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To my dear brother,

without whom Meya would never

have taken her first step out of my head.

And to you, my wonderful readers,

for staying with her

every step she takes after.
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Prologue

The sun slunk behind the castle’s hill. So began the night Crosset prayed would end the famine.

Darkness swallowed men in the rear as the company swung around leafless trees, batted aside low-hanging branches, sloshed through muddied, half-melted snow. Crossbows and pitchforks jostled on their backs, falling loose from fraying ropes they’d looped underarm as makeshift harnesses.

Bailiff Johnsy’s plan was straightforward. Get the boy, and they’d get food.

He didn’t give directions for everything in between.

The men pooled the last dregs of their oil to feed the lamp held by Draken Armorheim, their leader. Draken had burned most of it leading them in circles. Perhaps he should pour what little was left onto kindling and wait out the night, but how many more of their children, women, and elders would succumb to hunger that night?

No. It ends tonight.

Lamplight illuminated a fallen tree on their path. Its girth reached Draken’s midriff. A young branch’s corpse sprung from its side, ending in a swirl like a pig’s tail. Draken sighed in relief at the landmark. He set his lamp on the log, preparing for the climb. He’d swung one leg over when a commotion broke out behind.

“Move it, pig! Or I’ll snap your neck-bone in half!”

The bald, hulking man tugged the leash with a snarl. The fat little boy at the other end lurched to the pull. His muddied face contorted in pain as the noose cinched against his windpipe. Having regained balance and breath, he sneered.

“Spare me your empty threats. You need me alive to bargain with my father.”

His eyes gleamed silver with bravado, but tremors bled into his voice. Smirking, the man hunkered down before his hostage.

“Your body does mighty fine. Skinned, quartered, butchered, diced. Fried in lard scraped from the wall of your belly. First meal in weeks for me boys—”

“And last, Krulstaff!” Draken marched over as the boy blanched in terror. Krulstaff wheeled around. Draken chastised his faltering feet, locking eyes with the giant.

“Chione ain’t even half done with us. We keep the boy safe in Crosset, his father keeps us fed through winter. That’s the plan!”

How many times he’d explained this to his troublesome neighbor, he’d lost count. Krulstaff rolled his eyes at the Heights.

“Why don’t you give me that, Armorheim?” he spat, spade-like hand swiping for the lamp. “Unlike your son-of-a-whore in Meriton, me sons are dying while we muck around this blithering forest!”

Blood drained from Draken’s wind-battered cheeks. He snatched Krulstaff by the collar.

“Don’t you dare—!”

Half the remaining men hauled Draken off Krulstaff before he retaliated.

“He’s got a point, Draken,” huffed Brodel the Butcher. His arm hooked firmly around Draken’s, he pointed his pig-butchering knife at the sniffling boy. “Dun need him awake. We’ll drag this sack o’ shite faster than it walks.”

Draken glanced at Brodel, swallowing his anger in light of all that was at stake. Sighing, he gestured carelessly at the boy.

“Cuff him one on the noggin—with the handle, mind! And give Krulstaff the blade if he dun’t shut it about me son.”

After one last glare at the seething Krulstaff, he barked at the remaining men. “Move out!”

Brodel had marched one step towards their squealing captive when a sharp crack rent the air. The men turned as one to the wall of trees. Crossbows raised and pointed, step by step they retreated, then an arrow sprung from Krulstaff’s bow.

“For the love of—!”

The scream of a young girl drowned out Draken’s feverish curse.

“Meya? That you, lass?”

Draken dashed in to see to the poor thing. A gust of wind sent him flying back. Something barreled past, crashing through the trees in a blinding flash of white, then the shroud of night swallowed the forest whole.

The moon hadn’t risen. Their lamp was lost. The only pinpricks of light were two glowing green eyes, hanging high above.

The eyes darted in unseen sockets, glaring at the men spread out below as though the creature saw them, then blinked out as it roared in rage and pain.

Earth shook. Trees shuddered. Birds fled into the night. Out of the black blasted a fan of orange flames. The men flattened themselves on the snowdrift as bone-melting heat scorched the tips of their hair.

The inferno collided with the trees behind. Dying branches burst into flames, flooding the clearing with a sight so terrible, the men wished to be cast back into the dark.

A reptilian creature armored in gleaming metallic scales, trees trampled like hay under silver claws. Acid-green eyes blazed above a long, narrow muzzle. Tendrils of smoke trickled through silver fangs.

Its claws carved deep welts into the earth as its leathery wings sprung open. It leapt forth, snatched the boy between its talons and soared off, trailing his screams as it vanished into the night sky.


The Heist
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The Ice Pillory

In Latakia, the saying goes, there are two days in every man’s life he dreads the most.

One is the day his wife gives birth.

The other, no less feared, is the day the babe opens its eyes…

And they are glowing green.

In the manor of Crosset, one man now lived who embodied the terrifying tale.

Mirram Hild, the Farmer.

Once sure his wife and the babe would live, Farmer Hild resumed his business, ever the stoic chap he was. He’d never sought to know why his seed had produced the only Greeneye in Crosset in two generations. He’d never voiced his fear of the endless misfortune Greeneye children would condemn all that strayed within their sight to. He simply worked the fields, dawn till dusk, six days a week, to feed the wee babe and her three older siblings.

He made love to his wife every weekend. She went on to bear him three more children, prompting Farmer Hild to work harder. He considered his life normal, save for the occasional abnormal day folks would say came with raising a lass with glowing green eyes, but Mirram would say a teenage daughter. Of which he had three, and one a-coming.

One such day began ordinary in mid-April, seven years after the Crosset Famine. Farmer Hild stood before the clerk’s table, tucked under the shadow of Crosset Castle’s town gate, flanked by his best friend Draken Armorheim, also the Farmer.

For their turn with the clerk, they’d been queuing in the tender spring sun long enough for slobbering lips to run dry of gossip, of castle guards standing sentinel whispering to each other out the corner of their mouths, of passing castle workers nudging each other and hissing behind their hands. As if one still must read lips with seventeen years’ worth of experience.

The Greeneye’s father! That him? They say he prayed to Chione for another son. That’s why Freda cursed him! Have you seen those cursed eyes? Simply monstrous! So on and so forth.

Draken also served as the butt for many a local joke.

Dun leave yer sheep with Draken Armorheim. Man had fat little Lord Hadrian on a leash, and the boy escaped!

Come now, boy’s a prodigy, they say.

Not if Johnsy caught that wee devil in the first place!

Mirram and Draken tried not to think this was why they were such good friends.

The young clerk, at least, seemed too beleaguered to care, his long golden ponytail lank with sweat, his gray-green silk cloak bundled and wedged to his chair to cushion his spine. One hand supported his heavy head, the other jotted down date and time in his enormous ledger.

“Name and business, whichever of you will go first.”

Draken nudged Mirram’s shoulder so he edged a half-step forth.

“Mirram Hild, sir. Me son Myron found apprenticeship.”

Mirram produced a folded piece of parchment and smoothed it on the clerk’s wooden table. His son’s letter of apprenticeship from Yorfus of the blacksmith guild.

The clerk perked up. He gawked at Mirram as if he’d just passed the most brazen round of wind in Lord Crosset’s court. Ink dripped from his peacock quill.

“What’s your name, again?”

“Mirram Hild, sir.”

“Mirram Hild, as in the father of Meya Hild?”

I do have six other children, you know.

Mirram refrained from rolling his eyes with much difficulty. For Freda’s sake, what was the problem with these people? He’d produced six perfectly mundane children, yet they still wouldn’t stop pointing at that one with glowing green eyes!

Mirram heaved a sigh and grinned through his grimace.

“Yes, sir, unfortunately.”

The clerk raised his eyebrows, puckered his lips, dipped a melodramatic nod, then flourished his hand at the ledger.

“And you’re here to edit your family registry?”

“Yes, sir, for me son Myron. Figured I get to knock a few latts off me taxes?” Mirram agreed with enthusiasm. With luck, he could hurry back and catch up on last-minute work in the fields without further discussion of his infamous offspring.

The clerk gawked some more, then shook his head. He recorded Mirram’s testament in beautiful, connecting letters, a smirk on his lips.

“Forgive my surprise, my dear chap. Didn’t expect to see a father settling his taxes with a daughter hauled off to court. Then again, not the first time for this one.”

He picked up Myron’s letter, scouring it for signs of tampering. Now was Mirram’s turn to freeze. He glanced at Draken, who seemed just as confused, then spun back, scrabbling at the table.

“Sir, me daughter? Which one? What for?”

The clerk looked up. His expression morphed from derision to genuine concern. Quill and letter fell from his hands.

“Goodly Freda, you haven’t heard?”

Harried footsteps pounded on the flagstones, overtaken by a strident scream.

“Farmer Hild! Where’s Farmer Hild?”

A red-faced young woman sprinted up the snaking line, black ponytail swinging, darting eyes scanning every mustachioed face. All the men shook their heads. At last, her sweaty hand latched onto Mirram’s hairy arm.

“The Ice! They’re putting her in the Ice!” she gasped, clutching a stitch in her side.

“What ice? Who? What’re you talking about, Jezia?” Draken demanded. Jezia’s blue eyes were wide with horror.

“Meya! They’re putting her in the Ice Pillory!”

Meya.

The world around Mirram ceased to exist. Barely feeling his feet, he dashed across the bridge, Draken and Jezia hurrying in his wake.

* * *

The Trench was a strip of barren, sunken land on the other side of the moat. By the time Mirram, Draken and Jezia arrived, the bobbing heads of the whole town’s busybodies had lined the lip of its pit. The gallows leered overhead, empty noose swaying in the breeze.

Amid the jostling, jeering, fist-shaking peasants, Mirram caught sight of portly Jason Boszel the Merchant, teetering on tippy-toes, craning his neck.

“Dad!” Jezia yelled as they hurtled in. Jason whirled around, then scampered towards them.

“Finally! Where in the three lands have you been?” Jason grabbed Mirram’s shoulder and ushered him forth, “Damn warden’s not taking new coins! Hurry!”

Jason plunged into the crowd, dragging Mirram and Draken along. The three men emerged to the front, feet skidding to a lurching halt.

Two youngsters knelt beside the gallows’ base, surrounded by torture devices wooden and metal, pebbles and remnants of spoiled produce. One a boy, the other a girl. Both not a day above seventeen.

Pebbles, rotten eggs and moldy bread pelted them as they sat, hanging by their wrists from pillories. The girl’s pillory, instead of wood, was a block of clear, bluish ice. The infamous Ice Pillory of Crosset.

“Deke! Meya!”

Draken sprinted to his only son. Deke, a stocky lad with a long, freckled face and shiny hay-colored hair, turned at his father’s voice. He creaked an apologetic smile as the warden with a bushy mustache waddled in to block Draken’s path with his club and ale belly. One arm over his forehead to shield his skull from the barrage, he yelled,

“One more stinkin’ egg while I’m down ’ere, and there’ll be Fyr to pay!”

Seeing the club waving high, the restless villagers behaved with much grumbling. Mirram turned to the girl in the Ice Pillory, his fourth yet most troublesome offspring, Meya.

She looked ordinary enough, with red-gold hair in two fraying braids that soaked up the dripping ice for her threadbare woolen dress. Under a dusting of dirt, a smatter of freckles paraded across the flat terrain where the bridge of her nose should have been.

Her eyes, however, were a vivid, unnatural green, with an eerie glow like a cat’s eyes at night, and a similar lack of emotion.

“What in the three lands have you done this time?” said Mirram coldly.

“There you are, Hild!”

Mirram spun around to a bald head gliding towards him across a lake of brown hair. The man pushed his way to the front with menace in each clomp, suntanned skin stretched taut over bulging muscles scored by popping veins.

“Been wanting a chat about what your Greeneye devil did to me boy here!”

The man jerked a thumb at his son. Mirram craned his neck. Trailing a step behind, half-hidden by his father, was a scowling lad a couple years older than Meya. The spitting image of his father, save for his bleeding lips and the swollen, purplish bruise over his right eye.

“You sure, Grogan? Wanna chat about Gregor’s knack for getting his arse stuffed by folks half his size?”

Deke called. The crowd roared with laughter. Gregor shot a dour glare at him, then the back of his father’s shiny head, shaking with rage and embarrassment.

“Quiet, Deke!” Draken snapped, then turned to Meya. She’d remained silent but was relishing the strife. “Meya, what happened, lass?”

“Wage fraud and undue violence,” the warden piped in. “Wench struck a deal with the other farmers. She’d slip her furlongs into theirs. Once they got their pay, they dock the fee and pay her the rest. That’s still twice the Greeneye rate!”

Draken massaged his forehead. The warden nodded at Gregor.

“Three whole moons wench been at it. Brave young Gregor Krulstaff here caught wind of it. Told the landlord. Got a nice roughing up for his trouble.”

“Not before the snitch got his share, he dinnae,” said a familiar, cold voice. Mirram shot Meya a silencing glare. She spared him a glance, then sneered at Gregor, who trembled with fury.

“He was in it from the start, then he got greedy. Wants to double the fee. I said no, so he tattled. Saw him sniveling behind the landlord and I just thought, if I’m gunna get the pillory, might as well earn it.”

The crowd’s furor swallowed the rest of Meya’s tirade. Pebbles and mud balls sailed through the air with insults thrown in.

“Chop ’em ’ands off! That’d stop ye wreaking havoc fer a bit ’fore they grow back!” Brodel the Butcher brandished his blood-crusted knife.

“She tainted the wheat! She tainted the wheat again!” A housewife wailed.

“We dun need another famine, devil!” a fisherman snarled.

“Monster!” a huntsman pointed with his bow. Whereas his wife shrieked,

“Wee Timmy woulda been eight next week, you demon-spawn!”

Meya heeded their blessings in turn, eyes glistening with tears on her vacant face. Draken cursed under his breath.

“Warden, this is madness! The Ice? For fraud? The lass is seventeen, for Freda’s sake!” he yelled over the hubbub, shielding his head with his arms.

The warden grimaced, although that might have been his response to the juicy splat of the half-onion sliding down his cheek.

“My dear chap, do you think us so heartless? Wench asked for the Ice!”

“What?” Draken cried, eyes bulging. He rounded on Meya. “Are you out of your mind, lass?”

“’Tis a warm day, Farmer Armorheim.” Meya grinned, wincing as a cool, dry wind lambasted them. Growling, Draken turned to the warden.

“How much?”

“Two old silvers. Each. No haggling.” The warden smirked.

Grinding his teeth, Draken snatched his purse. He churned through the bronze for the silver ten-latt or the copper five-latt, even as he knew he’d find none. Not the old ones.

A roughened palm carrying two old silver faces entered his sight. He surfaced and found Mirram’s solemn brown eyes.

“Take this. Free your son.”

“What about Meya?”

Mirram forced the coins into Draken’s slack fingers.

“He’s here because of her.”

“I’ll leave when she leaves, Farmer Hild!” Deke shouted.

“Mirram, her hands will rot! And that’s if they didn’t get her first!” Draken cried, a trembling finger jabbing at the hysterical crowd.

Mirram didn’t waver.

A dull thump silenced the din. Draken wheeled around. Meya lay flat on her back, her hands having slid free of the Ice Pillory after a quarter-hour. The feat should’ve been impossible, warm day or no, without breaking one’s thumbs or having one’s hands axed off to end the torture.

Meya stood, wiped her dripping hands on her dress, then dusted off the dirt. As the crowd gawked, clutching mud raised in mid-throw, she turned to the warden.

“I’m free to go, I believe?”

The warden nodded, eyes darting between the still-solid Ice Pillory and Meya’s hands. Her freedom secured, Meya turned to Draken with a toothy grin.

“Like I said. ’Tis a warm day.”


Meya

After her stint in the Ice Pillory, Meya’s sentence was to donate her wages from the last three months to the manor’s coffers. Since all that gold had long transformed into her flesh, Meya must instead toil without pay for three moons.

Once they had yelled their heads half off, Dad and Farmer Armorheim flounced across the bridge to settle their taxes. It fell upon Jason to steer Meya and Deke straight home without stumbling into more trouble.

High noon had fallen by the time they made it to the village. The dirt road was empty save for flocks of sparrows and pigeons pecking for seeds in clumps of spiky grass along the wayside, and the occasional pile of sun-baked dung swarming with flies.

“How come you’re here, Jason? ’Tisn’t bazaar day, is it?” asked Meya as she massaged her hands. After almost freezing in the ice, they chided her by burning. Jason sighed as he handed Jezia his waterskin.

“The king’s overseer, is how. He summoned all merchants to the castle to discuss the coinage shortage.”

“The what what?” Meya gawked, having never heard of those words in her almost seventeen years, wincing as Jezia doused her hands with water.

“We’re running out of metal. ’Tis why the treasury issued new coins. Precious metals are more expensive. They’re even thinking of scrapping money altogether.” The merchant cocked his balding head, his voice lowered,

“They’re still hushing it. Ore ships haven’t returned from Everglen since last month.”

“What happened?” Deke joined in. Jezia leaned in and whispered,

“That’s the problem. Nobody knows. The king’s sent several ships to investigate. They’ve all vanished, too.”

