,” Brennus said. “We could use a strong mind.” 

The Dowager laughed heartily. “My fighting days are long behind me, my Lord.” 

“I don’t think they are,” Arrago said. “With respect, of course, Your Grace.” 

“Jackson, take Jonas with you.” 

“Yes, Lady Bethany,” both men said at once. 

“Brennus, take Myra and Darien with you. Gather up my escort and whoever Kiner isn’t using. Put them through training paces out in the gardens. Anyone who asks, tell them you have new recruits arrived from Wyllow to guard Henry and you’re…I don’t know, make something up.” 

Brennus inclined his head. “I look forward to it.” 

“Rose, you’re in charge of protecting Amber. Amber, I need you to keep an eye on Prince Henry at all times. His maids, his nurses, everyone. Don’t let him out of your sight.” 

Amber smiled. “Of course, Bethany. Whatever you need. Arrago, would you like me to move Henry to my room?” 

Arrago looked at the duchesses. “Should I?” 

“No, Majesty. People will suspect,” Cassandra said. “However, oh! I have an idea. I miss my son and request that the Prince come stay with us in our guest rooms. Amber is an old friend, and Rose can attend us.”   

“Rose, you okay with that?” Bethany asked. 

Rose nodded, a pleased expression on her face. She motioned at Amber, and made several hand gestures. 

“Rose recommends putting the duchesses in the west wing. She’ll have access to the back stairs that way and can cover that part of the palace. Right?” Amber asked. Rose nodded. She gestured again and Amber said, “You’re welcome.” 

“What do you want me to do?” Edmund asked. 

“You’re in charge of security for the ball. Work with Kiner, Brennus, and Jackson, get people into position throughout the palace, but especially the ballroom. Have them in dancing attire, orchestra, you name it.” 

“No weapons of any kind are allowed in the ballroom,” the Dowager stated.  

“As long as they don’t flaunt their weapons, it should be fine,” Arrago said. “Edmund?” 

Edmund shrugged. “I guess. We can keep the guards armed and stash weapons for everyone else within easy access.” 

“All right. We have a week to find out what is being planned. Be on your guard at all times. Instruct your people to not interfere with any plot, unless it’s an imminent situation. I want these assholes to think they’ve gotten away with their plans, and we will attack when it’s too late for them to change tactics.” 

“I think we have a plan,” Arrago said. He grinned at Bethany and said, “Want to run the royal guard?” 

She shot him a dirty look. The others wouldn’t have understood his hidden meaning, but she did plainly enough. Arrago had offered her the position when he’d offered his hand in marriage. She knew he’d give her the position with or without the marriage, but it was put in there to sweeten the deal for her. 

Of course, Arrago didn’t see it that way. He merely wanted her to know she could always be a soldier. He knew how much she loved training, and this was his way of putting her talents to use.  

Still, his little quip was meant to needle her and she didn’t appreciate it.  

“Not now,” she growled at him. 

His grin grew wider when Lord Rayner asked, “What is this?” 

“Nothing,” Bethany said. “Rayner, Stanley? Can we talk later?” 

“Of course,” Stanley said, bowing his head. 

“Is there anything else I can do?” the Dowager asked. 

“And me,” Lendra. “I’ve been completely left out of this plan.” 

Bethany sucked in a deep breath and knew she was about to hate the words that would tumble from her mouth. “I need both of you, plus Cassandra, to assist me.” 

“With what?” Lendra asked, scowling. “Do you want me to hide in my suites like a good little girl while Bethany charges around?” 

“Don’t be a brat,” Bethany chided. 

“What do you require, Lady Bethany?” the Dowager asked. 

Bethany steeled herself against the words about to leave her mouth.  

 




Chapter 8

In her decades-long career, Bethany had thought she’d seen and done it all. Once, she posed as a slaver to rescue dozens of Elorians who’d been kidnapped. During a training exercise, Bethany got separated from her team and spent a week surviving on her own in the mountains…in winter. A war broke out during Bethany’s vowing trials—surprisingly, not her fault—and she was trapped between two armies.  

She’d ordered the executions of hundreds during the Magic War. She stopped counting her battlefield kills decades ago. Bethany was an elven harbinger of death and destruction, and that was exactly the way she liked it. She’d cultivated her reputation flawlessly and did nothing to dissuade the masses.  

But for all of her experience, Bethany had never worn a ball gown to a fight.  

Bethany followed the Dowager down the royal wing’s corridor and kept her head down. She wore one of Arrago’s large cloaks and had pulled the hood up to obscure her features. With Cassandra and Lendra flanking her, along with six knights, the servants were too busy getting out of the way to gawk at the cloaked figure.  

The old woman shouted orders at the servants with more conviction than most military commanders. Bethany kept pace easily enough with the shorter, elderly woman, but her demands caused the legion of servants around them to rush around out of breath to meet her desires. Most of her requests were designed to distract the servants, and it was working rather well.  

They arrived at a nondescript door. The footman rushed to unlock said door, and bowed deeply at the Dowager. She ignored him and waited for him to light the candles inside the room. Once he stepped out, they all entered and Cassandra pointedly shut the door behind them. 

Bethany pulled back her hood and stared at the room in awe. It was long and narrow, though the room widened at the back where a raised platform rested in the middle of the area. From floor to ceiling, the walls were lined with trunks, shelves, and pegs. Hat boxes of various sizes lined the uppermost shelves, skimming the vaulted ceiling, accessible by the wooden ladder near the back of the room. Trunks rested on the floor all around the room, a layer of dust over each other. White sheets were wrapped around various unknown items on the shelves. There were more trunks, smaller this time, and boxes of various materials. Hanging from the pegs were items covered in white sheets or in cloth bags with drawstring handles. 

Gibbering sounds escaped Lendra.  

“What is all this stuff?” Bethany ran a hand along the sheets on one of the shelves and her fingers came back grey. 

“This is where the former queen of Taftlin stored her clothes,” the Dowager said. “Daniel’s mother, to be specific.” 

Cassandra brushed the dust off one of the trunks before opening it. She pulled away the papers and linens to reveal a purple silk dress with gold embroidery at the high neckline.  

“Is that gold thread?” Bethany asked. 

“Wow,” Lendra whispered. 

Cassandra nodded and covered the dress back up. “Most of this is out of fashion, though.” 

“A skilled seamstress could revive some of this,” the Dowager countered. “And the furs and the shoes will never go out of fashion.” 

“I love shoes,” Lendra whispered again, as if she was standing in the holy of holies of a temple.  

Bethany smiled at her. For her sister, this probably was as close to finding religion and faith as she was likely ever to experience. 

“This is all for one woman?” Bethany asked. She lifted a sheet and was greeted with silk shoes, dyed purple, decorated with silver thread embroidery and a painted wooden heel. “Wow.” 

“I wonder if they’d fit me,” Lendra asked, elbowing Bethany out of the way for a better look. 

“You have big feet,” Bethany said. 

“I do not!” Lendra protested. “And you have huge feet.” 

“I wear heavy boots. Your Grace, I don’t believe I’m going to find anything there. I only need a simple—” 

The Dowager cut her off. “Royal blue.” 

“Excuse me?” 

“Royal blue. It will suit your pale skin. Seriously, child, you need to get some sun.” 

Bethany’s mouth twitched. “I’m a red-headed half-elf, Your Grace. This is as tanned as I’m going to get.” 

“You look sickly,” the Dowager said, shaking her head in disgust. “Well, there’s nothing to be done. And that red hair of yours. Yes, yes, royal blue it is.” 

Cassandra pulled a white dress out of a trunk and held it up against Bethany. The hem of the dress skimmed Bethany’s knees. “Oh dear. We’ll have to bring in Nancy to help with this. You are quite tall for a woman.” 

“Blame my elven father,” Bethany muttered. “I appreciate your help, Your Graces, but…I only need a basic dress to blend in for an hour or so.” 

“You are a tall, redheaded half-elf,” Cassandra began. 

“There will be no blending,” the Dowager finished. “You are the mistress of the king, are you not? Are you not the liberator of the entire Rygent Islands and the vanquisher of Magic? Are you not the daughter of our beloved Gentle Goddess? Are you not the third most important person in the famous elven army?” 

“Well, not that last one,” Bethany said lamely. 

“Lady Bethany, you must arrive and have all eyes on you. Stun them. Awe them. And, when they are not looking, crush those who stand in your way.” 

Bethany stared slack-jawed at the Dowager. “Um…” 

Why did this elderly, fur-clad woman make Bethany feel five years old? It was an eerie feeling that she’d very rarely experienced in her adult life. And it was a feeling she didn’t like repeating.  

She tried a different tactic. Bethany pointed at the delicate dress in Cassandra’s hands. “If I wear that, children will be able to see my small clothes.” 

“That’s what Nancy is for,” Cassandra said. 

“Who is Nancy?” Bethany asked, growing frustrated. This was a bad idea. She wanted to stay close to Arrago and this had been her lame, pathetic, horrible plan. She should have just said she’d wear Taftlin ceremonial armour and asked for a fucking helmet that would fit her hair and her ears. 

“There is a week until the ball. We shall have it altered appropriately for your unique needs.” 

Bethany scratched her head, staring at the beaded white satin get-up. “Um, I need to have weapons. Boots. Armor.” 

“You will be wearing whalebone and silk, my dear,” the Dowager said. “You will be heavily armoured.” 

“Neither can stop arrows,” Bethany said, not bothering to hide the resignation in her voice.  

If Lendra hadn’t been there, Bethany probably would have walked out. But Lendra was gleefully running her hands over silks and satins, linens and cottons, and Bethany didn’t have the heart to disappoint her sister. She managed a whole two hours before her patience snapped and she stormed out.  

After she’d slammed the door, she heard Lendra giggling on the other side. “I can’t believe she lasted that long!” 

Days like these existed to remind Bethany that convents were always an option for her. 

 




Chapter 9

Arrago was disappointed to find his bedchamber empty. Bethany had said she’d meet him there once she was done working. Knowing her, she’d probably work all through the night, leaving him to worry in solitude.  

He poured himself a glass of wine and downed it without stopping. They’d found nothing in two days. Either the threats were idle or the plan wasn’t in motion yet. Arrago pushed aside the ideas that they were either too late or too incompetent; that thinking would help no one. He poured another glass, though he drank it slower this time. It was nights like these where Arrago regretted so many of his life’s choices.  

Balancing his glass in his hand, Arrago crouched down in front of the worn trunk in the corner of his room. He’d not opened the box since the end of the war, when he’d arrived at the palace for the first time. He unlatched it and looked inside. His sword was there, still in its sheath. He’d not used it since the end of the war. Likewise, his old mail was there, a bloody flag, and the huge cloak that had been a former king’s.  

Though tradition permitted Arrago to wear a sword at any time for self-defense, he’d not worn one since coming to the Imperial Palace. He ran his hand along the leather sheath. He’d thought by putting away the sword, he’d have put away the soul-destroying part of his past.  Only the blade and Apexia knew how many lives had been snuffed out by its sharp edge. But he’d been fooling himself. It hadn’t gone away. He had the nightmares and the waking dreams, where flashes of movement would catch his eye and his heart would pound frantically. It had made him jumpy at times, though the edges were now softening.  

He drained his glass and set it down on the floor. He heaved a sigh and fetched the sword, belt, and sheath. He came to his feet and tried it all on. An amused chuckle escaped him when he couldn’t get the loops as tight as he’d worn them during the war. He needed to get off his throne or he’d be yet another fat monarch for the Taftlin scholars to mock.  

His thoughts were interrupted by a knock and he turned to see Edmund standing in the doorway. “Have a minute?” 

Arrago motioned for Edmund to join him, who pointedly shut the door behind him. “I need to take up a sport.” 

“Where’s Bethany?” Edmund picked up the clean glass from the table and poured himself a glass of wine.  

“Who knows? Probably off saving the world again.” 

“She’s like that.” Edmund frowned down at the belt. “If you wear that, people will know you’re expecting trouble.” 

“Good,” Arrago said sourly. “I mean it, Edmund. I’ve tried the friendly king act and what has it gotten me? Constant death threats. I have no army to speak of. I can’t trust Taftlins to guard me, so most of my royal guard are foreigners. Bethany is, once again, putting herself at risk for my life. Henry…goddess, he is growing up with a sword over his head. How can he grow into a compassionate and understanding man if his first life lessons are all on how to protect himself?” 

Edmund remained silent as Arrago pulled off the sword belt and threw it down on the bed. 

“There are days I regret ever taking this post. I should have decreed women could rule and made Celeste queen. Or married you off to her and made you king. I should have done something.” Arrago put his hands down on the high bed and dropped his head. “I should have done more, but I didn’t. I was such an idiot. Such an idiot! Everyone knows it.”  

Edmund didn’t answer.  

Arrago slammed a hand against the bedpost. “I never wanted to be a leader.”  

“Are you done?” Edmund asked in a neutral tone. He sipped at his wine.  

Arrago snorted. “Yes.” 

“Good. When you’re alone with me or Bethany, say whatever you need to say. But when you walk out that door, you are king. All of the people in the corridors need to see you act like a king.” 

Arrago scoffed. “Why does it matter?” 

“Why?” Edmund demanded. “All of your servants in this palace are freemen because of you. All of the elderly women you’ve brought into your palace to look after the flowers and help clean out the closets are here, employed and fed, because of you. Are you so self-absorbed that you cannot see the progress you’ve made?” 

“A few poor people have jobs and that’s it. That’s all I’ve done. I could spend the next millennia trying to fix the problems here and I still wouldn’t have solved them all.” 

“You better solve some of them because you don’t have millennia.” 

“I do, not that it matters,” Arrago mumbled. He regretted the words as soon as he saw Edmund’s expression change. 

A puzzle look spread across Edmund’s face before it was replaced with a wary expression. He took a step closer to Arrago. “What did you say?” 

“Nothing.” 

“No, it was something. What did you mean?” 

“I’m drunk,” Arrago said. 

“You’re not. What are you not telling me?” 

Arrago turned away from his friend and said, “It’s nothing.” 

Edmund grabbed Arrago’s arm, pulling him around to face him. “It is something.” 

“Get your hand off me,” Arrago demanded. 

Edmund obeyed, making a show of it. He walked backwards, hands raised. “Of course, Majesty. Anything you say, Majesty. Would you like me to lick your boots while I’m at it, Majesty?” 

Arrago clenched his jaw in irritation, but ignored Edmund’s attempt to start an argument. He picked up his glass from the floor and filled it again. He guzzled this one, too. It was that kind of day. Already, his head was starting to fog, which was exactly what he wanted. 

“Why are you here?” Arrago asked. 

“I was looking for Bethany.” 

“She’s not here.” 

“I noticed. Arrago, what’s wrong with you?” 

There was plenty wrong. So much so that he wouldn’t be able to pick only one problem to answer the question. If he stopped to think about his problems, he’d end up hiding under his bed in a gibbering mess.  

So he answered Edmund’s question the only way he could. “There’s nothing wrong.” 

Edmund folded his arms across his barrel chest. “I’ll ask Bethany.” 

“She won’t tell you,” Arrago muttered. “Stop being so childish and get out.” 

Edmund grabbed Arrago and pinned him up against the bedpost. “What is going on, Arrago? Is this Magic? Did Bethany heal you and extend your life? Are you just going mad? Fucking tell me or I swear on Apexia’s holy name I am walking out of here and never helping you again.” 

“Let go of me,” Arrago growled. 

“Going to hit me, Majesty?” 

“I might.” 

That was the moment Bethany chose to walk into the bedchamber, unannounced. She stared at them for a moment before saying, “I had no idea.” 

Arrago shoved Edmund away. “Get out.” 

Edmund shoved Arrago back and turned on his heel to storm out of the room. Bethany stepped in front of him. She was significantly taller than him, and had a glare that could freeze oceans. “What’s going on?” 

“Get out of my way,” Edmund said. 

“No,” Bethany said calmly. She closed the door behind her and crossed her arms. “What is going on?” 

“I’ve done everything I can for him,” Edmund spat. “My neck is in as tight of a noose as his, but he’s too self-absorbed to notice.” 

“Fine! You want to know so badly? Ask Bethany. See what she says.” With that, Arrago collapsed in a chair in the corner of the room. He stretched out his legs and crossed them at the ankles. He crossed his arms for added effect. 

**** 

Bethany was exhausted beyond words and her patience for everyone else’s worries and stress was at an all-time low. Intellectually, she knew squabbling and grandstanding was one way to relieve stress, but she was tired. All she wanted was to collapse into bed face-first and not wake until the morning. 

“We don’t have time for this,” Bethany said through a yawn. She tossed the helmet she was carrying on the bed. “There are a lot of new servants in the palace preparing for the ball, and it’s impossible watching them all. Brennus has his hands full watching the baby elves and is pretty much convinced all of them are about to snap and kill us all. Jackson is ready to arrest anyone he doesn’t know, and I’m ready to burn the palace down as a pre-emptive measure. So what is going on between you two?” 