Meya frowned as she navigated the pothole-strewn lane. Mining had been banned in Latakia for two centuries. According to the fourth High Priest to name himself Uriel, the goddess Freda suddenly realized digging too deep a hole would allow the evil she’d sealed underground, the demoness Chione, to emerge and wreak havoc upon the land once more. And thus, she conveyed her enlightenment to Uriel in a vision during his daily prayers.

Why the goddess hadn’t divined the obvious four centuries sooner when she created Latakia wasn’t a harmless sentiment to ponder aloud, as Meya discovered at the tender age of six for the price of a lump on the head. Since the Ban, Latakia had been ferrying ships across the sea to a barren land ironically called Everglen to carry ores back.

“Just when Myron got his letter! Typical Freda,” snorted Meya. After all the butter Myron piled on Yorfus the Blacksmith for an apprenticeship, them ships just had to sink. “Will you two be fine? What’s gunna happen if we dun have coins?”

Jezia looked to Jason, who heaved a deep sigh of gloom.

“Crosset could survive without trade, I reckon, but for us merchants and the great cities, our only hope is lifting the Ban.”

“King Alden’s fought to lift it since he took the throne, but more dukes on the Council are against him. Baron Hadrian’s leading the lot. He couldn’t ever get enough votes to abolish it.”

“Ain’t he s’posed to be all-powerful?” Deke frowned. Jason chuckled.

“Wouldn’t want a second Devind so soon, would we?”

“Can’t we make money out of other things?” asked Meya. At Jason’s raised eyebrow, she added, “say, I dunno…seashells, shiny pebbles, wooden chips…?”

Out of examples, Meya shrugged. Jason’s eyes twinkled. He gestured at the pink-with-brown-patches piglet Deke was leading on a leash.

“Say I want to buy Hanna for fifty snail shells. Would you accept?”

Meya glanced at Hanna, puckered her lips, then shrugged again.

“If everyone else was trading snail shells and I could buy a new piglet, I s’pose I’d accept.”

“Really? You don’t seem too happy about it.” Jason observed with a shrewd, glinting look. Meya blew a breath of annoyance.

“Of course I’m not! I’m selling me pet for fifty snail shells. What am I supposed to do with them? Grind ’em up, salt Morel’s soup with ’em?”

Jezia and Deke guffawed. Jason nodded.

“Exactly, Meya. Anyone can pick up a snail shell. And no-one has a use for them. ’Tisn’t the same with gold, silver, copper. Or diamonds, rubies, sapphires and emeralds. Everyone in Latakia agreed these things are rare and precious. That’s how they became tradable.”

Jason trailed away as Meya’s house approached. Hild cottage did justice to its seven-generation history of poverty, with its grayish daub walls decorated with cracks like cobwebs that fell away to reveal crisscrossing wattle, and its thatched hay roof dabbed with mildew. A crooked, soot-black metal pipe stuck out like an old feather on a straw hat, serving as their chimney. The steady trickle of smoke meant Morel, Meya’s second sister, was preparing dinner.

Out front, Meya’s big sister Marin ambled about with a reed broom, scraping fallen leaves glued to the ground by yesterday’s drizzle. She was a willowy woman on the cusp of her twenties, with shining copper hair and bright blue eyes. What little of her skin poking from her sleeves was porcelain white, unblemished by a single freckle.

Young men peeked through oiled parchment tacked over their windows, savoring the precious moments before the reigning May Queen was locked up for the night, like a diamond in its chest.

“Yea, diamonds are precious. Like Marin,” drawled Meya, crunching footsteps halting just beyond Marin’s earshot. “As opposed to yours truly, the Queen of Swine Dung.”

Jezia giggled. Deke grimaced as he scratched his head. Jason’s beady black eyes narrowed.

“Meya,” he said somberly. Meya turned, eyebrows raised. “In Fyr’s Lake, ’tisn’t wealth, nor beauty, nor wit, nor high blood, but your deeds that are weighed.”

Meya avoided his eyes, bitter smile on her lips.

“Freda’s teachings aren’t to guide the living. They’re to fool the dying and forgotten,” she muttered. Jason tilted his head with a smile.

“Perhaps. And to remind every father of a daughter.” Meya blinked, puzzled. Jason grasped her shoulders, pinning her with his willful, melancholy gaze.

“Mirram cares about you, Meya. Much more than gold. Much more than your mother’s Song. And he’ll prove it to you when you need it most. You don’t have to put yourself through this.”

Jason cradled her hands, mournful eyes roaming over bruise-red, swollen, trembling fingers. Even as her heart writhed, Meya huffed a breath of derision.

“He left me to rot in the Ice and I got out on me own, Jason. Either there’d never be a day I’d need him most, or no need of me would be enough for him.”

“’Tisn’t the same, lass! You didn’t need him for the Ice. You could bake bread with these scorching hands!”

Meya shrugged. Yet another blessing for her list, next to glowing eyes, never falling ill, and fingers growing back after being diced alongside carrots. The Hilds didn’t eat stew that frightful night, and Meya wasn’t asked to help with dinner again.

For the general populace, the Ice Pillory meant black, frostbitten hands to be axed off. For Meya, the chance of swift freedom. Meya requested it knowing that otherwise, Farmer Armorheim would bribe the warden, even if Dad wouldn’t bother.

“I can’t bake. Heat from me hands ruins the dough,” she jested, voice flat as her empty face. Jason shook his head.

“Someday, lass. Someday.” The old merchant patted her shoulder, then gestured with his chin. “Well, hop along. We’re here ’til next Monday. Don’t forget to drop by.”

He slung an arm around Jezia, who gave a tiny wave. Meya wondered how Dad’s hand felt on her shoulder, when he wasn’t crushing her collarbone in his grasp after catching wind of some wicked shenanigan.

Grinning, she raised her hand, and Deke clapped it.

“See you tomorrow.”

He left Hanna’s leash in her palm. Meya watched her friends until their retreating silhouettes vanished behind the dip of the hill, breathed deeply then trudged home.

Marin perked up at her approaching footsteps.

“Meya! You’re back so early!” she chirped, face aglow with delight.

“Hope that’s still lawful,” muttered Meya under her breath as she swept past her sister into the garden. After leaving Hanna in her pen, she pushed open the back door.

“Is the pig tied tight?” said Mum’s husky voice as her big toe crossed inside. She was bent over the hearth hole, stirring the dinner stew. Morel sat nearby, chopping vegetables.

Meya sighed in relief. News hadn’t reached these three. She closed the door and strode in, singing with all the liveliness she could muster.

“Tight as the noose ’round Johnsy’s ne—oof!” A flying basket collided with her chest, knocking the wind out of her.

“Parsnips!” Morel barked. She’d win the Fools’ Week plate-throwing contest for sure, if she’d deign to sign up. On a fine day, Meya would chuck the basket back and demand she walk three steps to hand it politely. This was no fine day.

“Parsnips.” Meya nodded, heading back out.

“In a quarter-hour! So dun go chasing some shiny beetle into the woods, doofus!”

“Aye, milady,” Meya grunted. She shuffled to the vegetable patch, gathered her dress, then hunkered down to yank out tubers, tossing them into the wicker basket, which she pressed over a water basin to rinse.

After she’d half-thrown, half-slid the basket before Morel, earning herself a glare, Meya turned to leave and kill time with Hanna, but Mum stopped her with her hoarse, damaged voice.

“Have you seen Mistral?”

Meya swallowed the bitter lump in her throat. Mum and Morel seldom left the house or joined the village’s gossip rings. Still, Meya had hoped, after seventeen years raising her, Mum would’ve sensed something off.

“No. Still weaving with Silma, probably. She’s teaching her new patterns today.”

Mum bobbed her head as she stirred.

“And Marcus and Myron? And Maro?”

“Working the fields,” of course! Where else d’you expect they’d be? Meriton?

Meya itched to add. Pity Mum’s ladle looked too deadly swirling in the boiling stew.

“Hm-hmph. Seen your father on the way here?”

“No, sorry,” Meya lied. She hadn’t seen Dad on the way. She parted with him before she set off. Mum didn’t seem to suspect foul play. She scooped up a ladleful of brown stew and let it plop down, studying its texture.

“Hmm,” a hum escaped her pursed lips. She turned to Morel, who was reaching for an onion. “Leave the onions for later, Morel honey. Your father would take some time.”

Meya bit back a sigh and turned to leave.

“Meya, wait.”

Meya spun around. Mum had peeled her eyes from the stew to look at her. Meya was taken aback.

“Have you fetched the chicken?”

Meya froze. Ah, crap.

“Ah, no. Er, I’ll get to it.” She hung her head, hoping to hide her burning eyes.

“Take a copper for Old Horth.” Mum pointed her chin at the money tin on the shelf, sitting next to a block of Morel’s fruitcake.

“How about this instead? Jason said coins are getting short.” Meya held the cake up for Mum to see.

“Really?” Mum blinked in mild interest. She cocked her head. “Take the cake, then. You fine with it, Morel dear?”

Morel shrugged.

“What can I say? Shepherd Horth loves me cooking.” She smirked, not one for modesty. Mum mussed her golden hair.

“So does every shepherd in the pasture.”

The two tittered. Meya let her smile sag, her shoulders hunch. Mum accepted her lies without protest, no matter how suspicious she strove to be. She’d always ask Meya about her siblings, the livestock, the vegetables. If she wouldn’t ask about her to her face, perhaps she’d ask the others, at least.

Meya snatched her ragged black cloak as she retreated outside. Stowing Morel’s cake in one of its pockets, she swung the gate into the garden again.

The coop was empty. Every morning before heading to the fields, Meya would herd the chicken onto a wheelbarrow and trundle them to the communal pasture outside the village, where they would forage among the livestock of other villagers under the shepherds’ watchful eyes.

Hanna, in her pen, had settled in for a snooze. Meya unlatched her door and bent down to muss her head. She grunted and opened one bleary eye.

“Sorry, Hanna. Wanna go with me to the pasture?”

Her other eye snapped open. Oinking, wagging her tail, she scrambled up and waddled along. The round wooden tag swung on her collar as she followed Meya down the meandering dirt lane to the grasslands spreading beyond rolling green wheat fields. Myron had carved letters onto the tag, spelling Hanna. At least, Meya believed they did. She couldn’t be bothered to learn to read.

Back home, in the hole in the dirt where Meya kept her belongings, she’d collected ten tags, bearing names of piglets she’d raised since coming of spring only to send to the slaughterhouse by eve of winter.

They could raise one pig at a time, so Meya couldn’t help treating her annual piglet like a pet, albeit one you must butcher and eat. Meya never touched their meat, though, no matter how much her stomach ached in winter.

A gust of wind carried bleats and moos from the communal pasture, reminding Meya of creamy fresh milk and golden cheese and butter. They couldn’t keep flocks of sheep or cattle. Luckily, the Armorheims insisted on giving their poorer neighbors a daily pail of milk.

At the chirp of a robin streaking by above, Meya tilted her head back, following his journey across the clear, light blue of spring’s eve. Wispy clouds sailed towards the horizon on the wings of the flower breeze.

Where was the little fellow headed? If he flew high enough, he could see if there were a deity, the goddess Freda, up there, if the Holy Scriptures were true.

Then perhaps he could ask Freda why she made Meya a girl. And a Greeneye, too. Meya could do much more for her family if she were a boy, with beautiful blue or brown eyes that didn’t glow like a pair of cursed fireflies from a haunted forest.

At least, she wouldn’t have to resort to wage fraud to earn her dowry, and end up losing it to a hefty fine. She could dream of becoming a merchant like Marcus, could take up an apprenticeship like Myron, could be useful. Now, she could only waste the family bread.

Meya glanced at Hanna. Would it make much difference with her neck on the butcher’s board this winter?

With a jolt, she remembered Morel loved bacon. Pork must taste better than Greeneye meat.


Banished

Walking home from the communal pasture was an occasion when one was Meya Hild.

The reason? Two words—Marinia Hild.

All seven Hild children were remarkable in some way. Marin’s way was beauty. Such was her beauty, Crosset’s young men created a class for her, one higher than Gold, Diamond. She could marry any man in town without paying him a single coin.

Being the only Greeneye in Crosset, Meya also had her class, Dung. It didn’t help that she often reeked of pig droppings, either. The lowest class defined by law was Pebble.

Either way, she must work hard to save a large dowry. Who gave shite if hard work in scorching daylight made a lass less desirable? As opposed to dung, which stank less and didn’t squish underfoot once laid out to bake.

Marin could’ve married early if it weren’t for Dad. Like most pretty maidens, she spent her days indoors, helping Mum with housework. If her skin were any fairer, Meya could’ve scraped lead white off it and sold the powder to rich ladies in Meriton.

It was difficult for lads of marriageable age to gain purchase on Marin. The solution? Two words—Meya Hild.

Every evening, Meya would saunter through the village, trundling a wheelbarrow of hens, trailing a pig on a leash, receiving letters, flowers, jewelry and food to pass to Marin. For a fee. Perhaps once them dongheads learned to stop calling her attention with “Oy, Dung!” she’d deign to do it for charity.

The inflow of young men trickled to a stop a good dozen paces from Hild Cottage. Dad was armed with a sickle mounted on a broom handle, sharpened for gutting. Suitors knew to give the house a wide berth.

Meya shut Hanna and the chicken in, left the wheelbarrow beside the coop, heaved up the bulging sack, then trudged to the door.

The instant she entered, a confused din of greetings befell her from the family crowded around the pot hanging over the hearth-hole.

“Have you latched the coop?” Mum asked, as always worrying about every wee thing in the three lands except Meya’s wellbeing.

“You alright, Meya?” Maro made no move to hide his concern, which was why Maro would always be her favorite brother.

“Any bullies at the pasture today?” Marin demanded. Meya probably would’ve gotten along with Marin had her skin not been so white it glowed in the firelight.

“Where’s your collar?” Morel couldn’t give less damn.

“Is it true you kicked Gregor Krulstaff in the crotch?” Marcus abandoned his bowl and darted in.

“What’s that you got there?” Myron pointed to her sack.

“Show me your hands!” Mistral squealed, eyes sparkling with delight.

Dad made no move to acknowledge Meya’s return. Only when Mum made to hand her a bread bowl did he growl between mouthfuls of bread and stew.

“No dinner, Alanna.”

“Please, Dad. She was just trying to help,” Marcus pleaded.

“Quiet, Marcus.”

Dad had told them about the Ice Pillory. Just as well. After a deep breath, Meya rattled off answers to their questions.

“Mum, no sneaky tom would get his paws on a feather tonight. Mistral, here are me hands. Still intact. Maro, I’m fine, how kind of you to ask. Marin, yea, some tyke pushed me in front of a horse cart. Morel, where I keep me collar is none of your business. Marcus, no, I dinnae kick his crotch. ’Twas his arse. And Myron, this here—”

Meya lifted the sack from her back.

“—contains tokens of appreciation from the men of Crosset to beautiful Marin.”

Meya set down and untied the bundle. Its corners fell away, revealing an ensemble of spring flowers, cookie pots, lurid red envelopes, and crates filled with honey pies. All her siblings scrambled in, except Morel.

“Goodly Freda, why so many?” Marcus cried. Myron admired the artwork on the cookie pots. Mistral rubbed her cheek against an embroidered handkerchief. Meya snickered.

“May Fest approaches! So, who will you choose for the May Dance, Lady Diamond?”

Marin blushed deep scarlet. Meya didn’t give so loud a fart on whom Marin’s pity would fall this year, but the more gossip she could sell along with her gift-ferrying service, the more gold she could demand.

“Why d’you ask, Lady Dung? She won’t be taking your admirers, seeing as you never had any,” said Morel.

“Morel!” her other five siblings yelled as one.

“Morel! Take that back.” Mum sounded as if she had permanent head cold. Meya had prepared for war, but the painful tug in her heart persuaded her to sue for peace.

“’Tis fine, Mum, everyone calls me dung-something. ’Tisn’t gunna make Morel a bigger stinkbug than she already is,” she couldn’t resist a jab.

“Meya!” Mum snapped. Meya eked out a sheepish grin. That backfired.

Dad was anxious to finish his last meal of the day in peace.

“Perish it, you two. Or I’ll take your bowl away ’til tomorrow night. Yes, Morel! Even if you did cook dinner!”

Morel flapped her lips like a trout gasping for breath. Meya’s cheeks ballooned like a waterskin as she stifled her laughter. Dad could withhold her meals for a week. She’d survive on the money she earned ferrying gifts to Marin. The weeks leading up to May Day were the time to exploit. Not that anybody knew what she was up to.

Marin studied the tottering pile of gifts, then pushed it to her.

“Meya, I can’t eat all these. You all take some. You need every morsel of food you can get since you work so hard. Please, Dad? Just this once? It’s almost May Fest.”

Marin served Dad her most pleading gaze. Dad would always have Marin donate the gifts to the church. Accepting them when you had no intention to marry the men was disgraceful, he reasoned.

Dad could resist Marin’s googly eyes. Most times. She resembled Mum too much. Sighing, he nodded.