“Go on, tell her. I want to see this,” Arrago said, still in his defiant stance.  

“Arrago said he has millennia to fix the problems of Taftlin, but he won’t tell me what he meant. So, what’s up, Bethany?” 

Bethany gave Arrago an icy glare. “You idiot.” 

“Don’t call me names,” Arrago snapped. “I don’t have the patience for it tonight.” 

Bethany lowered her voice and said, “Arrago, you have to be careful.” 

“I know,” Arrago said through clenched teeth. “I’m tired and I’m…I’m tired, all right?” 

“What are you two talking about?” Edmund demanded. 

Any other night, Bethany would have told Edmund to stop asking questions. But tonight, she was just too damned tired to care anymore. They’d tried to hold the secret close and what did it get them? Nothing but a world of trouble coming down upon them.  

“Do you want me to tell him?” Bethany asked quietly. 

“Fine,” Arrago said, turning his head away. 

She told Edmund. At first, he laughed and said she was shitting him. Slowly, however, his outburst eased and comprehension settled as she explained how Apexia killed herself using Bethany’s own sword. How her grace went to Kiner, Erem, Jovan, and Arrago. And a bit more into her. How they were changed forever now. How the world was not ready for this. How they were not ready for this. 

“He didn’t tell you because he didn’t want anyone to know.” 

“Yeah,” Arrago said quietly. He’d emptied the wine bottle into his glass during her speech, but he’d done nothing more than swish it around and stare at it. 

“That’s what Arrago has been hiding from you, and that’s why he didn’t want you to know.” 

Edmund broke into nervous giggles. “You’re pulling my leg.” 

“No,” Bethany said. “I wish I was, for Arrago’s sake.” 

“It’s okay,” he said gently. “You need someone to always watch your back.” 

“Now I always will.” 

There was silence between them before Edmund said, “This isn’t a joke. Truly?” 

Bethany nodded.  

“Is this why the Elven Council came after you, and the others?” Edmund asked. 

“Most likely.” 

“Because you’re lying to them?” 

Bethany nodded. “Yup. They know I’m lying, but they don’t know how or about what. It’s a necessity for now. I have lived like this my entire life. Arrago and the others have not. They needed time to adjust. I’d assumed I would take the brunt of their anger. I hadn’t anticipated the depth of their anger.” 

“No one could,” Arrago said to her. He looked up at Edmund. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. It was for our own safety.” 

“Well. Shit.” Edmund stumbled back until he found a chair. He sat. “Fuck, Arrago. Can’t you stay out of trouble for one week?” 

“Apparently not,” Arrago said. 

“Can I tell Amber?” Edmund asked. 

Bethany shook her head. “If she hasn’t asked either of you about it, leave it be for now. Let’s deal with this crisis before we deal with the next.” 

Edmund had more questions, but between the bottle of wine catching up to Arrago and Bethany’s exhaustion, answers were scarce. Bethany answered for Arrago, who refused to offer up more than a shrug. Eventually, Edmund took the hint and left them alone, promising he wasn’t done with the subject. 

When Edmund closed the door behind him, Bethany asked, “Are you all right?” 

Arrago was stretched out on his sofa, one leg crossed over his knee. He kicked at the air absently. “I’m worried.” 

She dumped her sword belt and back harness on the bed. She left everything else on, however, and lowered herself to the floor next to Arrago. She leaned against the sofa and reached up to take his hand. “I am, too.” 

“You’re never worried about anything,” Arrago said, his words slurring. 

Bethany smiled. “I worry about you and Henry. And Edmund and Amber. Opal. I’m worried about my sister, about my friends. I’m so worried about Erem. So, yeah, I worry. I don’t let it get to me, though. I have a job to do, so I’m going to do it. We’re going to find whoever is coming after you and we’re going to make them pay.” 

“What about those coming after you?”  

She didn’t answer because she was still hoping she was very wrong about her own situation. 

 




Chapter 10

 

It was the day before the ball and Bethany had very little to show for her work beyond muddy boots. She sat on an overstuffed chair in Arrago’s study and listened to the important men argue about very important man things. She focused on getting the dried mud off her boots. 

Jackson and Jonas had Rose watching some new arrivals who didn’t quite sit right with them, but beyond that, nothing. Brennus wanted the baby elves sent back to Wyllow on the next boat because he was certain they were all plotting a coup. Kiner found no evidence of tampering with the palace to cause a fire or explosion. There were no mass troop movements in the area.  

It all led to an armed attack tonight. Poisoning was possible, maybe, but there were food testers. Plus, knights and trusted militia would be stationed throughout the corridors and kitchens; it would be difficult to pull off.  

“Majesty, I know you wish to be lenient, but any attempt on your life is a treasonous action and must be dealt with swiftly and harshly. Else we risk appearing weak,” Lord Rayner said. He was standing near the large balcony windows that overlooked the palace’s back park. As they were on the third floor, no one would notice her.  

It had been difficult doing her job being unable to be identified, but she trusted the people working with her to protect Arrago. She got the feeling that the others saw it as protecting her, too, but she wasn’t losing any sleep over the elves. She would soon, no doubt, but for now, she was focused on Arrago and Celeste’s little boy.  

She’d made a promise to the late queen that she’d protect the boy and help raise him to be a kind and strong man. She meant the promise when she’d made it, and had no intentions of failing any of them now. 

“Rayner, we can be firm without being cruel,” Arrago insisted. 

Bethany yawned, only half paying attention to the argument. She’d spent too much of the previous night outside with Kiner, Brennus, and Jackson, investigating ways the palace could be assaulted. As the palace was in the middle of the capital, surrounded by a stunning five thousand acres of land, there was rather a lot of ways to get on to the grounds. There were plenty of guard towers and the entire property was surrounded with a short stone wall. 

However, the guards and the walls were created to protect against poachers, not invading forces. Bethany was increasingly convinced this was going to be a small team using either fire or brute force. It wasn’t like an army could simply march through the capital without being noticed. Likewise, it would be impossible to hide that kind of movement for very long, and there’d been no communication about a massive force.  

For all of Rayner and Stanley’s worries, Jackson and Jonas had both assured her Arrago was popular. Perhaps not with anyone who made their living off the flesh of others, but every day people loved him. Arrago had passed several laws protecting the poor, including setting bread prices low enough to be affordable but still profitable for bakers and farmers alike.  

The more she’d heard about him, the prouder she was. And, more importantly, she knew a servant or a rising yeoman would alert someone if there was a significant move against their new beloved king. 

“Majesty, see reason. We don’t have the facilities to handle these kinds of prisoners,” Stanley said. He glared at Bethany flicking mud on to the floor. “Lady Bethany, please. We have servants for that.” 

“I’ll clean up the floor when I’m done, relax,” she said, not bothering to look up from her work. 

“It isn’t proper for you to be…cleaning!” Stanley said. 

“It won’t get done right if I don’t do it myself,” Bethany countered. She looked down at the mess she’d made on the floor. “I’ll sweep it up.” 

“Majesty, please speak to her,” Stanley said. 

Arrago smiled and said, “The best way to get Bethany on your side is to let her do whatever she wants. Then, when you need her to absolutely do something different, you use guilt as a weapon.” 

Bethany made a face at him. “I need to supervise your visits with my friends, I see.” 

“They’re my friends, too. Now, tell my advisors that they’re wrong.” 

She stopped brushing. “I don’t see the problem there. We catch them. We hang them.” 

“See, Majesty!” Rayner said, pointing at Bethany.  

“Bethany…” 

“Don’t give me that look, Arrago. You can’t let assassins roam free as rats in the streets.” 

“Majesty, please listen to her,” Stanley said.  

“I wasn’t planning to let them go free, but…” 

“But what?” Lord Stanley asked. “We do not have the prisons built to handle these kinds of offenses. Lady Bethany, normally we either execute them or sell them into slavery.” 

She grunted her understanding. 

“Killing them only turns them into martyrs. And I do not want them sold into slavery. I’ve made this point very clear.” 

“So what do you suggest?” Bethany asked. She put her brush and boots down on the floor and crossed her ankles. 

“The crown owns land that is sitting unused. Why not turn that land into profitable enterprises?” 

“On the backs of traitors?” Rayner asked. 

“It is very elven,” Bethany said with a shrug. 

While they argued that proposal, Bethany went back to brushing her boots. She ignored their legal bickering and turned her attention to the plan for the ball. Kiner was assigned to the kitchen and lower cellars. If any fire or, Apexia protect them, black powder would be used, it would be down in the kitchen’s storage cellars. Rose had already been down there several times and had seen nothing out of the ordinary. However, it was still a likely place to attack, so they would keep a vigil of the entire area.  

Rose was now spending part of her time running around the palace and the city on errands. The two duchesses used their reputations thoroughly, and Rose was being admitted into places that a servant would normally never have access. In doing so, she was privy to a lot of conversations. Servants were too often invisible to those of high rank, and Rose exceled at blending into the wall tapestries.  

Edmund had rallied a number of people he trusted for guarding the actual ballroom, plus the corridors and surrounding rooms. He planned to corral guests into only one wing of the palace, as opposed to allowing them to roam as they’d normally be allowed. Further, all rooms not in use would be locked. It would sadly interfere with illicit affairs, but it would reduce the foot traffic within the palace. 

Prince Henry would be smuggled to the far end of the palace, down with the male servants. It was too risky to leave the safety of the palace—until they knew who’d paid for the attack against Bethany, she didn’t feel safe having the young prince travelling—but they could keep him out of the way. If things went very badly, Amber was instructed to get Henry to Castle Gree. Both Arrago and Bethany trusted Sir James; he would help protect the young prince if Arrago wasn’t alive to do it. 

Chances were, it would be a small team of infiltrators who’d try to carve their way through the ballroom to Arrago. They’d kill a lot of nobles along their path and, even if they didn’t make it to the king, they’d do enough damage to weaken Arrago beyond repair. After all, what would the good nobles of Taftlin say if so many of their own were killed? If it were her, she’d attack all of Arrago’s supporters first, removing the strength of his regime.  

That meant the Dowager and Cassandra, Edmund and his family, Rayner and Stanley…She would talk to Kiner to ensure there were adequate eyes on all of them.  

“Majesty, your life is in danger!” Rayner sputtered. “Don’t you care?” 

Bethany snorted.  

“I am so pleased we are entertaining you, Lady Bethany,” Rayner said, throwing his hands in the air. He hit Stanley’s wine glass in the process. 

“Watch it,” Stanley protested. “This is elven spring wine.” 

“Lord Rayner, Arrago has been in plenty of dangerous situations before. He can take care of himself.” 

“Thank you, Bethany.” 

“Do not encourage him,” Rayner complained. 



“Besides, I’m here. Nothing’s going to happen to him.” 

The Dowager and Cassandra, along with Lendra, Myra, and several other knights would be poised for attack in the main ballroom, but she’d bolster the guards all the same. The upper balcony, behind the orchestra, would house swords and bows. Several knights would be playing in the orchestra. The flute had been invented by elves, after all. All those compulsory music lessons would be put to good use. 

She would bring the attention all on her, as she entered the ballroom. She would dance with Arrago—he swore he knew how to. She vaguely remembered the steps; she needed to find someone tonight to practice with. Maybe Cassandra could give her a few pointers. 

By dancing, she’s be close at hand to protect him. If any attempt was made on her life, well, that was why she would be wearing armour underneath her silk ruffles. 

“But what about Bethany?” Arrago asked. 

“What about her?” Bethany asked, looking up from her work. 

“It’s treason if someone tries to kill me. It’s not if someone tries to kill you,” Arrago said. “Like that elf we have tied up in the gatehouse. I don’t have a clue what to do with him.” 

“Strap him to a bed and throw an oil lamp on him,” Bethany said bitterly. “Do to him as he did to me.” 

Arrago made a frustrated sound. “I’m not burning people alive. Apexia’s mercy, Bethany.” 

“Why are you even talking about him? What does he have to do with this?” 

“Forgive me for having to state the obvious here, but I’d like to punish someone who tries to kill you. I’m rather attached to you.” Under his breath, he said, “Though I don’t know why.” 

Bethany snickered. “I’ll be fine.” 

Arrago folded his arms. “The last time you said that, you were drugged, beaten, and dragged behind enemy lines.” 

“And look at all of the fun I had while I was there,” Bethany countered. She glanced at Arrago’s advisors and back at him. “We already have a plan to protect me, anyway. We just…we need to talk about it.” 

“What plan?” Stanley asked casually. He was topping up his empty wine glass.  

“Oh, that,” Arrago said, running his hand through his hair. “I thought it would be best to wait for your answer and all, in case…you know how you get sometimes.” 

“What are the two of you discussing?” Rayner asked. 

She ignored Arrago’s little dig at her and said, “Well, you know. How Arrago asked me to marry him.” 

Stanley and Rayner, at the same time, both exclaimed, “He did?” 

“He didn’t tell you?” 

“I thought it was a secret,” Arrago said.  

“You told Edmund.” 

Arrago waved a dismissive hand. “He doesn’t count.” 

“You proposed marriage to her while her life is being threatened? Days ago, she was brutally attacked on the road, and you comfort her with a marriage proposal?” Rayner demanded. Then, in a softer tone, he added, “Majesty.” 

“No! I asked her before she left for Wyllow.” 

Stanley stared at Bethany. “Lady Bethany, that was over a year ago!” 

“I had to think about it!” Bethany said defensively. “Could we go back to planning how to keep Arrago alive, please?” 

“Lady Bethany!” Lord Stanley said. “The king asked for your hand in marriage. A year ago!” 

“You are the daughter of Apexia!” Rayner exclaimed and scratched at the tuft of white hair on his head. “The King married to the daughter of Apexia.” 

“Apexia’s mercy, Ray, sit down before you have a stroke,” Stanley chided. 

Rayner took his old friend’s advice and collapsed in a chair. “Lady Bethany, I don’t wish to be crass, but…”  

“But I know you will be anyway,” Bethany said. She stretched her hands behind her head and listened to Lord Rayner’s sputtering for what seemed like an eternity, as he obviously tried to wrap his head around the nightmare of her ever becoming queen. 

“Rayner! Just spit it out and get it over with,” Bethany finally said. 

“If you intend on marrying the King, then perhaps we could have a quiet ceremony so that any attempt on your life would be, in fact, treason.” 

Bethany looked up at Rayner, realization dawning. “You want me to marry him today?” 

“We could announce your betrothal, but frankly that would simply bring more vultures into the fray. We can do this,” Rayner said.  

Arrago looked at her and said, “I think…this is a decision Bethany and I need to make in private and…without…No.” He smiled at her, a sad, disappointed expression and said, “Don’t worry. We’re on your schedule, not anyone else’s. You can take all the time you need. I’ll still be here.” 

When Bethany didn’t reply immediately, Rayner stepped in to protest Arrago not forcing the issue. 

“I said no,” Arrago said firmly, and his tone put a smile on her face. She knew how badly he wanted to marry her. He’d said it before, that he’d planned to ask her before the Temple of Tranquil Mercies was blown into little pieces into the ocean. He’d loved her then, and he loved her still. 

She’d considered her answer for the last year, and Bethany had come to the startling realization that what she felt for Arrago was more than just curiosity or the blush of a young person’s desire for intimacy. Instead, she longed for the quiet that came after the storm. She’d fight the battle and then she’d come home to peace. He’d peel her out of her gear and wash the cuts on her face, and would feed her cheese and wine until she slept. And when the nightmares attacked, he would hold her and tell her she wasn’t alone. 

Bethany had never felt at home the way she felt it with Arrago. What was that called? Love was too short of a word to describe the peace he helped give her.  

He made the pain worth bearing. 

“Yes,” Bethany said quietly to a question not even asked. 

“What did you say?” Arrago asked. 

She looked up at him and smiled. “Yes.” 

Arrago flicked his gaze to his advisors and leaned forward. “Bethany, you don’t have to. We’ll figure out another way to protect you from Jud.” 

“This has nothing to do with him. This is about me and what I want. I don’t care about anyone else.” She smiled at him. “I’ll marry you, if that will make you feel safer.” 

“This isn’t about me, either,” Arrago protested. “Bethany, I know this is difficult for you, so please, don’t…” 

“Don’t tell me how I feel,” Bethany said sternly. “This is what I want. Now, if you don’t want to, or if you have second thoughts…” 

Arrago crouched down and put his hands on her knees. “Bethany, I love you. I don’t…I love you.” 

“Then let’s get married,” Bethany said, and the words made her both laugh and tear up.  

“Merciful Apexia,” Rayner breathed.  

Bethany looked over at Rayner and said, “Lord Stanley, could you fetch Rayner a glass of wine before he faints.” 

“But…when…” Arrago said, laughing. He reached up and touched her scarred cheek. “When?” 