“Very well, take one for each of you. Meya, you are to have none,” Dad added, freezing Marcus and Myron in mid-cheer, then shook a warning finger. “Remember their names and thank them tomorrow.”

The five siblings mumbled their Yes, Dad, and each selected one gift from the pile, shooting Meya apologetic glances that promised they would share whatever they chose. They looked so forlorn, Meya itched to wink, but she couldn’t have Dad’s hawk-like glare spotting her secret.

“Take your pick. I already ate.” Meya wished her stomach would stop growling as fumes from Morel’s stew wafted over. She settled in the corner beside the door. “Jason treated me at the tavern. He knew Dad’s not gunna give me dinner.”

Meya shone a triumphant smirk at Dad. His eyes grew icy, chilling the air in the cramped cottage.

“You take that attitude to Hadrian Castle, you’ll have your tongue ripped out through your teeth, Meya.”

Meya took a moment to digest his words.

“Hadrian Castle? What d’you mean?” She glanced at the others. Everyone seemed just as confounded.

“Lord Crosset’s daughter, Lady Arinel, is getting married to Lord Coris of Hadrian. She’ll move to Hadrian Castle. Lord Crosset’s recruiting young maidens of character to serve her there. He summoned for me.”

“That’s what took you so long today?” Meya gawked. Young maidens of character, he said. And he chose her? Dad had never chosen Meya for anything. No-one of a sane mind would, unless she was the last resort or there was a catch. “But I’m a Greeneye. The lady won’t want me anywhere within a stone’s throw of her!”

“That won’t be a problem. You’ll be wearing your collar.”

There it is. The catch.

Frustration simmered in her bowels. Meya clenched her fists. She must keep her calm, or Dad might change his mind. He had four daughters to choose from.

Meya hated the collar. It was the one thing she would never forgive Jason for. One fine day, seven years ago, Jason had brought Dad an iridescent metal band he’d received from a dying Greeneye in Noxx.

The band was made from Lattis, a metal discovered two hundred years ago in an iron mine in Rutgarth. A few years later, the mountain face was shattered, the mine sealed by a dragon attack from the neighboring empire, Nostra. Since then, all mining had been banned. Lattis weapons and trinkets circling in the market were all secondhand.

The Lattis band would dim the glow from the Greeneyes’ eyes and lower their body heat, allowing them to blend, but that it looked no different from a neck manacle wasn’t the cause of Meya’s chagrin. The collar burned her with its freezing cold, breathed invisible, odorless, poisoned air that weighed on her limbs and fogged her brain.

Meya would forget it at home whenever she could get away with it, or chuck it on the levee as soon as she reached the fields. How could she work otherwise? Besides, being the only Greeneye in Crosset, the whole manor knew her face. Not to mention that was after they’d noticed her fat red-gold head sailing towards them from a feather’s flight away. Glowing eyes or no, it didn’t help with the pranks, the name-calling, or the shunning.

She’d tossed it in the furnace at Yorfus’s smithy, tipped cows in the pasture over it, drowned it in vitriol, nothing left the tiniest dent. Yet, there must be a way to destroy it. How else could it have been molded? The secret must’ve been burnt to a crisp along with them miners in Rutgarth.

Meya wanted the job. With Jezia as a best friend, it was impossible to not long to see the lands outside her birth manor for once, if only she didn’t have to strap on that loathsome device. Why was Dad going to such trouble to get her the post?

“Why not Morel, then? She’s the best at cooking and cleaning, isn’t she?” Meya narrowed her eyes.

“What, me?” Morel almost jumped into the hearth. She scrambled to Dad, hands joined in prayer. “No, Dad! Please dun send me! Hadrian’s so far away!”

“I’m not sending you, Morel. You’re needed here,” Dad sighed. Morel looked faint with relief, as Meya’s heart lurched.

“And I’m not, you’re saying?”

Dad spun around, alarmed.

“Meya, listen—”

“No need. I understand.”

Meya tamped down the surge of desperation, her face empty but for a nonchalant smile.

“’Tis the Ice Pillory, the Liar’s Bridle, the Fest Trail, the Famine, the Song of May Day. But you must know, Dad, those were all me.”

“Meya, how many times have I told you? You have nothing to do with my Song!” Mum glared at Dad. Meya longed to see his reaction, but couldn’t bring herself to look.

“That’s very kind of you, Mum, but what I’m saying is—all those times, I bungled up. I chose the stupid way out. Me eyes have nothing to do with anything.”

“They have, far as Latakia’s concerned.” The furrow between Dad’s eyebrows deepened. Meya gnashed her teeth.

“I can’t do nothing with that thing ’round me neck. You’re only making sure I’ll fail!”

“That Greeneye in Noxx lived a perfectly normal life. You just have to get used to it.”

“I’m telling you, Dad, I hate it!” Meya sprang to her feet. Dad also blew his long-overdue top. He slammed his bowl on the floor. Lukewarm soup and sodden vegetables splattered Mum’s dress. She gasped and scampered back. The children tensed in fearful anticipation.

“Then maybe ’tis time you learn to do what you hate for once!” Dad snapped, his face blotchy red. Meya gaped as his voice thundered around the house.

“You dinnae hear them folks back there in the trench? They were calling for your banishment! Crosset no longer tolerates you! Lord Crosset struck me a deal. You leave, we get your fine back. And I accepted!”

Accepted?

The word echoed in the deafening silence of Meya’s world. She saw Jason’s smile. His soothing voice asked her not to give up on Dad. If only he were here. If only he could see how difficult that was.

“So, you’re selling me off for three months of wages?” Meya found her voice cowering in the void swallowing her heart. Dad’s brown eyes remained cold as they had always been. Even so, she whispered in disbelief, “is that all I’m worth to—to you, Dad?”

Dad turned away, shunning horrified looks from around the house. Tears fell from Mum’s unblinking eyes. Mistral looked confused, for Myron had cupped his hands over her ears. Even Morel shed her aloof facade and gawked at Dad.

Meya understood then. Dad had no choice. With Myron starting his apprenticeship and Meya paying her fine, three breadwinners would feed nine mouths.

Meya turned to Mistral. Her tapered, beautiful fingers could weave a bobbin through hundreds of threads. What would those fingers look like after months of tilling and plowing? Could she feel the texture of silk through all the warts and weathered skin?

Straining back tears, Meya drew a deep breath.

“When do I leave?”

“Day after tomorrow,” Dad grunted. Meya blanched. She didn’t expect it would be that soon. She might not have a chance to say farewell to the few people who didn’t mind having her around too much.

What if something happened? People would fall ill and die. Run into thugs and bandits and thieves. Get stranded in the middle of nowhere and starve to death. What if she never saw Crosset again?

“Who’ll look after Hanna?”

Dad snorted.

“We won’t let our winter food starve.”

Maro glowered at Dad. Meya’s heart sank lower. She wouldn’t be there to keep Hanna company on her way to the butcher’s board.

Meya felt as if she’d put on her collar, her head blank and sluggish, her limbs leaden. She wrung her brain dry for some golden solution, anything to lift them free of this plight of her own making. Nothing came.

“I’d better get started on saying me farewells, then.”

Meya pushed open the door, walking into the gathering night. The sun had slipped behind the hill where Crosset Castle stood, black spires against a brocade of star-spangled ultramarine sky. She cursed its lord, yet it had never looked more beautiful.

Oil lamps flickered along the road. Lights shone through oil paper strung across windows. Cold winds batted her as she traipsed down the sloping dirt road.

Meya balanced expertly on the levee, wading through seas of purple wheat swishing under the faint light of the half-moon. She ventured into the forest, past the ole oak where she’d knock down acorns for her piglet in autumn, to the hollow trunk of a perished tree.

Meya knelt on the damp earth and caressed the ground. She raked back the loose soil with a small pointed stone, unearthing a drawstring pouch. It had once been off-white but was now brown from its time in the earth.

Her back against the wall of the hollow, Meya loosened the drawstring and rummaged through the trinkets, until she found a wooden tub that sat snugly on her palm.

Meya unscrewed the top and brought out the small, jagged stone by touch. She pressed it against her heart as she sang, her voice a whisper on the wind. A little song she wrote, sung in a voice that belonged to Mum.

I’m here to sing a song I own.

I wish to hear the world sing along.

I’ll sing my heart for all who’ll heed.

So lend your ears to the wind as it blows.

Mum traveled the western duchies as a famous songstress before she married Dad. Every year, she would sing at the May Fest, and people would travel from as far as Easthaven to hear the Song of May Day.

Then came a rainy May Day seventeen years ago. Mum was in so much pain giving birth to Meya, she screamed until her throat gave out. The Song of May Day was no more.

Many who believed the Song lived still in Meya branded her Song Thief. Others blamed Meya’s Greeneye misfortune for ridding Latakia of the Song of May Day.

They were right, although they’d never know. Meya had never sung before a single soul. Although it was torture strangling her Song silent, she was terrified of what people might do to her, most terrified of what Dad might think of her. None knew she could sing but robins, thrushes, and a boy she faintly remembered.

He came from afar with his merchant father. He stumbled upon her singing in the pigsty, alone on May Day. Her family, the whole village were at the festival, cramming another May Queen crown onto Marin’s head.

Perhaps as payment, the boy gave her the small stone encrusted with shards of raw emerald that were the color of her dimmed eyes, along with gentle words she’d repeat in her heart whenever she needed a kind voice to usher her on.

“You’re worth more than a pig, or simply your mother’s Song, Meya. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

I’m Meya, Meya.

I’m born on May’s Eve.

As my father grieves for my mother’s Song.

Oh Meya, they say,

What good is a lass,

As unruly and poor as Meya Hild.


Lady Arinel

The sun peeked from behind mountains lining the horizon. The black dark of Crosset faded to ash gray. Dying dewdrops clung to dear life on blades of lush grass dotting the hillside.

The frozen stone of the keep burned Meya’s back. She straightened with a jolt, wiggling her thumb away from Myron’s as he lunged to pin it. May Fest was around the corner, marking the eve of spring, yet the cold of winter hadn’t left the manor for good. It would creep back during the night, and slink away by the dawn.

Half a day must’ve passed since Meya and her whole family, including Hanna, had trudged from their cottage to the castle and joined the congregation of peasant families before the keep.

Meya counted nine young women around her age. Judging from their tattered woolen dresses, they were just a little better off than Meya herself and were the newly hired maids. Ten young men in gray-green uniforms stood among them, swords hanging in scabbards from simple brown belts. Those were probably the guards.

An old man who seemed to be the butler, an old lady who seemed to be the head maid, and another middle-aged man who seemed to be the head guard stood beside the keep’s towering double doors, watching over them, all dressed in the same dull gray-green and flanked by castle guards in gray-green.

Every noble clan had its color. Crosset’s was the grayish Crosset Green, which reminded Meya of lichen and bread mold.

At least she’d be wearing Hadrian’s color, Hadrian Red, for work. Some say ’twas the color of boiling blood.

After two hours of miserable chitchat masked with excitement and whatever silly game one could play with one’s little brothers with bare hands, Lady Arinel and Lord Crosset emerged.

Meya released Myron’s thumb, eyes wide. Her heart seemed to have cut free from its bonds and joined her churning bowels. She’d tempered a tiny hope some complication would arise and the journey would be postponed, as was typical of arrangements concerning spoiled nobility, but nothing of the sort happened.

Meya longed to hug Hanna, but Mum wouldn’t let her approach Lady Arinel smelling of pig, so she grudgingly settled for a long pat and a nose kiss.

Marcus and Myron let her ruffle their hair. Marin kissed her on the cheek. Mistral threw herself into Meya’s arms and ironed air from her lungs. Morel even managed a stiff hug and an awkward pat on her back. Mum’s embrace was longer than usual—with the collar around her neck, Meya no longer burned her. Still, Maro held on the longest, always.

“Take care, may beetle,” he whispered. Meya nodded, not trusting herself to speak lest the tears burning in her eyes spill.

“Stay safe. Don’t make trouble for the lady. Come home next Fest in one piece. Think you can manage that, at least?”

Meya creaked out a wry grin. She’d try, but, knowing Freda, she couldn’t promise anything.

A long shadow swept over them. Dad, lips pursed, eyebrows tied in a troubled frown. Maro’s strong arms slid away against her silent wishes.

After all that had been said and done, it took her every last drop of courage to remain standing, staring down at Dad’s boots, and not bolt away in shame.

Dad tidied up the unruly strands of hair on her crown.

“You take care of yourself,” he grunted, his eyes stubbornly fixed on Meya’s hair. Meya sniffed, and a rebellious teardrop rolled down her cheek.

“Thanks, Dad,” she whispered. Dad gave her a few more affectionate pats. Following his gaze, Meya found the other nine maids milling beside the cobbled path, unsure who should be first in line. She took a deep breath and one last look at her family, then ventured off to join them.

* * *

In her seventeen years, Meya had seen Lady Arinel once. Seven years ago, the spring before the Famine. Lord Crosset had Meya locked in the Liar’s Bridle, chained at the village square and whipped for working in the fields, forbidden for women at the time.

Meya sneaked glances as she gathered her dress and knelt beside the ninth maid. The lady looked to be around her age. Her oval face was porcelain white, dabbed with healthy tinges of pink. Streams of golden locks blanketed her Crosset Green dress down to the bosom. Her eyes were a shade of blue striking and chilling cold as the Ice Pillory Meya had escaped, the fabled Crosset eyes.

“Arinel, these women will accompany and serve you in Hadrian.”

Lord Crosset croaked in his gravelly voice. His green silken tunic hung limp from his thin old shoulders. An anxious glint darted about his eyes as he watched his daughter.

Flanked by a strict-looking, plump old chaperone and a young maid with a heavy wooden mask covering half her face, Arinel studied her new subjects. Cold, emotionless eyes swept the throng, pausing at each in turn.

Meya lowered her eyes when her turn came, tugging her shabby cloak over her just-as-shabby dress to shield it from the frost of Arinel’s glare.

“Father, I believe Hadrian isn’t in want of maids for the scullery,” said Arinel. The chaperone shared startled looks with the masked maid, and Meya understood why Lord Crosset had looked so worried.

Noble ladies from powerful families would have younger noblewomen accompanying them as maids of honor. Arinel wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of showing up to her wedding with a string of peasant girls.

Lord Crosset had fallen from favor with the king because of his inept handling of the Famine, but if he couldn’t even attract proper attendants for his daughter, perhaps he was worse off than Meya had thought.

If so, why would Lord Coris want to marry Lady Arinel? Hadrian was now the most powerful clan in the central west. Was there a catch? Was Coris ugly, deformed, crippled? Was that why no-one looked thrilled their lady was marrying into a powerful family?

That aside, this could be good for Meya. If Lady Arinel rejected them all, she wouldn’t have to go to Hadrian! Better yet, Lord Crosset might hire them to work in Crosset Castle, so they wouldn’t blab about this embarrassing spectacle and further tarnish his repute.

The maids around Meya shivered and fidgeted. Guards stole quick glances at each other, but none let out a whisper.

“They are to be your maids of honor, Arinel. Handpicked from our oldest, most respectable farmer and artisan clans. The Gretgorns and the Hilds didn’t help kidnap your betrothed in the Famine. Now it’s time to honor their virtue. They’ll look no different from us once they’ve been groomed.”

Meya jumped at the mention of her family. Other than her, she’d thought they’d picked any girl bold enough to leave for a faraway town.

Though tired and weary, Lord Crosset’s voice hid a note of finality. Arinel met her father’s pale eyes. With a deep sigh, she lifted her skirts and shuffled to her white, gold-gilded carriage, her chaperone and favorite maid following in her wake.

When Arinel passed her, Meya saw resignation and defeat in those sharp blue eyes. The same despair she felt, forced to leave behind everything she knew. No matter the circumstances that led to this journey, Arinel, like Meya, wasn’t given a choice.


The Name Deal

The small entourage consisting of two horse-drawn carriages, one ornately decorated belonging to the lady and her closest servants, and a larger, plainer one for supplies, traveled on narrow roads paved through dense pine forests and vast grasslands.

From what little Meya knew of her country, a few manors dotted the long road from Crosset to Hadrian. Far at the horizon, she’d spot castles with villages and wheat fields surrounding their walls. However, the head guard stuck to the humdrum of the wilderness, the wisdom of the river. They stopped only to refill water, ask for directions at inns, and when daylight receded, making the journey swift but excruciatingly dull.

The sun was setting on the sixth day of their journey as they ventured through a patch of forest between Manors Clardarth and Hadrian. The guards wanted to breach the woods and cross into Hadrian before setting up camp for the night. Everyone hurried along on tired feet.

Meya stopped. The forest whispered of sinister life. Meya had taken enough trips into the woods to feed her piglets or hunt for honey to know wind on leaves from stalking feet.

“Get moving, lass! We need to get through this before sundown!”

The guard of the supplies carriage hollered. Meya had opened her mouth to warn him, when chaos broke loose. Black masses shot forth from the walls of trees. Gleams of silver and clangs of metal pierced the falling dark as guards unsheathed their swords to fend off enemy blades, forming a ragged circle around Lady Arinel’s carriage.