“I’m free right now.” 

The next hour was a blur of Lord Stanley rushing around the palace gathering enough nobility who’d arrived early for the ball. Their presence was apparently necessary to make the union legal, but Bethany did ask he keep it to people who’d not hurl insults at her during the ceremony. Stanley huffed at that and said no one would ever be so crass. It had been a joke, but Stanley spent most of the preparations complaining about her comment. 

Most of the nobility didn’t even know Bethany was in the country, let alone marrying the king, so at least Stanley sought out the discreet ones, as opposed to whoever’s apartments were the closest to the royal wing. 

Lendra fussed and fussed, but Bethany put her foot down. She would be wed in her trousers and tunic, and Lendra needed to keep her opinions to herself or Bethany would be wed in mail and swords. And a helmet. 

Not to be outdone, Arrago wore his old trousers and tunic that he’d worn in the war. This action drove Rayner to fits. Thankfully, the Dowager was on hand to share the smelling salts, and Rayner eventually recovered.  

In the end, twenty-five people were crowded into Lord Stanley’s study. Myra, Jackson, and Jonas were all there, of course, along with an impossibly grinning Amber and a jovial Edmund.  

“Where’s Kiner?” Bethany demanded as Lendra fussed with pinning Bethany’s hair back in a soft braid against her neck. “If you stab me one more time…” 

“You will stab me in the face. I wouldn’t keep poking you if you stood still.” 

“I sent Rose to find him,” Cassandra said. And then she bowed, low, and said, “Majesty.” 

Bethany stared at the group around her. They were all grinning like fools, and it dawned on her that she wasn’t just marrying a man. She was marrying a king. No, that wasn’t just it. Their king was marrying her.  

Bethany knew there would be new power dynamics, but she hadn’t considered exactly how they would look in a day-to-day manner. She was about to become Majesty. The thought was terrifying. Arrago had promised her control over the royal guard and she would raise up a strong and loyal protective force the likes of the north had never seen by the time she finished.  

Still, she was about to become a queen. To humans. In Taftlin. It could have been a joke, but she wasn’t laughing. This is where her life had ended up. Stripped of her position by her people, and accepted by the people she’d loathed for most of her life. They would not love her if they knew she’d helped wipe out a previous line of their royalty, but they didn’t know that. And that was a very long time ago, when the world was a very different place. 

A light touch came on her arm, and she turned to look at Arrago. “Are you all right?” 

The door opened and Rose came in, Kiner in tow. They were both huffing; obviously they’d rushed to get here. Kiner walked up to the front and grabbed Bethany in a tight squeeze. She hugged him back and then they both slapped each other’s backs affectionately.  

“Jovan is going to kill you,” Kiner said, grinning.  

“I told him to come to Taftlin when he quit,” Bethany said. She smiled at Kiner and turned to Arrago. “I’m all right now.” 

Then the priest began the vows. Bethany and Arrago laughed during them, even the places they were supposed to be sober and somber. They knew the priest was marrying Apexia’s successors, even if the rest did not. For the briefest of moments, when the priest asked for Apexia’s blessing, Bethany’s smile faltered. Could her mother see, now that her tether to the mortal world was severed? Did Apexia know her little girl was all grown up and moving on with her life? Did Apexia know how empty Bethany felt at this important moment to not have her mother there? 

Arrago squeezed her hand, sensing she needed it. She squeezed back. The priest scowled at the touch, but did not say anything. Arrago was a king. She was Apexia’s daughter. They did not have to follow the rules. 

And when they were pronounced husband and wife, and the crowd whooped and cheered, Arrago leaned over and kissed Bethany, very gently, on the lips. She glanced at the priest, whose scowled threatened to injure his mouth permanently.  

Bethany smiled. “Well, Majesty. If you expect me to sleep with you in front of all of these people, I will murder you and all of our wedding guests.” 

Arrago chuckled and whispered in her ear, “The first act as king was to overwrite that archaic law.” 

“I knew I didn’t kill you for a reason.” 




Chapter 11

Bethany patted her body one last time. The daggers were still in their sheaths. The dirk was still hidden by the folds of her skirt’s split side seams. She checked the front lacing, hidden behind gauzy fabric. They were untied and the entire dress was being held up with the simplest of stitches. Two pearl-tipped hair pins the size of her hand held her auburn hair at the nape of her neck. Stilettos in a pinch.  

She stared at herself in the foggy mirror and did not recognize the woman staring back. The blue dress was embroidered with beads and silver threading. Somehow, they’d managed to find matching fabric to create the lower half of the skirt and had covered the attachment using handmade silver-thread lace from one of the other dresses.  

The skirts billowed wide from her body thanks to the ingenuity of the seamstresses, who had inserted padded false-hips into the dress. Her breasts were not forced into a corset and only bound enough so that she could move with ease, so the neckline was covered with more gauzy fabric to detract from her lack of what the Dowager called an “appropriately appealing décolletage,” whatever that meant.  

She drew the line at her boots and adjusted the fabric’s folds to hide the worn leather boots that came up just under the bend of her knees. If things broke into the fight she was expecting, she needed comfortable footwear that she could fight in. Plus, the boots carried a dagger each, and, in a pinch, she could kick someone to death with them. Unlike the gem encrusted torture devices the Dowager had wanted her to wear. 

“Are you ready?” 

Bethany smiled as she turned to face both duchesses and her sister. All three wore matching white dresses. Lendra’s straw-hued hair was piled into a massive concoction of pins and curls. The Dowager’s hair was demurely planted atop her head. The current duchess’ hair was an elegant, almost saucy, display of runaway tendrils and half-pinned strains. 

She eyed the three women and said, “I feel out of place.” 

“My dear Lady Bethany,” the Dowager said, “all of Taftlin knows you are his Majesty’s weapon. Embrace your place in history.” 

Bethany sighed.  

“I can’t believe you’re in a dress!” Lendra exclaimed. “An actual dress!” 

“Yes, yes,” Bethany said sourly. 

“But, it’s a dress! And you look like a girl in it.” 

“I always look like a girl,” Bethany said. “Men don’t have my bone structure.” 

Her Grace laughed. “Lady Bethany, I am so nervous, I’m giddy.” 

“Just keep your calm, and it’ll all be fine. If we’re lucky, the others will catch the conspirators before the first dance.” 

“I don’t know how to dance,” Lendra huffed.  

Bethany snorted. “Yes, you do. If I know how to dance, so do you.” 

“Yes, but not Taftlin dances wearing a Taftlin dress!” 

“My sweet child,” the Dowager said, “you are the new Ambassador to our great nation. You are a foreigner, unfamiliar with our northern ways. I think you will find many wealthy, single young men who will be eager to teach a fair damsel how to dance.” She put significant emphasis on the last word. 

“Where is Henry?” Bethany asked, fussing with the sleeves. The billowy fabric was catching on her clothing underneath.  

The old lady smacked Bethany’s arm with her fan. It stung. A lot. “Ouch.” 

“Don’t fuss with your clothes,” she instructed severely. “It is barely held together. One wrong move and it’ll be around your ankles.” 

“And then you’ll be the talk of Taftlin for a month,” Her Grace said gleefully. 

Bethany turned away from the mirror. “All right, remember the plan. Stick near Edmund at all times. If you are separated from Edmund, please stick with one of Arrago’s guards. Only some of them know what is happening tonight, but I suspect you’ll be safer with them than anyone else. If you get into trouble, try to get my attention. If you see anything, try to get word to me or Edmund. Try to do it discreetly. I’d rather not have the ballroom covered in blood.” She stared at three women. “I can’t believe you’re wearing white.” 

The Dowager grinned. “My dear, this isn’t my first fight. Shall we begin?” 

Bethany sucked in a breath and nodded. “Lead the way.” 

**** 

Arrago couldn’t keep the grin off his face. He sat on the dais at the front of the ballroom and watched the dancing. He’d never seen this many elves in one place since the war. Half of the orchestra on the balcony were elves. Some hid their ears with hats, while others didn’t care and showed their pointed ears defiantly to any would-be attackers. 

There were more armed guards than he’d ever seen inside the palace, too. There were always guards, true, but it seemed like all of them were crammed into this one large room. He knew there were a hundred more spread out across the palace, and more still out on the grounds. But he knew the real culprit was probably already inside this room wearing finery and furs. Or, they’d wait until tomorrow when the palace was hungover and the guards smugly celebrating how they’d scared off an attack. 

That’s what he would do. In fact, that had been what Arrago had done more than once during the civil war. 

Movement at the main doors caught Arrago’s eye. He caught the sight of two tall women, a blonde and a redhead, and he grinned. Bethany and Lendra had arrived. The music died and the dancing soon ceased. The Dowager of Arsenia was introduced, as was Her Grace Cassandra. On Her Grace’s arm was the Duke. Arrago had never met the man before, as he spent most of his time hunting and carousing with his mistresses. But tonight he was at court, showing a united front. Arrago inclined his head to the Duke, who likewise did the same. 

“Lendra, Daughter of Apexia, the Elven Ambassador to the Taftlin Court, sister of Lady Champion Bethany,” the squire shouted for the benefit of the crowd.  

Lendra was a vision in her pale dress. It was hard to tell where her dress began and her skin ended, both the same hue of rich cream. She smiled and curtsied deeply to the crowd. They returned both the smiles and the bow. Protocol said they should bow first, but Lendra was the expert at endearing herself to anyone around her. 

Bethany stepped into the room and there was a reverent hush. She wore blue and wore the colour well. The dress did not fit her well, but that was because Arrago knew which of the curves weren’t actually hers. Dresses weren’t meant to have a hundred weapons underneath them, nor were they meant to be worn over a breastplate. There must have been a lot of padding under that dress to smooth out all of the hard lines and bulk. 

Still, in all of the silk and lace, the fierceness of Bethany’s eyes did not wane in the slightest.  

“Lady Champion Bethany, Daughter of Apexia, hero of the Magic Wars, liberator of the Rygent Islands, defender of Taftlin, defender of the Temple of Tranquil Mercies.” 

Lord Stanley, who was standing behind the throne, said, “And now the game begins.”  

“Please accept her. Please accept her,” Rayner was chanting in a fevered pitch behind the throne. 

Bethany did not bow to the crowd. She looked up at the throne and gave Arrago a little smile. She inclined her head to him. Just a tip of acknowledgement. She was a hero in this room. He wondered if Bethany understood the awe she was held in by the people of Taftlin. Many noble men fought alongside her. Many servants worked for her. Many common folk were saved and protected by her. She invaded Taftlin and instead of burning it to the ground, she supported the poor. She even defended them, like at the siege of Kershaw.  

She was their war hero, and any elven attempt to discredit her would only bolster her importance.  

The Dowager curtsied low to Bethany, her daughter and son-in-law joining in. Edmund, Lord Stanley, and Lord Rayner likewise mirrored the gesture. Soon, the entire room was bowing to Bethany. 

Arrago stood up from his throne and approached her. The bowing intensified, which made gawking difficult for those in the back who wanted a better look. He’d gotten used to the bowing more or less by now, but it was still difficult not to laugh at the absurdity of it. 

He held out a hand and said, “Would you dance with me, Lady Bethany?” 

Bethany smiled and said, “Of course. Majesty.” 

Arrago motioned for the crowd to stand. The Dowager snapped her fingers at the orchestra, who struck up their chords again. Arrago took Bethany’s hand and they began to waltz. His hand pressed against the hardness of her breastplate and he chuckled.  

“How much gear are you wearing under that dress?” 

“A lot. Cassandra’s seamstress had to work miracles to find room for everything. I had to leave my swords stashed with Brennus, though.” 

“You’re swordless?” 

“Hardly. A dirk at each hip, a dagger in each boot, some deadly hairpins, a few stilettos…I’m prepared.” 

Arrago motioned for the others to join the dancing, too. “Come! This is a ball! Don’t put all of the pressure on me! Dance! Sir Isaac! Come, dance with your new wife!” 

The crowd took up dancing once more, though they kept a respectful distance from Arrago and Bethany, providing a private dance space in the midst of hundreds of guests. 

“How many people are here?” Bethany asked. 

“Seven hundred or so,” Arrago said. He smiled. “This is the largest ball of the year.” 

Bethany grimaced. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” 

“My protector,” Arrago said in the deepest voice he could manage. It just made Bethany roll her eyes. “Say, how are you going to fight in that dress?” 

“It’s just tacked together. A couple of tugs and it’ll rip right off.” Bethany sighed. “It’ll break Lendra’s heart if I have to do that.” 

“Yes, we wouldn’t want to ruin the lace. Hey, I thought Brennus wasn’t letting the kids here tonight. What’s she doing here?”  

Bethany turned to where Arrago was pointing. “Lanessa should be guarding the east wall, not in here. Head over to Edmund. I’ll take care of this.” 




Chapter 12

Bethany marched through the crowd of dancers, dodging the moving bodies as best as she could while not losing sight of Lanessa. Myra caught Bethany’s eye and looked in Lanessa’s direction. At the sight of the young elf sneaking around the guards in back, hoping to go unnoticed, Myra walked over to Brennus and leaned toward him. He looked over sharply, nodded once, and put his hand on his sword. 

Bethany ignored several attempts to stop her to converse. She had Lanessa in sight and wasn’t going to let her slip away. She’d not wanted to believe any of the apprentice knights would be capable of this, but after Malachi, she didn’t know anymore.  

Lanessa disappeared around the corner, where the stairs were. She wouldn’t know how many vowed Knights were upstairs in the balcony. Bethany turned to take the stairs and collided with Darien. 

“Darien!” Bethany shouted.  

“Lady Bethany!” He shouted back and that’s when Bethany noticed he was covered in blood. His hand was pressed to his side. “Help. You have to help. Lanessa attacked us on the wall.” 

Darien fell against Bethany and she grabbed him. One of the guards quickly assisted and they dragged Darien to the back wall, behind the stairs. Bethany began tearing at her dress, and passed the shredded silk to Darien.  

“Darien, hold this hard against you.” She looked at the guard. “We need a healer. Now. Is it just Lanessa?” 

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I…I ran here as fast as I could after her, but…” 

“You did good, kid.” Bethany stepped out of the skirts of the dress and kicked it to one side. The guests around the back door stared at her, some in shock, others in disgust, and many more in confused fascination. “Rest now.” 

Bethany pointed at one of the staring young women and said, “You! What’s your name?” 

“Miss…Miss Isabella Rivers, your ladyship. I am Sir Edmund’s cousin.” 

“Press the cloth against his wound until the healer gets here.” 

“Um, my dress…” 

“I’ll get you a new one,” Bethany said. She pointed at one of the guards who’d arrived to help and said, “Sword.” 

He handed Bethany his sword without question. She sprinted up the stairwell, past stunned guests who’d seen Bethany moments ago in silk and now in plate and leathers.  

“What’s wrong?” Kiner asked from the top of the stairs. 

“Lanessa. Darien’s been stabbed.” 

“On it,” Kiner said. The music stopped playing as most of the orchestra dropped their instruments and unsheathed their swords. 

Lanessa had climbed up the upper railing and was aiming a crossbow at…at her. Bethany froze in her tracks. She couldn’t get out of the way. If she jumped over the railing, she’d fall to her death. It was at least two floors straight down on to a marble floor. There was nothing to break her fall. If she ducked out of the way, the bolt could hit someone on the dance floor. The plate could take a heavy blow. It might only dent the metal. It might not pierce clean through.  

Bethany stood firm as Lanessa pulled the trigger. Kiner dove to knock Bethany out of the way. They collided as the pointed tip hurled at them. And bounced off an invisible barrier, falling harmlessly to the wooden balcony floor. Kiner and Bethany tumbled to the floor and stared at each other in confusion.   

“Did you do that?” Kiner asked. 

“I don’t think so,” Bethany said.  

The Dowager screamed, “A sword! He has a sword! He’s going to kill us all! Save us, Apexia!” 

Bethany jumped to her feet and saw the Dowager pointing at a tall man. He was wearing the livery of the royal house…and his hat was knocked askew, revealing pointed ears. 

“Malachi. Dammit. I’ll get him.” 

Kiner shouted orders at the orchestra knights to stop Lanessa, and he raced down the stairs after Bethany. The crowd nearest them was screaming and trying to rush the doors, but the guards had barred them shut to keep Lanessa inside. The crowd further down the dance floor had no idea what was going on, other than what probably appeared to be a scuffle.  

Malachi turned to run, but the old lady, Apexia bless her heart, fainted directly into his path of escape and tripped him. Several of the nobles grabbed Malachi and several other women screamed. Lendra and Her Grace were out of sight.  

Bethany marched over to Arrago, where a ring of guards surrounded him, and shouted up at the rafters, “Lanessa! Give yourself up. This is over.” 

Arrago pointed. “There she is!”  