The maids were left to fend for themselves. Some froze and screamed. Others fought for safety in the supplies carriage, which was too crammed with supplies to fit them.

Fortunate for once, Meya was behind the carriage. With one vicious, practiced tug, she unclasped the collar from her neck and tossed it aside. The fog in her brain lifted. Strength returned to her limbs. She dove for the space between the wheels and flattened her belly on the cold earth.

The air echoed with the sickening sound of metal splitting flesh, usually limited to the vicinity of Brodel’s butcher stall. Blood sprayed and spattered on the ground, calling more shrieks.

Meya’s heartbeat thundered in her ears as she panted for breath. Cold fear coursed through her veins, threatening to freeze her limbs. On one side was the forest. Her best chance of survival was to make a break while they were occupied, run into Hadrian or double back to Clardarth. With luck, she’d stumble upon a patrol guard or fellow peasant who’d lead her to safety.

Two pairs of feet danced between the wheels, blocking her passage. Meya gritted her teeth in desperation. She peered through the gap between wagon wheels and counted roughly twenty bandits. Two guards lay on the ground, dead. Some bandits dragged screaming maids out of the wagon.

Meya turned back. The supplies guard and his bandit were still blocking her way. If one would die already, she could finally get out.

Meya turned to the battle on the left, back to the forest on the right. To the left, then back again. She stuffed her fist in her mouth to stifle a scream. The lone guard dropped dead, his blood-spattered face obstructing her view. His lifeless eyes bore into hers, unseeing. Meya scrambled back, then froze at the icy voice thundering from the midst of the bloodbath.

“Surrender now, or we kill you all.”

The ultimatum came from the largest, most scarred bandit of them all. The five remaining guards stood united around Lady Arinel’s carriage, panting, bloodstained swords raised. Five of their friends were dead on the ground. The bandits dragged over the maids to join them, swords at their necks.

Stay safe. Don’t make any trouble for the lady. Come home next Fest in one piece.

Meya fumed at her rotten luck. With all the strength she could muster, she pushed the guard’s corpse aside and scrambled out. Even without the collar, she didn’t trust her legs enough to stand and more or less rolled down to the banks of the forest, landing upon the carpet of fallen leaves with a flump.

“There’s one under there!” a bandit yelled. Meya had no time to care. She picked herself up and dashed off. Something cut through air and chafed her cheek. She banked sideways, lost balance and fell flat on her face, getting a mouthful of leaves and dirt.

Ah, crap.

A hot trail of blood trickled down her cheek to her lips. A rough hand snatched the back of her tunic, choking her. Meya scrabbled on unsteady feet as she fought to pull her collar away from her neck. The bandit took no notice as he dragged her sputtering and staggering back to the road. He tossed her into the other maids, who sent up a fresh wave of screams.

The head bandit strode to his place amid his minions, then surveyed his captives one by one.

“Your Lady Crosset will be mated to Lord Hadrian. According to Latakian mating ritual, she must bring to him assets of value as dowry. We want to know the contents of her dowry and its whereabouts.”

He spoke in jarring vocabulary tinged with foreign accent. His voice, soft and calm, clashed with his suntanned face riddled with white scars. The five guards glanced at one another, then looked to their leader.

The head guard gave a soundless, enormous gulp, evident from the bulge rolling down his neck. As sweat trickled down his pallid cheek, he returned his fearful gaze to the bandit’s leader.

“We don’t have the dowry,” he shook his head. Meya saw truth in his eyes. “We don’t know what it is. Whether it’s to be handed before, at or after the wedding. It might even be the betrothal, a decade ago!”

His yell of desperation petered into a whimper when the head bandit lifted him by the front of his uniform.

“Am I supposed to care when it is handed?” His voice was colder than midwinter. “Unless you want Lady Crosset to join her sisters, I suggest you learn what and where it is quickly.”

“I swear by Freda, we know nothing of the dowry!” the guard shouted, his voice trembling as hard as his body. “You gain nothing from killing us! But give us time and Lord Crosset will prepare a ransom!”

“I do not want a ransom. Nor a dowry. I want Lady Arinel’s dowry,” the bandit repeated. He set the guard down to sputter and cough, then turned to his nonplussed hostages.

“You may or may not have the dowry with or within one of you. There are two ways we can be sure. Either you hand it to us and we go on our way. Or we cut you all open to retrieve it, then we go on our way.”

Fear numbed Meya at his bland statement. His curved sword gleamed red in the dying light. Cattle and horse, chests of gold, entire manors were given as dowries. This dowry must be small enough to be hidden on one’s person, yet priced enough and above all else to buy an alliance with Hadrian. Did such a thing even exist in the three lands?

“Please. No. We truly don’t have it,” the guard stammered. Every eye turned to the silent white carriage. Their one hope. Lady Arinel would know best about her marriage, wouldn’t she?

None dared demand the lady show herself and negotiate. One breath. Two breaths. Not a sound escaped the carriage.

For Freda’s sake, weren’t nobility supposed to protect commoners? Why in Fyr’s name was she still hiding like a snail in its shell?

Meya reached for the carriage door, but her loyal peers restrained her. Their loyalty was rewarded when the head bandit marched in, caught a girl by her red hair and dragged her shrieking away from her friends’ flailing arms.

“I’m told spilling innards is an effective means of persuasion. You left me no choice but to experiment.”

The bandit raised his sword high, and the girl screamed for her life. Guards charged in as maids panicked. Meya’s eyes grew wide in terror as the blade lowered.

For Freda’s sake! How many of them would have to die before Arinel relented? Who was to say Meya herself wouldn’t be one of them? Wouldn’t someone do something? Couldn’t she do something?

“Wait! I have a plan!”

The bandit held his sword. Thirty pairs of eyes pooled upon her. Meya stifled her shivers in vain as she faced those cold, bottomless eyes.

“You…you want nothing but the dowry, right?” She held up her hands. “We dunno what or where it is, we really dun, but please dun kill us yet. We’ll help you find it.”

The bandit locked eyes with her, the tip of his sword hovering inches from the redhead maid’s bowels, calculating. Meya willed her eyes to show nothing but confidence even as she cobbled sentences together as she went.

“We’re only a day away from Hadrian Castle, and we have—” Meya cast a reluctant glance at the bloody corpses, “five…vacancies in our entourage. We’ll take you in there disguised as our guards. You may search every nook and cranny. If ’tis handed over at the wedding, you’ll be there to see.”

Another sickening pause, then the bandit loosened his fist. The girl collapsed, coughing and sputtering. Other maids pulled her into their enclave, where they fell into each other’s arms, rocking with hushed sobs.

Eyes still on Meya, the bandit covered the distance between them in one stride and crouched on one knee. He drove his curved sword into the ground beside Meya, jolting her.

“Young female, you suggest we infiltrate Hadrian Castle, surround ourselves with their men while we search, instead of forcing the truth out of your lady here and now?”

Search? Meya frowned as she cowered. She was sure now. It wasn’t gold nor land but something small, unusual. Were they regular thieves? Or did someone hire them to steal something specific?

“If the lady knew, she would’ve said something long since. What’s more important here than her life? You’re right, we may or may not have it. If you kill us and find it, then that’s that. If you dun, then you’ve lost the one lead you’re never meant to have.”

Meya fired out anything and everything that came to mind, caring nothing for coherence.

“If you dun find the dowry with us, you’ll have to infiltrate Hadrian Castle anyway. If I was Lord Crosset and the dowry was so priceless, why send it with me daughter? I’d send out decoy Lady Arinels and send the real thing with the pony post. What if ’tis already reached the castle? What if you kill us now and the Hadrians grow suspicious? Your best option is to go with us.”

Meya barely felt her lips. The bandit pored into her eyes, so she pleaded through them. Had she been less desperate, she’d know not to call attention to her eyes in such a delicate negotiation, but the bandit wasn’t put off by them. Rather, he seemed…sympathetic?

She peered into his eyes in kind. Dark, emerald green. The same color as her dimmed eyes. Could it be?

“What is your name, young female?” he asked. Meya blinked.

“Meya Hild,” she went with honesty. Everyone had seen her eyes with no collar. Lying would be pointless at best, disastrous at worst.

The bandit frowned as if reminiscing, then nodded. His expression remained neutral, something that couldn’t be said of any Crossetian upon hearing her name. Despite herself, an unwitting drop of camaraderie diluted her fear.

“Your argument is solid, Meya Hild, but how can we be sure you won’t betray us to the Hadrians?”

Meya wrung her brain. The bandit was relenting, but having a bloodstained sword sticking up before one’s face wouldn’t hasten matters, no matter how desperately one wished it would.

“We could poison them and withhold the antidote, Gillian. That will make sure they cooperate with us until the end,” suggested a thin, rat-faced bandit on the head bandit’s right.

Meya internally saluted Rat-Face. Brilliant suggestion, but she must make sure the deal was fair. As Gillian raised his eyebrows at his subordinate, Meya nodded her support.

“Right. A slow poison, kills in a week or summat. We’ll give you ours, too. Then, after the job’s done, we arrange an antidote exchange.”

Gillian smirked. Feeling surer of the way the wind blew, Meya turned to her companions.

“I dun like having to work with them or having me days numbered, but I can’t think of any other way.” She met eyes with the guards and maids. “’Tis your lives as well. You should voice your say, too.”

The maids glanced at each other, then turned as one to the guards, who again threw responsibility to their leader. The head guard turned to Meya, his face a rough mix of fear, uncertainty, and thankfulness. He settled on a resigned nod.

“I’m at my wit’s end. So long as it keeps our lady alive, I support it.”

At his tired permission, Meya returned to Gillian. He stood with arms crossed, waiting.

“Do we have anything of the sort, Trunt?”

A stocky bandit skulking near the maids perked up, cocked his head, then answered eagerly.

“Don’t think so, commander, but we can stop by Old Angus’s. He’ll have somethin’ for every occasion.”

“Then we go with Dockar’s plan.” Gillian nodded, then turned to his hostages.

“Very well, Crossetians. You’ll live for a month at least thanks to Meya Hild.” He pointed his sword at Meya, spattering blood on her cheek, then swung it towards the five dead guards.

“Do what you must for your dead. Make it swift, bring us clean uniforms. First light tomorrow, we move out.”

As Gillian ordered his men to set up camp, and the guards toddled uncertainly towards their departed comrades, muffled noises issued from the white carriage.

“Milady, no you mustn’t! It’s dangerous!”

“Let go of me! I said, let go!”

After a final screech, the carriage door burst open, revealing Lady Crosset flanked by her two trusted servants. Though sheltered from the battle, she was red-faced and panting, her golden curls tangled and lopsided. The nurse and the masked maid were in similar shape, evidence of another fierce tussle inside.

“Lady Arinel!” the maids gasped as the lady swept down the steps, shooting furtive glances at Meya. They’d struck a bargain in the lady’s name without her consent. From the look in her flaring blue eyes, she wasn’t exactly impressed with the outcome, either.

“So long as it keeps our lady alive?” Arinel seethed, spitting cold fire as she stormed to the head guard. “Disgrace to the name of Crosset! Of Bayne! Sacrificing the Hadrians to trade our lives? Have you no honor—”

“My lady, there is no other way.” The head guard attempted to pacify his charge. Meya stood, diverting Arinel’s ire to her.

Meya wasn’t sure what had compelled her so. Perhaps she feared Arinel would derail their fragile pact and the bandits would return to their first plan, slaughter them all then root through their corpses. Perhaps she was insulted Arinel had watched from the sidelines then came gliding in by the end to speak her mind when the outcome didn’t meet her expectations.

“Thank Freda you finally long for fresh air, milady,” Meya greeted through gritted teeth, injecting extra venom into the honorific.

“Before you preach of honor and disgrace, ask the living if they’ve ever wished to die in the rotten name of Crosset!”

Arinel slapped Meya’s bleeding cheek so hard she staggered. She glowered, tearful yet refusing to repent. Arinel lowered her bloodied hand, panting.

“How dare you.” Her whisper trembled with fury. “How…dare…you!”

“If even you dunno where that dowry is, tell us what else we can do.” Meya rolled her lips, drinking the blood trickling into her mouth, shouting, “You’re our lady, for Freda’s sake! Save us!”

Arinel held her head high, lips pursed into a line.

“I choose death.” She faltered. “I want no part in this. I’d rather rot in this forest than breathe shame upon my father’s name.”

“Milady!” The old nurse threw herself at her beloved charge in despair. Arinel stood rigid and pale, her eyes unseeing. Meya gawked, dumbfounded, then anger consumed her. Her heart thundering, she clenched her hands into fists.

“You choose death?” She cocked her head. “Typical of you noble folk. You dun give shite, do you, what becomes of us long as your honor’s intact?”

Arinel pursed her lips, confirming with silence. Meya gnashed her teeth.

“These men died so you’ll live! And you choose death?”

She jabbed her finger at the bloody corpses in the arms of the living guards. The healthy blush drained off Arinel’s cheeks, leaving snowy white. She gaped at the dead men and met eyes with the remaining guards, some with silent tears streaming down their cheeks.

“They’re…are they…dead?” Her voice was barely a whisper. The head guard nodded.

Arinel staggered to the carriage stairs, sinking in horror. Meya rolled her eyes at the darkening sky. Now she was in shock. There was no rattling an answer out of her for a while. A while they did not have. Worse, she might choose to die out of guilt once she came to.

Out of sheer desperation and annoyance, Meya heaved a sigh and declared,

“Fine. I’ll be Lady Arinel meself.”

Solid silence followed, undercut by the shrill song of early crickets, broken by cries of astonishment from the head guard and the nurse.

“WHAT?”

Meya spared them a glance, then returned to Arinel. The lady remained speechless, but the prospect of Meya assuming her identity had knocked her back to reality. At her glare of incredulity, Meya shrugged.

“No need for worry. If we fail, I’ll confess to me crimes. Your family’s honor will be preserved. You can die rest assured,” she added dryly, then shrugged again. “Me dad’s got six decent children left. He wouldn’t miss one Greeneye.”

Meya maintained her bravado as the bitter poison of her words paralyzed her tongue. Arinel blinked, pondering the offer.

“And if you succeed?” She narrowed her eyes.

“I’ll continue being Lady Crosset. Ain’t that the reward I deserve?” Meya braved another shrug, striving to look as insulting and aggravating as she dared. Arinel was too distracted to take offense. Her eyes grew even wider.

“You’ll marry Coris in my place and be me for the rest of your life?”

Meya almost jolted. Chione’s Ninnies! How could she have forgotten? The sole purpose of this ill-fated journey was for Arinel to get married! But she couldn’t stop now. Arinel must believe she was devoted to it.

“Of course.” Meya tilted her head as if it were the most obvious thing in the three lands. “You chose to die, but your name’s still useful. You threw away a name thousands would kill to have. I’d be a fool to leave it here.”

Arinel clenched her jaw, then rose to her feet, glaring at Meya with cold fury in her eyes. Meya couldn’t resist a smile.

“I’d even say it’s me right. After all, I came up with the plan, not you. Everyone alive here is alive thanks to me, not you. I protected the people of Crosset, while you hid behind their corpses. Dun’t that make me worthier of being Lady Crosset?”

Anger vanished from Arinel’s eyes, replaced with guilt and shame. Even as Meya called her bluff, she found herself falling for it.

Meya did something she had never done before. She’d done something useful for others, and they appreciated it. For once in her life, she had succeeded, or at least didn’t fail so spectacularly.

“I spent me life fattening pigs for me family. Since they can’t eat me, I gotta make meself useful some other way. And I need your name for that.”

Silence fell over a clash of ice blue against acid green. Arinel surveyed Meya for an excruciating moment, then her lips finally moved.

“You’re Meya Hild, aren’t you?”

Meya blinked, taken aback by the unexpected question and Arinel’s incredible calm. Frowning, she eked out a reluctant nod. Meya didn’t like revealing her name to a fellow Crossetian, for obvious reasons. Arinel unfurled a slight smile.

“May-lah Awn-ya Hild, my name is Arinel Annetta Crosset. You take it, and I take yours. Until the day you’re worth more than a pig, and I’m worthy of my name.”

Meya took a moment to register Arinel’s offer, and the fact she flawlessly pronounced Meya’s true, full name even she herself couldn’t spell.

“What?” Meya croaked, eyes bulging. Arinel nodded.

“Since you’re so confident you can make more out of my name than myself, take it. Keep it forever if you must. I hope you use it well.”

“Milady!” the nurse cried, but Arinel was unwavering.

“I’ve been humbled by shame, but I will not let any insolent peasant girl insult me twice.”

Arinel reached for her necklace and tugged, snapping the brittle chain. She tossed the silvery emerald-studded crest into Meya’s hand. As Meya stared, mouth agape, she pulled off her jewelry one by one, depositing them in her overflowing hands.

All she’d meant to do was persuade Arinel. Never in her wildest dreams did Meya expect Arinel to take her bluff word for word and throw away her titles in favor of Meya’s worthless name.

Although it may have been for the lady’s safety, Meya felt something akin to respect for the proud, noble lady, that was soon engulfed by fear for herself.

She was becoming a lady. And she was marrying a lord. Not just as a mistress, but a fully-fledged, lawfully-wedded wife.

And, no matter the outcome of this heist, regardless of whether her life would end in less than a week or fifty years, she’d be spending a large part of it as Arinel Crosset.


Metal and Blood

Arinel’s heavy green fur-lined cloak joined the tottering pile of glinting accessories on Meya’s arms. The lady was left wearing her traveling attire, a simple white shirt tucked into Crosset Green trousers, cinched with a darker green leather belt. Meya wondered if the noble folk ever tire of wearing the same colors daily.

One’s dress was a mark of one’s status, but it was obvious swapping clothes wouldn’t make her Lady Arinel. As the masked maid, Haselle, pointed out when Arinel tossed her peridot-studded, Snow Fern cloak pin onto the pile.

“My lady, I don’t see how this would work. We can do something with her hair, but her eyes will give her away.”

Meya saw her chance to back out, but Arinel’s old nurse spoke before she could.

“She’s hoodwinked us all the way here, hasn’t she? She probably has her tricks to hide that monstrous light.” The nurse, Gretella, glared at Meya out of the corner of her eye in distaste.

Shrewd old bat, Meya cursed internally. Sighing, she motioned Haselle over and heaved Arinel’s belongings onto her arms. She trudged to the back of the supplies wagon and bent to retrieve her collar, now hanging in two halves joined with a hinge, muttering under her breath. As if drinking poison and working with bandits to infiltrate a castle wasn’t bad enough, she must still wear the danged collar.

Meya strode back to the throng, clamping the ice-cold collar around her neck. The eyes pooled upon her filled with wonder and awe as her senses dull, her brain slow, and her limbs weigh as if she were wading through a cesspit.

The head guard touched his hand to her forehead, and didn’t jolt it away with a grimace as one would when burned by a scorching fever.

“I assure you ’tisn’t gunna work,” Meya sighed. “Lattis makes me slow and weak. I’m gunna need every morsel of me brain to convince Lord Coris I’m his betrothed. With this on, I couldn’t even braid me hair.”

“’Tis all in your head, lass. You look perfectly fine,” insisted the head guard, Sir Jerald Bayne. Meya growled in her throat. She eyed Gillian, who should care most about the success of this deluded scheme. He studied her, beckoned with his chin, then strode towards the forest.

Meya tilted her head, puzzled, but Gillian had disappeared into the tangled trees. Should she follow? On the one hand, she was sure he was a Greeneye just like her, and she was dying to talk more. On the other hand, he was a bandit, and had just murdered five guards. The remaining guards hadn’t even begun digging the mass grave.

Meya glanced at the corpses, whose faces were covered with white handkerchiefs, then spun around at the cold hand on her shoulder—Sir Bayne. His other hand was on his sword’s pommel. The blood on the blade was still shining wet.

“I’ll be right by your side, lass.”

Meya shot him a look of thanks, then ventured after Gillian into the privacy of the trees. The sun had set, and darkness fell fast. They followed the sound of Gillian’s heavy footfalls crunching on leaves and earth. When it quieted, Sir Bayne nodded, and Meya emerged alone into a clearing under a gap in the canopy.

Gillian was knelt, wooden bowl at his feet, knife digging into his bloody palm. As Meya gawked, he squeezed his hand to hasten the flow.

“You’re a small female. That collar is too much Lattis. Keep wearing that much on your person, and you’ll die young.”

He reached out a gloved hand. Meya undid the clasp on her collar with numb fingers, handing the band over as if in a trance.

“D-die young, you say?” Her voice was a strangled rasp. Gillian set the collar on a flat stone, then rummaged in his pocket, pulling out a length of clean white cloth.

“And I’d reckoned with your intellect, you would’ve realized long since.” He wound the cloth over his bloody palm, tied it tight, then covered it with the leather glove. “Lattis is poison to the likes of us.”

Meya’s mouth fell open. All this was so new, so eye-opening, so assuring. Her whole life, she’d been the only Greeneye she knew. Nobody could give her advice. No other Greeneye was around to let her know she was part of a group, even a group of freaks. Nobody believed she didn’t imagine the cold and weight of the Lattis collar. Then along came this fellow who helped her out with her lifelong misery. It was unfortunate he was a murderous bandit, though. Typical Freda.

Meya watched, enraptured, as Gillian dipped the knife into the blood and touched it on the Lattis band. The blade sunk like hot knife through butter, slicing off a small square.

“And only our blood can destroy it?”

Gillian nodded. He picked up the Lattis piece and sanded off the sharp corners with his bloodstained knife.

“And vice versa.”

Meya raised her eyebrows, hooked with curiosity. Gillian continued as if he’d read her mind, still sanding the Lattis piece.

“Blood of a Greeneye is the only known method of refining Lattis. Lattis melts readily in it. If you were stabbed by a Lattis blade or pierced by a Lattis arrow, its essence would mingle with your blood and spread through your body. Enough and it would kill you.”

Kill you? Strength left Meya’s legs. All this time, she’d strapped the loathsome metal band over the thickest vein on her neck, not knowing one cut could kill her as surely as wolfsbane.

Gulping through her constricted throat, Meya watched as Gillian punched a hole through the rounded Lattis piece with a twig dipped in his blood.

“How did you know all this?”

“I live among our kind.” Gillian looked up, eyebrows raised. “Considering the lady recognizes you, you’re the only one in this area?”

Gillian’s eyes, cold and unreadable as ever, contained a gleam of understanding. Meya found herself reluctantly trusting him more and more.

“I guess.” She shrugged. “There was one in Noxx but he died seven years ago. He gave me that.”

Meya gestured at the bloodstained collar lying abandoned on the stone slab. For the first time, Gillian seemed interested.

“Do you know his name?”

Meya frowned as she recalled.

“Think it was Marsant?”

Gillian struck the same face as when Meya revealed her name. At last, he nodded without a word. He handed the Lattis coin to Meya, and she felt no different as her fingers brushed its icy surface. She took out her necklace, slid the end of the thong through the hole, then tied it back around her neck.

Gillian rose to his feet, collecting the bowl, the knife and the Lattis band. Meya reached out for what was hers.

“Say, once this heist is over, can you take me to them? The Greeneyes you live with?” Gillian blinked, his hand still pouring the contents of the bowl onto the undergrowth. “They’re in Latakia, right? You dun sound like a Latakian.”

The falling darkness shrouded Gillian’s eyes. For the first time, he unfurled a smile bursting with determination that bordered on fanatic.

“If we find that dowry, then we can be anywhere you want to be. Latakia. Nostra. Everglen. Take your pick.”

As Meya puzzled over his riddle, Gillian stowed the bowl in his cloak and clomped over. His eyes roamed her face, and his frown deepened.

“We also have a trick in our bones,” he said, shaking his head. “Even I can see you do not resemble Lady Arinel. Tomorrow when light returns, I’ll mold the bones of your face. It won’t hurt, and it’s reversible.”

The revelation astounded Meya such that Gillian had almost left her behind by the time she came to.

“We can make ourselves look like anyone?” She sprinted to the mysterious man’s side, face alight with excitement. “Can you teach me? I mean, Arinel’s beautiful, but I’m only wearing her face for this heist. I’ll make my own face when I’m with our people.”

“It’s a dangerous skill that requires long practice.” Gillian paused at the edge of the clearing, pinning her with his narrowed eyes. “I’ll handle it this time. You can learn later when time is plenty.”

He waded into the trees and vanished, leaving Meya to dream of the blights she would purge from her person. Before all else, she’d mold a bridge for her nose high as Marin. Then, she’d pull down her chin and taper it, so her cheeks would be tight and her face egg-shaped, like Marin. She’d fold her ears so they no longer stuck out, straighten her jaw so her teeth fell in line. She’d be pretty, so pretty men would overlook even her glowing eyes, and score her a Copper at the lowest. Then she’d marry a rich, handsome merchant, and travel across Latakia.

And Dad would at last smile for her.


Coris Hadrian

Are we really going through with this?

Even with her glowing eyes and plain face taken care of, Meya wasn’t at ease. As Gillian and four of his bandits shaved, bathed and slipped on the Crosset guard uniform, as she herself was scrubbed and cleaned by nine maids, who also had her hair bleached and curled, making her resemble Arinel as humanly (or Greeneye-ly?) possible, as Gretella and Haselle tutored her in the ways of a noble lady, which included mundane matters such as how to walk properly, eat properly, talk properly, all the way to…to put it politely, please one’s husband in the bedchambers. Properly.

Now that her entourage had crossed into Hadrian and was climbing the hill to the castle, the question grew to a constant ringing in her head.

Really? Are we even considering this? Really?

Sitting in her velvet-lined seat, surrounded by little round comfy pillows (all moldy green), measuring the hill’s incline with her behind, Meya clenched her fists and struggled to calm her failing nerves.

Any minute now, she’d step out to the Hadrian sun in Arinel’s green silk dress, greet her husband-to-be, Lord Coris Hadrian, and his family, enter a wedding ceremony with him, and…oh, goodly Freda, please him in the bedchambers.

Meya resisted the temptation to tear out her hair. Her head was sore enough from its trials with the bleach, the dye, the curling and the braiding as it was. Her face felt as if she’d dipped it in flour with all the powder heaped on to cover her freckles and suntanned skin. She’d have to be unbelievably lucky for Lord Coris to be stupid enough to believe this Arinel was born with golden curls and porcelain white, unblemished skin.

What frightened Meya most, however, was the bedchamber part. Meya knew she was coming of age, but marriage had been further from her mind than Everglen.

Since the Famine ended, peasant girls in Crosset worked the fields until halfway into their twenties before they finally married. Unlike pretty Marin, other girls must earn their dowry.

Suntanned, freckle-faced, flat-nosed, mud-smudged, pig-smelling as she was, Meya didn’t dare dream of marriage. She was saving up to build herself a humble spinster-sized cottage after Dad had died and left everything to Maro. Yet, here she was, about to marry a nobleman. A nobleman, for Freda’s sake! She should be celebrating her luck, but she shivered in fear.

She’d never known him, never even seen even his portrait. What if he turned out to be a sadistic lunatic? Lord Crosset whipped her half-dead simply for daring to walk over wheat. Who was to say Coris Hadrian wouldn’t be the same? What would happen if she was exposed?

Still, ’tis better than dying in the forest. Besides, you were the one who proposed the plan. You should be the one to place first bet!

The notion wasn’t consoling. Her fears threatening to boil over, Meya turned to the now brown-haired girl sitting across from her.

“Lady Arinel?”

Arinel’s cold blue eyes rose as if to answer a challenge. After the scathing remarks they exchanged, Meya wasn’t sure how to carry herself before the proud lady.

“Lord Coris. What’s he like? Is he kind? Is he handsome?” Meya eked out as she fidgeted with the cloth of her dress. Arinel’s condescension vanished, replaced with sorrow.

“We first met when Baron Hadrian visited to ask my hand for Coris. I was eight, and Coris was nine. Our fathers left us to play while they negotiated.” Arinel’s eyes wandered as she rifled through her memories, then narrowed in distaste.

“He was fat, spoiled, but a prodigy. A year later, he’d command the Siege of Cristoria, drive its lord to fling himself from his keep with mere rhetoric. He’s ruthless and cunning, but it’d serve him better to have you believe him a bumbling oaf. Never underestimate Coris Hadrian.”

Meya’s heart sank deeper down a well of rising dread. Arinel surely couldn’t be happier she was no longer the bride of this monster.

“No wonder you’re so eager to abandon your name,” she hissed through gritted teeth. Arinel answered with calm, unreadable eyes. Meya swore she saw the shadow of a gratified smirk, but to protect her pride, she shrugged as if undaunted.

“Well, I’ll find out soon enough if times have changed our Lord Coris at all. When’s the wedding, by the way?”

“Tomorrow.”

A carriage wheel rolled over a bump in the road. Meya toppled from her seat. Catching the wall for balance, she gaped at the serene lady.

“Tomorrow?” she cried. “And you only thought to tell me now?”

“You didn’t ask,” said Arinel flatly, not giving shite how much terror the belated notice would inflict upon her doppelganger. Before Meya could scream her guts out, the carriage screeched to a halt, sending Meya rolling off her seat again. Curse bumbling Sir Bayne at the reins.

“Behold, Lady Arinel of Crosset,” he announced. Arinel shoved Meya against the backrest just before the door swung open. Meya itched to shake off the bump on the back of her head, but a hand had reached out to her.

Meya followed it up the arm to the young man’s smiling face. He was perhaps a few years her junior. His waifish frame stood barely an inch taller than her. His dark brown hair hung lank, dull even under the late morning sunshine, in stark contrast to the gleaming stripes of crimson and silver silk padding his tunic. His spare arms left gaping holes in his ample sleeves. His sharp, beautiful gray eyes and well-placed features might have made him handsome, if his pale, translucent skin weren’t strung like drying cowhide across his cheekbones.

Oh, goodly Freda. Poor lad looked ill, underfed. This must be Coris’s younger brother, Zier.

Sibling rivalry was common among noblemen, but why would Baron Hadrian fatten his heir like a pig for winter and leave his spare to starve?

Meya took Zier’s clammy hand and emerged to the morning light. The stone keep caught her eye first, with its crimson banners fluttering in the breeze. Colorful stained-glass windows interrupted the grim gray, each tile flashing like a face of fine crystal in the sun. The bailey spread from her feet as far as her eye could see towards a chapel, a kitchen, a great hall, stables, kennels…all wrapped in a wall twice as thick as she was tall.

Meya shivered as the cold and weight of the stones she must challenge bore down upon her. She turned instead to study the castle’s inhabitants. A family of three stood in the middle, flanked by a battalion of knights, guards, maids and various staff all draped in red.

The tall, broad-chested man with wavy golden hair flowing to his shoulders was probably Baron Kellis. The brown-haired woman with a kind smile and sharp gray eyes was probably his wife, Baroness Sylvia.

Finally, the tall, burly, healthy young man with shiny brown hair, sparkling blue eyes and a broad, cheerful smile must be the Hadrian heir, Lord Coris. Her…no, Arinel’s…husband-to-be.

Meya admired the young man as Zier led her by the hand to his family. Puberty worked wonders on the notorious young heir. He was certainly not obese. His giddy smile betrayed evil nor ill temperament.

And my, isn’t he gorgeous!

Meya was tempted to gloat at her disgraced lady as she smiled for her new family. Once Lord Zier had stopped before the Baron, Meya curtsied as gracefully as she could, the way Gretella had taught her. Behind, her subjects emulated her.

“Welcome to Hadrian, Lady Arinel. We are honored to receive you. How was your journey?” Baron Kellis stepped forth with a warm smile. Despite the training and warnings she’d received, Meya was stunned. Never had she been in such proximity to the lord of the manor or his family, much less being directly addressed. Fortunately, a small foot to the back of her leg booted her to her senses.

“Me…My journey was…smooth, my lord. Thank you…so much…for your concern,” Meya managed a jittery reply, barely suppressing her peasant accent. Her smile sagged at the sight of the Baron’s raising eyebrows. To ward off his suspicions, she turned to the other Hadrians.

“Baroness Sylvia.”

The regal woman replied with a gracious smile as Meya curtsied for her. That, however, morphed into a gawk of pure terror, when Meya next addressed the young man standing beside her with complete confidence,

“Lord Coris.”

Coris’s mouth fell open to form a perfect, comical circle. Unfortunately, in her haste, Meya had turned to the lad who led her from her carriage,

“Lord Zier.”

Zier alone remained smiling, for it was his first smile frozen in place. Having exhausted her list of Hadrians, Meya allowed herself a sigh. However, when she returned to the Baron, she almost jumped in fright. Dozens of bulging eyes gawked at her, from the Baron, the Baroness and the entire staff.

Lord Coris, on the other hand, was acting odd. He mouthed in desperation, like a trout out of water. His finger jabbed the air in his brother’s direction, then his ring finger.

Meya frowned, trying and failing to decipher his code. Chilling cold trickled down her back. She must’ve bungled up grandly, but how?

“Pleasure is ours, Lady Crosset. I’m Coris Hadrian.”

Meya turned to the new voice from her right, dread curling in her stomach.

The lad who had spoken was the one standing next to her, the one who had held her hand and led her to Baron Hadrian. The sickly, pale, wraith-like short-stack had just introduced himself as Coris Hadrian.

Oh, goodly Freda, save me skull.

Stupid, stupid, stupid! Of course your betrothed must be the one to receive you at your carriage’s door, idiot lass! How could you possibly think his little brother would have done it, you biggest dolt in the three lands?

Cursing feverishly inside her head, Meya stood rigid with fear as Coris heaped praise upon her blank head.

“So long have I awaited the arrival of my betrothed. You, my lady, are a sight of the Heights to behold.”

As he babbled with calculated fluster, Coris squeezed her hand, hard enough for the pain to jolt Meya to her senses.

“L—Lord Coris?” Meya breathed. Coris gave her an encouraging smile and the slightest nod.

“I—I have waited so long for you as well, my lord. You are just as charming and noble as the rumors foretold, too.”