Lanessa dangled from a banner high up on the wall above the balcony, crossbow still in hand. She pulled herself up onto one of the statues of a former queen mounted on the wall.  

“Get her!” Bethany shouted. “Take her down!” 

There wasn’t a safe way to aim a bow at her; there were simply too many frightened nobility. Many were trying to rush past the scene, while others were happily standing around to get a better position. Bethany pushed that irritating reality to one side and focused on protecting Arrago. And, well, herself. 

One of the guards standing behind her groaned and fell to the floor. Bethany whirled and discovered there were about a dozen archers in the upper balconies. All pointed at her and Arrago.   

“Lady Bethany, stand down,” a man called out from the upper level.  

It would take a minute or two for the knights to reach all of them, spread out as they were. They must have come through a chimney to get to some of the upper ledges, where statues were mounted.  

“Who are you?” 

“Friends of the bandits who attacked you on the road.” 

Bethany growled. “This is a lot of fuss to kill a few people. You should have blown the palace up. Would’ve been easier.” 

“That was the original plan, before you stopped us,” he shouted back. Several high-pitched wails broke out. “But we have orders to complete, so here we are.” 

“Stand down and we won’t kill your people,” Bethany said. She had a room filled with hundreds of frightened people. She had to keep him talking long enough to get her own folks into position.  

“You’re going to kill us,” Lanessa shouted.  

The fact that they’d been planning to burn the palace sent chills through Bethany. She’d wanted to believe these were slavers or bandits, but they weren’t. They were under orders. The knights were coming after her now. They would kill all of these people just to stop her. That didn’t make sense. 

She saw guards take down more archers on the balcony. Only three remained up on the ledge, where the statues looked down upon the dancers. There’d be crack shots in the room in moments; they’d take out the archers. She just had to keep them talking. 

She could hear fighting outside, beyond the doors now. Whoever had barred the doors was fighting the guards. They wouldn’t last long, unless an entire army was out there. Some bratty, untrained twits from Wyllow were no match for battle-hardened vowed knights.  

“I won’t do it in front of the guests, though,” Bethany said. “Get down. Now.” 

“No.” 

The three archers who’d not been captured unleashed their arrows. Bethany sucked in a breath and flicked her arm in the air. She had no idea why she did, until the arrows crumbled to dust around her. She’d never been able to do that before Apexia’s grace had touched her. But ever since that day on the battlefield when Apexia’s words came to her, telling her how to use her Power, Bethany had learned a lot about what it meant to truly be a god.  

“Killing me is harder than you think,” Bethany snarled. 

**** 

There were times in Arrago’s life when he knew Bethany was more than a mere mortal. He suspected that, if he lived a thousand years, she would still surprise him. Still, things had changed after Apexia’s death. He’d known it about himself, too. There was a hum in his head, tugging for him to act out in certain ways. To behave differently and oddly from how he’d normally act.  

And Bethany’s action set that humming on edge. 

Knights and guards, along with random peers, pounced on Arrago, knocking him to the floor. He struggled to breath from under the dogpile. The crowd panicked and rushed the barred doors, pushing against the guards and crushing anyone in their way.  

The commotion stopped when Bethany laughed. A loud, rich laugh full of genuine amusement, which echoed strangely throughout the hall. An impossible sound for a mere mortal’s voice. Bethany stood there, sword in hand, laughing with shameless mirth.  

“Put your weapons down. I’ll only ask once,” Bethany said.  

Then the wave hit him. DROP YOUR WEAPONS.  

Arrago didn’t flinch when Lendra’s words shook the room to its core. He pushed away from his guards, who covered their ears and screamed with agony. All of their guests were reduced to their knees, their panicked voices dying in the buzz of the Lendra’s order. 

The fact he wasn’t flinching scared him more than anything else in that room. He wasn’t affected. He saw Kiner on the balcony; he had the same stunned look that Arrago knew was on his own face. Lendra stood next to Bethany now. Warrior sisters. He picked up one of the abandoned swords from the floor and stood next to the sisters.  

Lendra let up the pressure only when the last three attackers fell from their perches. The doors flung open a moment later, and a blood-splattered Jackson stormed into the ballroom. “Is the king alive?” 

“Very much so,” Arrago answered.  

Jackson nodded and walked up to them. Arrago’s guests, most still on their knees, leaned away from Jackson in either fright or the fear of getting dirty. “Twenty elves and about a dozen humans attacked us. They barred the door and we had to fight through them. I can’t find that annoying little fucker Bethany brought with her from Taftlin, though.” 

“Darien, shit. I forgot about him. He’s been stabbed,” Bethany said. 

“He’s alive,” the Duke of Arsenia said, approaching them. He held a sword in his hand. “Though the silk dress holding his innards in place died in the struggle.” He held his hand out to Bethany, and she shook it.  

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Bethany said. 

“No, Lady Bethany. Thank you. You saved the King today.” 

Arrago glanced at Bethany and said, “Actually, I believe they were here for more than just me.” 

The aftermath of the fight was soon over. They kept the dancers inside the ballroom while servants and guards alike carried the bodies out of the palace. All in all, four guards were killed, two knights injured, and eleven apprentices, including Darien, were seriously injured. How he managed to drag himself across the courtyard bleeding like he did, Bethany didn’t know. But her opinion of him greatly increased. 

The elves who’d attacked them weren’t most of her escort, as she’d assumed. She didn’t recognize most of them, but Kiner did. He snarled and spat when he saw their faces. “Traitors,” he called the living ones who’d been dragged away. 

The terrified crowd eventually recovered, and the cries were replaced with triumphant shouting and calls for war. Most of those who’d attacked were elves. That wouldn’t stand. 

Arrago asked Bethany to join him on the dais to address the crowd. “I have been in Taftlin for a week investigating several members of the peerage. A rumour reached me that they were working with elves to fund a rebellion against the King and Prince Henry.” She pushed as much scorn and disgust into the word elves as possible, and it wasn’t difficult for her to do that. They’d sent children to kill her. They were risking war to settle their petty problems. 

“Earlier tonight, one of the palace militia, Jonas, discovered enough black powder in the cellars to blow this entire wing of the palace into rubble.” She paused for the crowd’s reaction. “I have been working with the Duke and Duchess of Arsenia, plus the Dowager Duchess, along with many other members of the nobility to ensure this plan didn’t unfold. There are also several servants who worked tirelessly to protect you all tonight. All under the King’s orders, of course.” 

Arrago stepped forward and said, “The guards have removed the traitors who attacked us. They will be severely punished. Enemies of Taftlin and of peace have stripped Lady Bethany of her rank and power in hopes she couldn’t stop this plot.” 

The crowd grumbled. Not surprising, considering her introduction into the ball originally. She’d never considered they thought of her quite in those terms: defender of Taftlin.  

“But taking away all of those things from Lady Bethany didn’t take away her duty. Lady Bethany’s actual job was to escort Ambassador Lendra to the Imperial Palace. That would be her final act as a Silver Knight. Here, she would take on the role of Royal Guard captain and train Taftlins to protect Taftlin.” 

Stunned looks filled the room, along with a growing buzz of excitement.  

“Who better than a war hero and a woman blessed by the hand of Apexia to become captain of the Royal Guard?” He smiled at her. “And who better than the woman who became my wife. Earlier today, Lady Bethany and I were wed in a private ceremony here at the palace, attended by several members of the nobility. So, may I present you your new Queen. Who picked up a sword to defend all of us tonight.” 

Bethany lowered her head to hide her smirk as the court erupted in surprised gasps. There were several giggles and shouts that broke out before cheers broke out. Lord Rayner quieted the crowd and said, “Majesty, if you would be so kind, please tell the court of your nuptials.”  

Bethany stood quietly as Arrago enthralled the court with his tale of their marriage, and that any foreign power sent to hurt Bethany would be attempting the assassination of Apexia’s daughter, the Queen of Taftlin, and the love of the King’s life.  

Chills spread through Bethany as she saw the determined expressions on the faces of those present. She was Elorian; they should not have accepted her. But they did. What’s more, they would now fight for her. She was theirs. Politics had never protected her before. It had been the military and her friends that had taken abuse to protect her. Now, Arrago had outmaneuvered the Elven Council and Jud, and whoever else was behind whatever “this” was, and had drawn the line in the sand.  

“No more will the Queen of Taftlin sit in the shadows under piles of silks. She will be a warrior, like in the old days of our history. Together, Bethany and I will protect this great country of ours with every drop of our blood. And let me send a message to the Elven Council right now. The next time you send assassins after the king and queen of Taftlin, send an army because it means war!” 