Meya barely knew what she was blabbering, but Lord Coris smiled gently, not a trace of fury nor malice in his eyes. If Arinel’s story was to be believed, it was miraculous how a few years could transform the devil into a living, albeit sickly, embodiment of sainthood.

His smile was kind, understanding, forgiving, the kind she’d never received from her father. Meya couldn’t tear her eyes from his beautiful silver, even as guilt and uncertainty lurked at the edges of her reverie. Would there be a nobleman this decent? Although she was relieved Coris didn’t appear to be the nightmare Arinel had foretold, half of her hoped he’d give her cause to justify looting his castle.

They stared, neither willing to break apart, until a barking, joyous laugh rent the silence, shattering the enchantment.

Meya blinked, returning to reality as if waking from a deep sleep. The young couple whipped around to Baron Hadrian. He was clapping and grinning ear to ear, immense satisfaction painted across his handsome face.

“I see you two have become acquainted. Very well. Coris! Lead the lady and her entourage to their quarters. After a good rest, we shall hold a feast to celebrate this wondrous union.”

The Baron held out his elbow for the Baroness to cling to, then turned and marched towards the keep, Zier following in his wake. Most of the staff dispersed in all directions to resume their posts, although some loitered a little way away to gander and gossip.

Coris squeezed Meya’s hand, signaling her to walk. Heaving a sigh of relief, Meya whispered out of the corner of her mouth,

“My lord, I’m terribly sorry. That was foolish of me.” She chanced a glance at the thin boy. His smile hadn’t changed in the slightest.

“Don’t torment yourself over fortunate mistakes, my lady. If it means my brother looks stronger than I am, why would I ever wish you’d been correct?”

Meya frowned at his riddling reply. Coris smiled at the ground, a melancholic smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

As much as it niggled her, she didn’t have time and capacity to unravel his mystery. Men walked among her entourage who’d already killed for their gold, poison coursed in her veins that would end her life in a month, and she was trapped in an unyielding stone fortress of the mightiest clan in Meriton, without the slightest clue what or where the dowry was. How would she make it out alive?

As cold fear engulfed her, the unnatural cold of Coris’s hand embraced hers, beckoning a mysterious voice from the past.

You are worth more than a pig, or simply your mother’s song, Meya. Don’t ever think otherwise.

Meya bit her lips as her resolve hardened and crystallized like the verdant stone of her eyes.

She couldn’t die. Not before she found him again. This time, she’d show him he was right. The next time they met, she’d be worth much, much more than a pig.


Dining with the Family

Trouble ensued soon after Meya set foot into the keep. Lords Coris and Zier left to resume their studies in the chapel. The Baron trusted Meya’s ten guards to the marshal, who led them to their new posts, whereas the Baroness set the chamberlain to handle the women.

None of the maids were noble or experienced, so the chamberlain summarily sentenced them to the scullery. Gretella wouldn’t have objected if her beloved lady wasn’t among the condemned. She argued Arinel and Haselle were Meya’s favorite maids of honor. The chamberlain insisted as Meya was now a Hadrian, he would handpick proper maids of honor for her on behalf of the Baroness. However, he did relent and allowed Gretella, Arinel and Haselle to prepare Meya for the wedding, and let Gretella remain as Meya’s governess.

After some rest, a change of clothes, another lecture from Arinel, Haselle and Gretella, Meya was taken to her second trial—the dinner table.

* * *

When Baron Kellis said he’d throw a feast, it was in the literal sense. The Hadrians and noble guests were sat along the grand table at the front of the hall, while their staff dined at lesser tables in the middle of the room.

Servants buzzed around, laying down dish upon dish of extravagant cuisine—a roasted peacock stuffed with its innards and adorned with its shimmering train, an enormous broiled fish straight from the Southern sea, dripping with butter, beef steak peppered with grease and blood, served on a bed of fruits, wheels of pungent cheese, luridly colored fruit jellies, mounds of meat pies and berry pastries, even a miniature sugar-sculpted Hadrian Castle.

“So, Arinel, how are you finding our home so far?” Baroness Sylvia opened the conversation as Baron Kellis heaped broiled fish onto her plate.

Meya sat to the couple’s right, between Lords Coris and Zier. Coris had also begun plying food onto her plate. After a nod and a sweet smile of thanks, she answered the Baroness with a honeyed smile.

“I’m afraid I’m not finding, my lady. It’d be some time before I learned my way around.”

Meya laid down her knife and sipped grape juice from her goblet, her fork slipping from her sweaty hand. Her eyes traveled, studying the others. Liquid was the one food she had the slightest clue how to eat at present. Sylvia laughed.

“Blame the Hadrian men for that.” She shot her husband a look of frustrated amusement. “This castle was built to thwart heists. By Freda, the number of hidden doors and rooms they’ve added over the generations, and the number of times I lost myself finding my way to the kitchen!”

She smiled at Head Cook Apollon, who bowed from the end of the table. “Needless to say, I didn’t get to enjoy midnight snack.”

Meya giggled. Who would’ve thought the Baroness enjoyed a dead-of-night finger dip of marinating meat sauce?

“Makes one wonder how many Hadrinians they’ve trapped over the years. Oh, it’s alright, Lord Coris. Please eat.”

She covered her plate with a hasty grin as Coris made to add roasted peacock onto the tottering pile. Coris froze, then smiled.

“Please, just Coris.” He drew up a side plate to deposit the meat. Meya frowned. A question had been niggling her since she first heard his name.

“I’ve been wondering, isn’t Coris a lady’s name?”

An impertinent question Mum would have pinched her arm for were she around, but Coris chuckled, silvery eyes glinting in the candlelight.

“Father calls me Coris. Mother prefers Lexi. When they’re furious with me, I’m Corien Alexis. Tempest and Defender of Hadrian. Needless to say, I do my damnedest to infuriate them.”

Meya guffawed as Baroness Sylvia pinched her son’s meatless arm.

“Say, what’s the meaning of my name?” she mused.

Of course, Meya wasn’t talking about her name, which she received from Friar Tumney, who’d in turn borrowed it from Everglen Runes. Although beautiful and exotic transliterated to the Latakian alphabet, when it came to pronunciation, Myron told her it followed an entirely different logic.

It was believed Chione would possess Greeneyes using their true names. Thus, Greeneyes were bestowed names from a lost language so complex even they themselves couldn’t pronounce or spell to shield them.

Meya’s full name was May-lah Awn-ya Hild. This provided free headaches to Meya herself, her siblings, her parents, peasants, craftsmen, merchants, noblemen, all the way to scribes and castle clerks (and Chione, hopefully). And, of course, Friar Tumney, who was often requested to spell or read it.

According to the friar, it meant queen of May and light of the sky. Sardonic, considering Meya was the most abominated component of May Fest, and her glowing eyes held the light of the devil. In contrast, Meya was simple and meaningless. She could grow it into a song of her own design.

Coris laid down his spoon and touched his chin, eyes faraway.

“I’d guess Arinel is derived from arinn, which means light in Ancient West, and Annetta from anitha, grace. Together, you’re the light of grace.”

Meya almost spewed the blue mash in her mouth.

Goodly Freda, that was even worse.

“Is the gravy too peppery?” the Baroness leaned in as Meya thumped her chest and gulped down grape juice, while Coris patted her back. Her eyes widened.

“That reminds me. If you have any allergies or dislikes, do let me know. Aside from vegetables,” she added when Meya was about to let her hatred of pickles and tomatoes be known, then turned sharply to Zier, who was scarfing down a chopped-beef steak.

“Eat your blue mash, Zier. They hold the indigo from Freda’s Lake.”

She turned and beckoned to the Head Cook. Zier scowled, muttering,

“So what if it holds water from Freda’s orifice? This gunk look and smell ugh.” He stabbed his fork at the blue goo with murderous relish.

Meya nudged his foot, flicked her tomato with her fork, and he understood. After a glance to make sure Coris was busy sipping soup, the Baroness deep in discussion with the Cook, he scooped the mash onto Meya’s plate and swiped the tomatoes to his own.

“Speaking of, I’ve just heard from Norena Safyre,” Baron Kellis joined the conversation. “Her dyers are experimenting with blue potatoes to blueberries to reproduce Safyre Blue.”

“Any luck so far?” Sylvia looked half-amused, half-sympathetic. Kellis shook his head. Zier shrugged, swallowing a mouthful of juicy tomato.

“Happens when your family’s dye hinges on lapis lazuli carted across two lands and an ocean.”

“Zier,” hissed a voice on Meya’s left from the glowering Coris. “We have a Hyacinth here, in case you’ve forgotten.”

He motioned at the brocaded wall behind them. A line of maids of honor, squires and pages stood at the ready, hands clasped at their middle.

Meya had no clue which one was the Hyacinth. Zier knew but couldn’t spare a round of wind.

“It’s true! You know the rules for designating a clan color. Only your clan can procure it, and you must guarantee stable, sustainable supply.”

Coris’s eyes lowered in temperature.

“Safyres and Hyacinths found refuge in the shadows of the Blue Mountains, hence their names and their choice of crushed lapis lazuli for their dye. Their ancestors wouldn’t have expected mining to be banned and ore ships to disappear centuries later, would they?”

“But, at the least—” Zier argued.

“Boys?” the Baroness drawled, the tail of her voice rising with her eyebrows. The quarreling brothers promptly sealed their lips. Sylvia pointed her chin at poor Meya squeezed between them.

“Coris, once you became Baron, how can you hope to reassure your people in times of crisis, if you can’t carry an amicable talk with your brother over dinner?” the Baron scolded. The whole table fell silent as the eyes of visiting lords and ladies pooled upon their host in bewilderment. Coris sighed and dipped his head, his cheeks tinged pink.

“I apologize, Father. I will strive for better.”

The Baron nodded, then resumed eating as if he didn’t have another son to discipline. Zier huffed and stabbed moodily at his steak.

“So, what’s your opinion on Hadrian Red, Arinel?” the Baroness deftly steered the conversation. “Girls usually despise how bright it is. They fear it makes them look wide.”

Meya glanced at her Hadrian Red gown and grinned.

“My lady, seventeen years I lived among folks caked in mold. I’d say this brighten things somewhat.”

The Baron and Baroness burst out laughing. Coris chuckled. Zier even managed a smile. The sight emboldened Meya.

“Don’t you ever wish to wear other colors?”

“I do. I’d like myself some Crosset Green. Graye Gray, even. A whole day of training, then I retire to a bedroom plastered with crimson. A lad can’t catch a breather.” Zier shook his head.

“What’s Hadrian Red made of?” asked Meya.

“Now it’s the Hadrian Rose, but in the old days, we’d grind red crystals growing on the lips of the Zarel Pass, until we discovered it was poisonous,” said the Baron.

“Red crystals? Like rubies?” Meya leaned in, eyes sparkling. Kellis laughed.

“Realgar. Simply beautiful, but a deadly poison they turned out to be. We have samples in our gallery. Encased in glass, of course. Coris can show you around, if you’d like.” He cocked his head at Coris, who smiled at her.

Meya was beside herself with relief and excitement. Who’d think talking with nobility would be…enjoyable? In fact, she’d talked more with them over dinner than her own family in a week.

“That’d be splendid!” she accepted, breathy with excitement. “Don’t you just love staring at shiny stones?”

“Don’t we all do?” agreed the Baroness as she caressed the centerpiece ruby on her silver necklace. The Baron clasped her hand, looking wistful.

“Sadly, this beauty may be your last, Syl. Least ’til the ships return.”

“Agh! I’ve enough rubies to last a lifetime. You worry about your iron.” Sylvia waved it aside with a giggle. Coris perked up, eyes wide and alert. Kellis patted his wife’s hand with a chiding smile.

“Now, Syl. Won’t do to trouble the youngsters with heavy matters over dinner, and right before their wedding, too! They’ll need all the sleep they can get.”

Sylvia glanced at Coris, then duly resumed discussion of jewelry. Coris blew a gloomy sigh and returned to his cold soup. Zier paid no heed, joking with a squire standing behind, who greatly resembled Coris.

The conversation around the long table fell away as Meya delved into her thoughts. The aroma of spices and herbs she didn’t know shrouded the table from costly and exotic dishes she’d never in her life laid eyes on. Still, Lord Coris adhered to his soup bowl. Now and then, he’d fork a piece of boiled carrot from the stew into his mouth and chew carefully. Like Meya, who had a distaste for fermented goods, he drank grape juice.

It could be he was recovering from upset bowels and so refrained from hearty food, but his pale countenance and frail build suggested his sickness wasn’t temporary. Then there were his cryptic remarks in the morning. This, perhaps, was the catch.

And what about iron couldn’t be discussed before Coris? Apart from coins, the Everglen ships’ disappearance seemingly also affected the supply of everything from jewelry to cloth dyes and metal. What would happen if the ships never returned? If there were no metals and minerals from across the sea, but mining remained banned? Even as a lowly peasant girl, Meya couldn’t help being concerned.

Coris seemed to carry his own opinion on the matter, which they may discuss at length—after she was done looting his castle, that was.


The Wedding

After the lengthy dinner, Meya returned to her room in the keep to rehearse her vows with Gretella, Arinel and Haselle. They then tucked her in bed early.

She’d barely drifted off to a troubled dream when she was woken by a gaggle of harried maids. They led her stumbling and yawning through the dark into a tub of milk perfumed with rose petals, then proceeded to scrub a layer of skin off her.

Meya was too drowsy for modesty. By the time she was awake, she was sat before a rectangular slab of glass. Trapped within was wide-eyed, freckle-faced Arinel, sitting on her chair. A storm of maids bustled like overgrown bees about her, gathering her hair, dusting her cheeks with color and powder.

“It’s called a mirror,” hissed Arinel as she tugged a comb through Meya’s damp, tangled hair. Meya shut her gaping mouth, remembering Hadrian maids were present, and that this was now her reflection.

Jason told her mirrors were glass painted with silver on one side. For obvious reasons, her family didn’t own one.

The last strand of hair coiled, the last spot of freckle covered, the maids bowed and retreated from the room. Only Gretella, Arinel and Haselle remained.

“Stand. Turn around,” Gretella commanded.

Haselle helped Meya to her feet, stepping back as she twirled. Meya had only meant to twirl once, but the smooth caress of silk on her legs as her dress danced with her was intoxicating. Until her flower crown flew off and smacked Haselle in the face.

“Enough. Enough!” Gretella waved in frustration as Haselle giggled and fixed the crown back on a sheepish Meya’s head. The old nurse turned to consult the water clock on the far wall with a huff, haughty as ever.

“Very well. We still have time for you to…familiarize yourself with the mirror. We’ll give you a call.”

The heavy wooden door swung shut behind the three, leaving Meya with her reflection. She leaned close to the glass, turning left and right, inspecting her cheekbones accented by rouge. She ran her fingers through the long golden locks reaching to her waists, and gave them a playful toss. She raised her long blue silk tunic just enough for the hems to leave the floor, then twisted left and right, studying her figure.

Gold and silver sewn onto blue silk shimmered in the morning light filtered through stained glass. The sheer white veil trailing from her crown of orange blossoms was lopsided, so she adjusted it.

Her lips twitched into a wan smile. For the first time in her life, she was beautiful enough to walk alongside her sisters. Yet, this was not her face.

If only her family could see her. She longed to behold Morel’s face when she heard of the lavish feasts, flowing silk dresses, warm milk baths Meya was treated to. Not to mention marrying a lord. Not just any lord either, the Hadrian heir, no less!

Would Dad approve? He’d never agreed with anything she did. He’d surely frown at how she manipulated Arinel and usurped her identity, but what would he rather she have done? Die for honor, as Arinel would have?

Meya assured herself she was simply coaxing Arinel into cooperating. However, deep down, she had meant to become the lady herself. For why not? She’d wield Arinel’s name to more use than the lady ever would. ’Twas the chance of a lifetime to live a life thousands could only dream of.

If she succeeded, more chances would come to make a name of her own. A day would come when she’d strike fortune and cart home wagonloads of gold. Show Dad that she could succeed, she could be useful like the others even as a Greeneye girl. Until then, she must live as Arinel Crosset.

Meya frowned at the uneasy churn of her bowels. She’d always been prone to jealousy and had little love for the noble and the rich. Now that she’d experienced once such family up close, however, the Hadrians were pleasant, merry and…normal. As far as she knew, they were also adored by their people for their fair and able rule. They had done nothing to deserve punishment.

And, should something go awry, how many more lives would be lost? Wouldn’t it be better to tell the Hadrians the truth and ask for the dowry?

But would the Hadrians choose the dowry over the lives of twenty, sit by and let them die? Or if the Hadrians fought it out with the bandits, the latter might destroy themselves alongside the antidote out of spite.

Even if the Hadrians managed to save both them and the dowry, there was no telling what punishment awaited them for conniving with bandits without Arinel’s consent. The bandits were bound to the pact by poison. The Hadrians were free.

This is the only way. You must not be distracted.

After one last look at the mirror, Meya cast down her veil.

* * *

Hadrian’s entirety gathered to celebrate their heir’s marriage. The moment Meya emerged from the gatehouse, hands clasped over a bouquet of herbs and wildflowers, she and Coris were showered with cries of congratulations and flower petals from the crowd lined up on both sides of the sloping hill-road.

The late morning sun beat down from a perfect spring sky. A red cloth trail led the elaborate procession of hosts and visiting noblemen and women, minstrels, jugglers, acrobats, guards, maids and servants down the hill, past the village square and the market to the church.

The priest stood in his best robes of white trimmed with gold, the church’s most handsome copy of the Holy Scriptures nestled in the crook of his arm.

Once the bride and groom had ascended the rough stone steps and taken their place before him, the priest bowed and smiled, and the couple reciprocated. The crowd fell silent as the priest heaved open the Scriptures’ gold-gilded cover. He cleared his throat.

“People of Hadrian, we gather here today, once again, to witness a union which will bring forth joy, prosperity and hope.”

The priest’s ringing voice was hoarse and cracked by age, heavy with his years and powerful yet gentle. His eyes weren’t on the Scriptures, but sweeping across the clearing, studying the couple and the people gathered to see their union.

“In the eyes of Freda, there is no greater celebration than the creation of life. Thus, there is no power greater or more terrible in life than that which brought about its creation, love.”

“Such power is devious, elusive, enticing and beguiling. Scores of men may claim they have experienced or witnessed love, but a lifetime may not be sufficient for even the most brilliant, learned mind to understand love’s one and only true form. Yet an instant in the most trying of times may be all it takes for an innocent soul to exhibit true love. The greatest and only love Freda guards with all her might. A love that cannot be bought by wealth, coerced by power, explained by wisdom, nor weathered by time.”

Meya fidgeted with her bouquet. All but the most naive fool would also churn at those words. No union was further from true love than this arranged marriage. Not to mention the little-known fact that the bride wasn’t even the real one. The priest soldiered on with unrelenting passion.

“Wrinkled and learned I may seem, I remain powerless and humbled before love. I have insisted over the years, ’tis beyond me to bless these young souls. Only time will tell. Only Freda herself shall determine a love worthy of her protection, or a guile deserving of Fyr’s damnation. I pray for your union to be one of pure and unconditional love, for your vows to be devoted and honest. Only then, will you find Freda’s divine blessing of eternal happiness awaiting you at the end of your trials.”

A heavy, sacred silence blanketed the crowd. Meya averted her eyes in shame as the priest studied her and Coris. The ray of spring on her spine was chilling cold. She never did like priests. Even when one weren’t devout, one would be cowed nevertheless by their threats of eternal damnation from evoking the wrath of goodly Freda in some trivial manner.

The priest sighed and lowered his head to consult the Scriptures, seeming at once decades older, tired and miserable. As if for decades he’d delivered these same words of hope he once believed in, joined countless couples, then witnessed their parting. It seemed he saw where they were headed, and Meya pitied his old soul.

The priest cleared his throat, signaling the bride and groom to face one another.

“Corien Alexis Hadrian, do you swear to take this woman as your wife? To love, protect and honor her, be it in health or sickness? To remain solely honest to her until death do you part?”

“I, Corien Alexis Hadrian, shall take you, Arinel Annetta Crosset, as my wife. For better or for worse. Through joy and through grief. In health and in sickness. I shall love and cherish you until death do us part. I swear to the grace of the goddess Freda.”

Coris recited as he slipped a silver ring beset with diamonds and a strange, green-tinted ruby onto her finger. Meya trembled under the crushing weight of reality. The priest’s voice echoed as if from far away.

“Arinel Annetta Crosset. Do you swear to take this man as your husband? To obey, serve and honor him, be it in health or sickness? To remain solely devoted to him until death do you part?”

“I—”

I pray for your union to be one of pure and unconditional love, for your vows to be devoted and honest.

The priest’s damning blessing echoed in the depths of her ears. She gulped moisture down her parched throat, feeling the eyes of hundreds upon her. Coris frowned. Panic coursed through her. She avoided his eyes and tried to speak, but her lips had transmuted from flesh to lead.

The crowd murmured and rustled. Meya jolted when a cold hand clasped over hers and squeezed. Sincere kindness from his beautiful silver shone through her veil, and she trembled worse.

Eternal happiness or whatever, you are the one to decide. ’Tisn’t as if you’re swearing with your own name, either!

Meya gritted her teeth as she tied Coris’s pale, knobby finger with Arinel’s emerald-studded silver band.

“I, Arinel Annetta Crosset, shall take you, Corien Alexis Hadrian, as my husband. For better or for worse. Through joy and through grief. In health and in sickness. I shall love and obey you until death do us part. I swear to the grace of the goddess Freda.”

Meya let out a small sigh, let her spine curve. She didn’t dare meet Coris’s eyes. She’d been a liar and lawbreaker all her life, but deceiving those who’d done one no wrong was never easy. Yet, should she waver, it might be the last she’d ever.

Onlookers accepted her insincere vow. Murmurs died, replaced with sighs of relief.

“May the blessing of Freda be upon you both. May you remain united by her hands forevermore. My lord, you may now kiss your bride.”

The priest shone Coris a benign smile. Meya froze, eyes wide in horror.

She’d never lip-kissed anyone before. What if she bungled it and Coris decided he didn’t like her? What if her breath stank?

As Meya stood rigid in dread, Coris drew back her veil. He leaned in, a hint of uncertainty in his eyes. Meya closed hers, waiting for the impact, praying nothing would go awry.

Soft, dry, chilling cold lips brushed hers in a feather-light kiss. Cheers and applause rained upon them, and Meya opened her eyes. Coris straightened, his gaunt face graced with a gentle smile, petals fluttering down his hair. The cold of the kiss danced upon Meya’s lips, and her cheeks burned. Tinges of pink blossomed on Coris’s cheeks. He ran his fingers over his mouth, then jerked them away, his smile sagging.

“Cold?” Meya whispered. She longed to bite her irrepressible tongue when blood drained from his face. Once so calm and confident, his eyes now flitted, finding no rest. With the barest of hesitation, she leaned in and captured his cold, lifeless lips in hers.

She didn’t imagine it. His lips were cold as his hands. They seared, but she held fast, warming them with heat from her own, until the chill receded, and a strange sweetness sent tingles through her.

The crowd, the cheers, the birds had fallen silent. A moment as brief as a breath, as long as a lifetime. All she registered were the feel of his lips moving upon hers, the cold of his hands on her waists, the faint perfume of roses from his hair, the reek of acid and blood in his sigh.

They drew apart to catch their breaths. A drop of water clung to Meya’s cheek, but it wasn’t hers.

Coris smiled. He caressed her lips with his thumb, touched it on his lips, then whispered with a laugh,

“It’s warm now.”


The Choice

Baron Hadrian announced three nights of feasts to celebrate his heir’s marriage. He cast open the gates, beckoning the people of Hadrian to free food and entertainment in his vast outer court.

Being the least experienced, the ten Crosset guards were stationed on the walls, furthest from the celebrations and largely overlooked. A rare opening for the bandits to prowl deserted hallways and sniff out hidden chambers.

Church bells tolled midnight. Time for bride and groom to embark on their most important quest. Age-old tradition decreed newlyweds first be chased by drunken guests round the great hall, across the bailey, up the keep’s spiral stairs to their quarters. As wives’ tales had it, the bride’s garters were a good-luck charm of sorts. Likely the sort that had to do with the bedchambers.

Thanks to Meya’s speed and Coris’s lightweight frame, the couple dodged lunging hands, slammed the door and bolt it before any pervert could grab hold of Meya’s dress.

Panting, cursing under her breath, Meya slumped against the wood and slid to the floor. Coris staggered off, sinking onto the edge of his enormous bed, which threw up a comfy poof.

Meya surveyed the room. She could fit her whole house in here with room to spare. The roaring fireplace painted the bare whitewashed walls warm vermilion. The air was light and fresh, for a chimney rose from the hearth to the ceiling, capturing smoke.

The stained glass windows were open, letting the breeze tease the curtains. The naked floor was unblemished. Heavy carpets must have protected it from the elements in winter. Shelves bursting with leather-bound books lined the walls, interrupted by paintings of bustling cities and handsome hounds.

Coris was provided his own heavy wooden study desk laden with tomes and scrolls. His armor, sword, shield, bow, quiver and riding gear hung from a stand, shrouded by a thin red veil. A still, sacred air hung over the vicinity, as if it had been years since it was disturbed by more than a few ceremonial flicks of the feather duster.

Meya’s eyes settled last upon the large white bed with its thick red-and-silver blankets. She shivered at the thought of what was bound to take place soon upon it.

“Lady Arinel?”

Meya jolted and eked out a meek smile for Coris. She was a lowly peasant girl, after all. Disconcerting for a nobleman to address her as lady and all that.

“Just Me…I mean, Arinel is fine, my lord.”

Coris raised his eyebrows. Meya smiled as cold fear froze her bowels as if she’d tipped a bucket of ice water down her throat. At last, he nodded.

“Arinel,” he continued in a rush. “Forgive me, but I must know. Are you still…a virgin?”

Meya’s eyes bulged as blood rushed to her cheeks. Her hands trembled in embarrassment and fury.

Men! How could he demand a lass answer such a private question? Especially his wife on her wedding night? If he’d been a peasant boy, she would’ve beaten the fluff out of him, but as things were, Meya had little choice but to oblige.

“Y-yes.”

Coris heaved a deep sigh as if he had foreseen her answer, blushing faintly himself. He pinned her eyes with his, solemn like she’d never seen.

“If so, we must talk.”

Meya fidgeted under his scrutiny. She bit her lips, willed her eyes to still.

“You must have noticed I have frail health.” Coris squeezed his trembling hands together. His face and voice betrayed no emotion. “I don’t expect to live much longer. Zier will succeed Father as Baron Hadri—”

Coris broke into a bout of hacking coughs. He bent double, hand clamped over his mouth, jolting with each crippling round.

Meya dashed to the bedside cabinet and rushed back with a gobletful of water. He managed a nod of thanks, took a long drink, then returned it with a sigh. Though Meya still trembled, he continued as if he’d already forgotten, his voice now hoarse and cracking.

“So, I am giving you a choice. If you choose to consummate our marriage, you will be widowed in a few years, or months. However, you will become Lady Hadrian and, after my death, Zier will provide the best care for you for the remainder of your life. If you choose not to, after my death, you can have the marriage annulled on grounds of non-consummation, return to Crosset, and start anew with a worthier husband.”

Meya’s heart thundered. She dithered when it should’ve been an easy choice. Yes, she wanted to be Lady Arinel, she must shoulder all the name entailed. No, with the bandits on the prowl, the winds may change on a whim. She mustn’t do something permanent as losing her virginity.

She rose to return the goblet to the nightstand, more to stall for time than from actual necessity.

“There is no need for haste. Choose carefully.”

Meya spun around, but Coris was no longer paying her attention. He picked up nightclothes chambermaids had laid on the bed and changed for bedtime. She frowned at his bare back scored by his protruding spine. He wasn’t what she’d expected of the rich and noble. Dying soon, yet reluctant to take what was rightfully his, even within his grasp.

“What about you, Lord Coris. What do you want?” Coris turned at her call, eyebrows raised. Meya hesitated on the proper wording.

“Have you ever…shagged a girl?”

Coris gaped as if she’d emerged ghost-like through the wall, his cheeks flushing pink.

“Sh-sh-shag?” he stammered.

Oh, Fyr. Shag isn’t Arinel speak? Cursing and praying to Freda inside her head, Meya steered the discussion well away from dangerous waters,

“You asked if I’m a virgin! Why can’t I ask if you’ve shagged a girl?”

Coris gawked, blinking in bewilderment. At last, he surrendered with a sigh and a nod.

“No, I haven’t,” he mumbled, shaking his legs nervously. Meya stared in disbelief. He was eighteen and Lord Hadrian. He could’ve taken any woman he desired. How could he remain chaste for so long?

“And you’re content to die that way?” Meya traipsed towards him, bewitched by intrigue. “You don’t want to know what it’s like?”

“It’s not a question of what I want, but what I should.” Coris shrugged, frowning. “No matter what we choose tonight, I won’t be living with it for more than a few years, but you still have a future, a lifetime ahead of you. I’m dying. I have no right to take it from you, or decide it for you. Although our fathers insist I do.”

Coris unfurled an empty smile, then pursed his lips over a second bout of coughs. He waved Meya away as he edged to his nightstand. He tapped brown liquid from a vial into his goblet, downed it dry, then slammed it onto the wood and collapsed, panting.

Meya laid a shivering hand on his back, her heart writhing at the piteous sight. She could at last make sense of his philosophy.

I am giving you a choice.

It was puzzling, too noble for Meya to grasp or emulate. Usually, when people learned they were about to die, they wouldn’t waste time and thought on anything else, would they? They took what they could and made the most out of it. Then along came this fellow, denying opportunities to give others a choice, placing their needs above his. Was it because he was soon to die, and it wasn’t worth wasting those on him?

She knelt, her hand tight on his shoulder.

“I want to know what you want, too,” she whispered. “Forget about dying for a moment. Do you want to lie with me?”

Coris raised his face, blinking in surprise, then creaked out a melancholy smile.

“I couldn’t remember the last time I was asked what I want,” he croaked.

“I couldn’t remember the last time I was given a choice.” Meya shook her head, frowning. “You’re the first. You of all people. You’re dying. And you still have the galls to care about my life after?”

“When it comes to death, Arinel, it’s not what we take with, but what we leave for those who remain. Freda blessed me with the knowledge of impending death. It’s my duty to settle my affairs before I depart.” Coris straightened, preaching in that serene, enlightened way.

“What if I don’t care?” Meya cast it aside. “If it was me, I’d want to experience everything for once in my life. I’d want to know what it’s like to lie with a man before I die. And I wouldn’t mind doing it now!”

Meya barely knew what she was saying. All she knew was the melancholy idiot exasperated her as much as he intrigued her, that she needed to get her point across, snap him out of his morbid thoughts. She faintly realized she was asking a boy to shag her.

Oh, goodly Freda. Imagine the look on Dad’s face.

But there was no other way, no time better than now. No-one would ever desire Meya Hild the Greeneye, but as pretty, human Lady Arinel Crosset, she might be blessed with the slightest chance.

In the presence of others, Meya would shrug it off with a laugh or shudder of derision, but she’d always known how much she craved what her beautiful, sweet sisters may have taken for granted, what the old priest was rambling about—to be loved.

“Arinel, you are understandably offended, so it will do to reconsider.” Coris shook his head. “You’ve always hated me—”

“But now I don’t,” Meya cut across. “You’ve changed. For the better. And I want to help if I can.”

Of course, Meya couldn’t have known what Coris had been like, but he seemed to have come a long way from the obnoxious picture Arinel painted of him. He appeared to be a kind, selfless man. With his status, he could do great things for lowly people like her. What a shame for him to die so soon. And he was accepting it so simply?

“You’re Coris Hadrian, for Freda’s sake! You’re a prodigy! You’re rich! You’re powerful! Why are you giving up so easily when you have everything to lose? Why are you deciding your deathday? Why do you let it stop you from living? Shouldn’t it be the opposite? Shouldn’t you try to live while you still can?”

Panting, Meya glared at the bewildered young man.

“Do you want to lie with me, Lord Coris?” she whispered.

Miserable, lifeless silvery eyes rose to meet her. Fire sputtered to life, flickering within. He reached out a trembling hand and caressed her cheek.

“I do,” he confessed in a voice just as soft.

Meya stepped onto the bed and knelt, straddling his legs as she pored into his eyes. She let out an unwitting gasp when his cold hands grasped her hips, and Coris released her. She reassured him by edging close, gripping his shoulders to steady herself. They locked eyes, unsure of what next to do, who should take the first plunge.

How did Mum and Dad go about this again?

Meya rested her forehead against his and closed her eyes.

“Promise me. That I’ll be your first, and your last.”

His cold breath tickled her chin. He leaned forward until their lips caressed.

“I promise,” he murmured.

He kissed her, much more passionate and fierce than their first. Meya held on as his cold, lifeless lips chilled her to the core. She swallowed her shame as he tugged her dress off her shoulders, as his lips left to pleasure her breasts.

He eased her down, studying every freckle, blemish and unsightly fold of skin, as Meya held her breath and steeled for disgust that never came. He blinked at the sunken old scar on her left arm she said was from a viper. He frowned, then silently pressed his lips to it, as if hoping it would heal.

As she undressed him in turn, he noted her wiry shoulders and veined hands, honed from a life of grueling labor, then hung his head in shame when she exposed his whey-colored skin, his rows of jutting ribs, his sunken belly. She complimented the beautiful gray eyes he’d inherited from his mother. Blushing, he admitted they were his personal favorite as well.

They progressed from sight to touch to taste. His hands dithered on which part of her to savor first, linger upon, and rouse. He gauged her reaction to the sensations. Seductive kisses, playful nips, ravenous suckling. Every of her unwitting jolt of ecstasy was met with breathless apologies, him having mistaken it for a flinch of pain. He grew less tense with every reassuring stroke of his hair and coy giggle. Beneath his wise and serene facade, he was just as fumbling and curious as she, and the realization comforted them both. In this moment, they were no different.