“Checkmate, you fucking assholes,” Bethany whispered as the crowd erupted in celebration. 

  

 

Epilogue 

 

 

Bethany reclined in the plush chair in her bedroom and nodded her head approvingly. “I hate the Imperial Palace, but this room isn’t too shabby.” 

Arrago leaned against the bed post and crossed his arms. “Well, you are just a half-elf. I didn’t want to elevate you too high above your station.” 

“Why do I get my own room?” Bethany asked. She waved a hand. “It doesn’t bother me, but why do I need one?” 

“You can’t stay with me.” 

“Why not?” 

Arrago shrugged. “There’s twenty-two state rooms in the palace. I have to fill the rooms somehow.” 

Bethany held up a boot. “Tug.” 

Arrago rolled his eyes, but did as she asked. She offered up the other foot and he pulled that one off, too. “I have servants that’ll help you undress.” 

“I’d rather slap myself repeatedly in the face,” Bethany said cheerily. Her smiled faded. 

“I know that look,” Arrago said. 

Bethany sighed. “I need to find Erem.” 

“I know. How can I help?’ 

Bethany shook her head. “I don’t want you to get involved.”

 

“I’m already involved. How can I help?” 

Bethany pushed herself up from the chair and walked over to the fireplace. A small fire burned in it, just enough to take the dampness out of the air. “I’ve been writing letters for a year now, but as long as I was in Wyllow, I couldn’t do much. Jud had me completely cut off. He wouldn’t let me go back to the temple because that’s where all of my allies were. People who were loyal to me.” 

“Surely there was someone in Wyllow on your side.” 

Bethany shrugged. “Yes, but not as many as I thought. There are only Knights and apprentices in Wyllow and most aren’t life soldiers. They’re all getting their requirements in the service out of the way to go on and do whatever they want afterward. They didn’t understand about war and conflict, and what we were all doing up here in the north. To them, I used my position to lead a war for my own purposes. And Apexia withdrew her blessing as a punishment.” 

“That’s a bunch of crap,” Arrago said. He pushed himself up from the bed post and spoke emphatically. “Torius and Aneese both gave their blessing.” 

“And they are both dead,” Bethany said bluntly. “The council wouldn’t be able to get away with this if either of them were alive.” 

He wrapped his arms around her. “I wrote to Jovan and invited him and his parents to Taftlin. I also wrote Queen Marcia a few times now. She seems nice.”  

“Yes, she was married to my former betrothed.” Bethany quirked a smile. “Should I be worried that she’s going to steal you away from me, too?” 

Arrago snorted. “Not likely.” 

“Tomorrow, I’m going to speak with Stanley and Rayner, see if they can offer advice on how to use my influence to find Erem.” Bethany shook her head. “I’m really afraid for him.” 

“I know.” 

“I haven’t even…ugh…we didn’t even have a chance to all be together and see what abilities you all have now.” Bethany shook her head. “I should have at least taken the four of you out into a field, hit you, and see if I could teach you how to heal yourselves.” Bethany snorted. “Though, I’ve only done it twice myself. I barely know how to do it myself.” 

“Twice more than I have,” Arrago said. “To be honest, I try not to think about it. It scares me.” 

“Do you ever hear the hum?” 

Arrago kissed her cheek before ending the embrace. He sat down on her bed. “When I’m angry.” 

Bethany nodded. “You’ll get better at controlling it, and the hum goes away. I repressed my Powers for so long that it’s a struggle to even find them. But…” 

“But you think we might need to find them for what’s coming,” Arrago said quietly. 

“Arrago, something big is coming. There is something seriously wrong in Wyllow. I don’t know what it is, but it’s serious.” Bethany pursed her lips. “I intend to find out what it is.” 

A knock interrupted their conversation. Bethany walked to the door and unhooked the latch. Rose stood there and handed Bethany a letter. She waited.  

Bethany cracked the seal on the letter and said, “Jovan found Erem.” Her heart dropped. “He’s in trouble.” 
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Thank you so much for this incredible ride. Thank you so much for the opportunity to share Lady Champion Bethany with you all of you. Bethany started as nothing more than a prissy little girl in 2001. She was an immature snot bag who everyone was in love with and magical glitter rained upon her whenever she was in the room. Bethany was my first serious attempt at writing as an adult. Through her, I learned how to write. Because of Bethany, I now have a career that I craved and dreamt of my entire life. 

Blaze was my first book and it reads like it. For a long time, I was embarrassed by Blaze. I set out to write an ambitious book that was well beyond my skill level. I made many mistakes that I regret in that book (the poor development of Arrago and Bethany’s affection, the fistfight between Jovan and Bethany, the poor development surrounding the purpose of Amber’s rape, and the sexual violence against Drea). 

In theory, Grief was my opportunity to correct many of those mistakes. I’d written Grief shortly after I’d written Blaze. However, I set it aside to write various other projects. When I came back to the manuscript a couple of years later, my skills had sharpened significantly and editing Grief was horrible. I hated the experience. I was mentally exhausted and incredibly frustrated. I was unable to work on Fury, so went and wrote other projects. That's when the Spirit Caller series came, the non-fiction guides, and the romances. Basically, I wrote anything I could to avoid Fury. 

I kept coming back to try to write it. I wanted to finish the series and I felt that I owed it to myself to do what I'd promised I'd do. But it was impossible. I stopped counting how many times I scrapped Fury once I hit six. I often berated myself for Blaze and felt no one would love it. The series had stopped selling. Bad reviews came in. There was a huge problem with Blaze's first edition and, eventually, my publisher and I went our separate ways. There was a lot happening behind the scenes and it was making Fury even harder to write. 

Add to all of that, there was the tangible issue of there being a giant massive plot hole in Fury that I'd couldn't get myself out of…so I couldn't figure out the book's logistics. I was unable to write myself out of what I thought was a hole. I wrote other things and made money elsewhere. But Bethany was still in the back of my mind and I felt so guilty for betraying her and her readers. 

Everything changed the summer of 2014. I was in a box set with some heavy-duty indie writers and I admit I almost denied Blaze being in the set when they asked to include it. It got so bad that the organizer for the box set told me I wasn’t allowed, under any circumstances, to read the reviews for the box set. That I needed to take whatever little money I made and be proud of it. That gives you an idea of where I was with Blaze. 

The box set exploded. And then, the emails started. Beautiful emails telling me how much Bethany meant to them. Asking for more. Asking why I’d only written two. Demanding anything else I had about Bethany. Then Grief exploded. I was not prepared. I couldn’t understand. 

I sat down and started to write Fury. Again. The words came slow as I felt the weight of so many more eyes on Bethany. So I stopped writing Fury and I wrote Interlude. That was when I fell in love with Bethany all over again. 

Love Notes helped me fix one of the major issues I had with Blaze, by telling this sweet story of Arrago and Bethany falling in love. I got to see them through each other’s eyes all over again. Knight’s Day Off I’d already written previously, but it was another reminder of the strong relationships and friendships in these books. Somewhere along the way, I'd forgotten that Bethany's books weren't about war and gore, but about friendship. 

It was Myra’s story and her POV where I really found my footing with Bethany. I got to look at the world through a young woman’s eyes for the first time. Through Myra, I was able to show the myth of Bethany and the reality of her. 

When I finished Interlude, I dove into Fury. I wrote the book in about five weeks. I was in love with Bethany all over again. I loved the world I’d created. I had found my footing, finally. I was proud of the work I’d done in Blaze and I wasn’t embarrassed anymore. Sure, Blaze is rough compared to Grief, and certainly compared to books like Limelight.  

As soon as I finished Fury, I started working on Schemes. My editor was working on Fury, in fact, and was leaving me notes about the potential to keep going and here I was already well into Schemes. 

I knew Schemes would be the end of the Tales of Tranquility series. I’ve said all along that was where I wanted it to end. But, if I’m going to be completely honest with you and myself, it was partially because I didn’t believe in myself and my abilities to keep going with this series. But when I found my footing, I realized something very, very important: I have so many more stories to tell. 

And so I’m going to tell them. 

Thank you everyone for your amazing support. It is because of all of you that I found the strength to face my own feelings and keep going to bring you a character who I’ve known for over a decade. 

Yes, we are saying good bye to the Tranquility series in 2015. And we'll be saying hello to Gods of Tranquility in 2017. 

In the meantime, check out Interlude, a collection of short stories set during Blaze and after Grief. And make sure you are signed up for the new release list on www.kristadball.com for details on the next Bethany book, as well as my new releases. 

All the best, 

Krista 
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