She shed tears when he penetrated her, less from the pain, more from the knowledge she’d ventured past the point of return. He held her as she mourned the death of her maidenhood, murmuring unnecessary apologies. They moved as one, and an aching, intoxicating bliss overcame her like she had never known.

Tremors shook Coris as he fell limp atop her with a long sigh. Meya petted his shivering back, grudgingly abandoning her push to the summit. Yet, witnessing his pure joy, knowing she had contributed to it, was heartwarming.

* * *

Coris succumbed to exhaustion after his grand conquest, snoring as he nestled his head of itchy, tousled brown hair on her bosom.

Meya lay awake, eyes trained on the window which opened to a starry twilight sky. Her heaving breasts and fevered breaths mellowed as her body recovered from intense thrill. Her heart, however, remained restless.

The bandits would search the castle for the dowry on their own. The Crossetians were to steer clear of their way, cooperating when required. If the month was spent and the dowry wasn’t found, the bandits would give them the antidote and depart on their way.

Although Meya had helped Gillian hatch this scheme, the longer she held the young lord slumbering defenselessly in her arms, the deeper it troubled her to betray him. Yet, she couldn’t bear to cast him aside.

He was so cold, so frail, so thin, yet so gentle, fair and sad. Perhaps she could trust him with her secret. Could he lead them to salvation? Would he turn out different from Lord Crosset?

Perhaps she wasn’t reckless for offering him her virginity. It was a gesture of goodwill. The start of a mutually beneficial relationship. Shameful? If it saved them all, no-one would speak poorly of it.

Pressing Coris flush to her, Meya shut her eyes as she wracked her brain for a new scheme, consoling herself it was a trade, a business exchange and no more. And if she could drive Dad up the castle wall with this latest shenanigan, that was a boon.

Stubborn and hardened as she was, Meya would take long to accept that from the moment Coris Hadrian offered her a choice, she had offered him her heart in return without any means of recovery.


The Axel

Meya woke to the twitter of morning birds, the warmth of sunshine poking through the gap in the curtains, the softness of linen lined with duck down. The air smelled fresh and clean. She drew in a deep breath, savoring its scent.

This was the Heights. After seventeen years on beds of hay in a cottage crammed with nine, echoing with Dad’s snores. Still, Meya preferred the snores to the alternative, which involved her mother and one of the things forbidden for children.

Speaking of which…

Meya giggled and buried her burning cheeks into the bouncy pillow, then her senses sharpened enough to register the lack of human presence by her side, the hair-raising, gut-spilling coughs killing the morning peace.

“Coris!”

Meya bolted up to Coris bent double on the bed edge, spewing his gullet down a chamber pot. After some useless fretting, she scrambled to his side, one hand holding the pot, the other running down his bony back.

Coris calmed at last. He surfaced, a red speck suspended in the fluid flowing from his lips.

Swallowing shivers, Meya handed him a goblet of water. Once he’d rinsed, she passed him a towel to wipe his face, eased him down and blanketed him.

Coris opened a bleary eye. Seeing her shock, he shone her a consoling smile.

“Apologies. Happens whenever I overexert.” His benign grin turned sly as his eyes swept her, pausing at her breasts, the teats of which he proceeded to tease. “It appears I’ve over-gorged on your pillows.”

Meya’s cheeks stretched to burst from the blood of her entire system pouring into them. She covered her pillows and struck his arm with her fist.

“Ow!” Surely it wasn’t that painful, but his moaning would have eavesdroppers think she’d butchered his manhood.

“Goodly Freda, woman! Did you not see how sick I was?” Coris lovingly cradled his arm. Meya shrugged at the sight of his reproachful gray eyes.

“Well, you seem but you don’t act sick.”

Pouting, Coris slithered under his blanket, griping.

“Lady Arinel is supposed to be delicate, obedient and gentle.”

“And Lord Coris is supposed to be fat, spoiled and obnoxious,” Meya retorted, eyebrows raised, as her heart skipped a beat. Coris froze, then nodded.

“Yes, I was fat and spoiled.” His face fell as he mumbled, “and obnoxious. Horridly obnoxious.”

Arinel was telling the truth?

Meya laid down and snuggled against his chest. His faint heartbeat thrummed on her cheek, and her curiosity refused to be silenced longer.

“Is there a way to make you healthy again?”

Coris held her pleading eyes, sighed then wrapped her in his arms.

“I’m afraid not. My bowels are scarred beyond repair.” His brusque explanation conjured gruesome scenery in Meya’s head. She shuddered.

“What in the three lands happened to you?”

Coris drew apart so they lay face-to-face. He beheld her for a long, silent moment, his expression one of careful calculation rather than hesitance. His eyes traveled to the Lattis coin on her necklace.

“Have you heard of The Axel?” He fingered it pensively. Meya shook her head. Coris frowned as if he’d expected a nod.

Ah, crap. Is it supposed to be common knowledge among nobility?

Meya ignored the chill trickling down her spine, keeping her eyes glued and unblinking on him. At last, Coris nodded.

“It’s been in our clan for over two hundred years, from when our ancestor, Maxus Hadrian, was knighted. Some believe it’s why the Wynn kings had always treated us Hadrians with respect, even fear. Now that the Wynns are no more, none would know the truth outside the incumbent Baron Hadrian. Still, that has never discouraged our rivals from coveting it for themselves.”

Meya’s hand curled into a fist on her pillow. There was not yet proof, but this might be what the bandits were after. And to think a casual conversation about Coris’s frail health led her straight to it. To think, after one night together, the Hadrian heir was lying there, spilling every secret surrounding his clan’s greatest treasure.

What was he thinking? Was he this stupid? Did he trust her that much? Never underestimate Coris Hadrian? He’d have an ulterior motive for this, wouldn’t he?

“Six years ago, there was a heist. The first and only for me so far. Being the heir, having proven my hand in the Siege of Cristoria, I was put in charge of The Axel’s protection as part of my training. I couldn’t stand losing The Axel and my father’s favor, so I put it in my mouth and fled down the secret passageway in my room.”

Meya gaped at the ridiculous turn. Coris shrugged.

“Prodigy I may be, I was twelve. A young mind is susceptible to the venom of praise and expectation,” he admitted with a wry grin. “I emerged to a gaggle of mercenaries standing guard by the exit. Startled, I swallowed The Axel.”

“You swallowed it?” Meya cried. If this Axel were what Gillian was after, it would explain why he seemed dead set on gutting his victims.

“I love food. I’m prone to swallowing everything in my mouth,” said Coris blandly with a tilt of his head. “Fortunately, guards arrived, and I was saved in the nick of time, but the mercenaries escaped.”

Meya shivered as she gathered their blanket to her chest.

“Father wasn’t taking chances. The Axel must be retrieved as soon as possible.”

“But…it’s not that big a deal, is it? You could just wait for your body to…get rid of it. Naturally.”

Meya struggled for the right word. Although she’d slept with Coris, seen him naked, seen him eat, the fact that he also must expel his…waste…still felt surreal. He was a nobleman. Putting these men decked in lavish, resplendent robes together with gong business was disconcerting.

“We waited days. It wouldn’t come out.” Coris shook his head.

“Healers were desperate. Some even suggested surgery. They gave me laxatives. Massages. Prayers. Leeches. Each toting his mastery. None was effective, so Father summoned a famous healer from Meriton. He gave me an emetic so I would spill. Over and over.”

Meya clapped her hand over her gasping mouth. Coris’s eyes were lifeless as his voice.

“It was bitter. It smelled acrid, with a taste to match. I felt it travel down my throat, my gullet, into my bowels, back up again. It burned like acid and fire combined. Drinking water was torture, but it did what it was meant to. I spilled The Axel on the third night.”

Meya couldn’t imagine the agony of such ordeal. Stunned silent, she shook her head, eyes wide and unblinking.

“That was no emetic.”

“It wasn’t,” Coris agreed, his voice freezing cold. He stared, eyes unseeing as the past tormented him.

“The healer was of fine repute. We trusted him. I was ashamed of my blunder. I felt I must atone, so I endured the treatment. It wasn’t until I coughed blood that we all realized what was amiss. Whoever sent the mercenaries also seized the real healer, sent a double to weaken me and steal The Axel. He was hung, drawn and quartered, but my future died long before him.”

Coris raised his eyes and pored into hers. Meya looked away in shame. She could turn out no different from that mercenary healer. She might also end up chasing after the treasure this boy sacrificed his life to protect.

“Mother sobbed day and night for a month,” Coris whispered, his voice trembling. Meya took his hand in hers, warming it. “She cursed herself for not realizing her child was in pain, but I wasn’t exactly a child, was I?”

Coris unfurled a sardonic smile, his eyes downcast. Meya frowned. What in the three lands did he mean by that?

“Of course you were! Just a liar your mother wasn’t trying to catch,” she argued from direct experience. Coris snickered, but Meya remained indignant as she edged close.

“You should’ve told them it was hurting you. Your father would’ve called off the entire affair. You’re his son, for Freda’s sake!”

“I am, but even I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Coris cocked his head with a smile so nonchalant it unnerved her.

“You must understand. I may be the heir of Hadrian, but The Axel is Hadrian. Our clan was born of our guard of The Axel. Had Father ever suspected the healer? Would he stop him if I were to die, if The Axel wasn’t yet recovered? Even I can’t tell. No one but Father knows what would happen to us, to our people, should The Axel fall into wrong hands. I’m replaceable, a pittance to pay. The choice lies with Father alone.”

I am giving you a choice.

Was this why he insisted on giving her the right to decide? Because so much of his life had been decided by his duty to The Axel?

Meya gritted her teeth against the sheer stupidity, the utter pointlessness that wasted a life so privileged of a thousand dreams. For a lump of something barely anyone knew for sure what it was, what it did?

Why was she so disturbed by his plight when it had naught to do with her? Why did the mere thought of stealing The Axel now repulse her so much, when it was her only path to survival? Coris was still spilling secrets. She should exploit the opening, wheedle The Axel’s new hiding place out of him, but she couldn’t bear to.

“All for this stupid Axel?” Meya hissed, disgust dripping from every word. Coris had slipped on his calm, saintly mask, smiling wanly.

“’Tis all very well. We have Zier.”

Those words, it seemed, were meant for himself as much as her. He was the heir, always replaceable by his spare. Children were supposed to be of equal value to their parents, but equal value didn’t mean one can simply be replaced by the other, like a spare button or wheel. At least, that wasn’t what she believed.

Coris slipped under his blanket, signaling the end of his tale.

“I don’t think I can go down for breakfast,” he murmured, then stifled a yawn. “If my parents ask, we haven’t consummated the marriage, understood? I’ll handle the sheets.”

Meya raised the blanket. Droplets of virgin blood spattered the white linen, and her heart writhed. Coris had taken her maidenhead, but seeing proof with her eyes rammed home the enormity of what she had done. She couldn’t even do it with her own name, her own face. Couldn’t tell a single soul. And now Coris was asking her to scrub its corpse off his bed.

Coris rose and gathered her into his embrace.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t bear to take your future just yet,” he whispered into her shoulder. He opened a drawer in the nightstand, then clasped her hands in his.

“Let this be proof of the night we shared.”

Meya gasped when his hand left hers. The brooch glinted in the dim morning light, its base of silver shaped into a heart, embedded with a solitaire ruby. Mistletoe vines of peridot bound the gem, pregnant with shimmering mother-of-pearl berries. It was the most beautiful piece of handicraft Meya had ever laid eyes on, although she wasn’t sure she’d ever have the chance to wear it in the open.

After First Night, the man would gift his wife a trinket to thank her for becoming his, and as evidence of consummation. Coris appreciated her efforts to pleasure him last night, at least.

“Thank you, my lord,” Meya whispered, hands trembling. Coris pressed her a slow, deep kiss, then succumbed to the bed’s embrace. He beamed her a sleepy smile, closed his eyes and was out cold within two breaths, leaving Meya alone in harsh reality.

What now?

She closed her hand over the brooch, her eyes to the sight of the slumbering young lord. The water clock dripped. Time was closing in. At the first opening, Gillian would interrogate her for any information she’d gleaned. She must make her decision then.

Meya bit her lips against the pressure. She’d been up most of the night dithering over which side she should choose, her newfound conscience, Arinel’s honor, battling her wits for survival.

Coris had spoken of his own will, and she’d let slip every opening to coax out more. He’d known her for mere days, yet he’d trusted her enough to confide in her. He’d once been selfish and spoiled, but ultimately, he’d respected his father’s wisdom, chose the future of Hadrian’s people over his own. The Hadrians had also once saved the people of Crosset from the Famine. And in repayment, she brought an enemy into their abode?

There was a heart behind those ribs, one that loved and feared and dreamed. If Coris trusted her, perhaps she could trust him in return? It was better than entrusting her life to bandits who had already killed five of her comrades without shedding so much as a drop of sweat.

But Gillian, he was a Greeneye like her. He’d taught her what she ought to know of her kind, had helped her with the collar, even promised to take her to join fellow Greeneyes, sort of. And in his eyes she also saw a dream amid the cold.

What did he mean the dowry would let Greeneyes live anywhere? Was he fighting to carve out a better life for Greeneyes like her? Why? What made him unhappy with the present?

Besides being the village pariah, Meya’s life as a Greeneye wasn’t that bad. As Meya insisted time and again to Dad, most of her misfortunes were brought by her own choices, not her eyes. Sure, she’d love to walk through her day without being fed rotten eggs, insults and mud puddles, but her life wouldn’t improve much even without her glowing eyes.

Meya refused to do things she didn’t like, or that didn’t seem fair to her. She hated the housework, cooking, handiwork and weaving her sisters mastered. And, in trying to avoid her duty, she landed herself into all manners of trouble.

She worked in the fields back when Crosset law still forbade women from it, because it would anger Freda and bring about famine, and actually brought about The Crosset Famine. It was as if Freda had a point to prove. The Famine resulted in one hanged bailiff, one disgraced marquess, and a young nobleman kidnapped and almost ransomed for food.

Lord Crosset did mention Arinel’s betrothed was the one kidnapped. So, indirectly, she caused Coris’s kidnapping?

Meya beamed the snoozing Coris a silent apology.

Farmer Armorheim, who led the kidnapping squad under Bailiff Johnsy’s orders, said Coris narrowly escaped their clutches. When she asked how a chubby little boy managed to slip free of a dozen grown men armed with crossbows and pitchforks, however, Draken grumbled that he’d rather not recount in detail the ordeal that transformed him into the joke of the manor. He continued that after he escaped, Coris alerted his father of the concealed famine, asked Baron Kellis to share food and help Crosset survive winter.

Although Draken wouldn’t tell for the sake of his pride, that would soon cease to be a bummer. She could simply ask Coris. He’d be raring to boast of his triumph. Once she’d gotten rid of this poison.

Meya touched a finger to her neck. A thin, petal-shaped patch rose from the surrounding skin that Coris did not miss, that she’d explained away as a birthmark.

Before entering Hadrian, they stopped by Old Angus, Trunt’s Greeneye friend. Apothecary by day, Poisoner by night, he had each Crossetian swallow a seed of the Moonflower.

The flower would bloom in their gullet one petal at a time for one moon cycle, then bleed a fatal nectar. A parasite perfected by the Nostran army, there was little chance of finding its bane in Latakia.

In kind, Arinel chose the poisonous Snow Fern spores for Gillian and his men. The Snow Fern was the Crosset clan’s symbol, the Crosset Green dye derived from its crushed spores. As the Snow Fern could only be grown up north in frigid Icemeet, finding a cure in Meriton would be near impossible. The secret to collecting and neutralizing the spores for use in clothing also lay with the Crossets.

So, who—or what—should she choose? Meya liked Coris. Very much, indeed. He was kind, gentle, amusing. She loathed the thought of betraying him. Yet, Gillian was a Greeneye, the first one she’d ever known. She didn’t want to betray him as well.

She couldn’t stomach Gillian’s brutality. Was it necessary to kill all those guards? And being a fellow Greeneye didn’t stop Gillian poisoning her alongside the others. She also couldn’t disregard Arinel’s warning. Coris might not be the knight she’d taken him to be.

Perhaps the best Meya could do was warn Coris. Make it a fair battle of wits, where both side’s motives will be bared, but how could she do so without alerting Gillian?

Meya trained a wary eye on the door. The easiest option would be to shake Coris awake and confess to him here, but what if a bandit had his ear on the keyhole, listening to her every word?

No, she must communicate silently. With ink, paper and letters.

How she regretted never bothering to learn her alphabet. Now she must find someone who did bother, and also a way to deliver Coris the message.

Meya scanned the room. Books, shelves, desk, armor, fireplace, clock, wardrobe, paintings—

She chanced upon the largest painting, of a handsome white greyhound draped in Hadrian Red, pinned with numerous medallions. A golden coin hung from his collar beside a scroll of paper slipped under the leather.

I put it in my mouth and fled down the secret passageway in my room.

Meya lit a candle and tiptoed around the room, hugging the walls, eyes on the flickering flame. The smoke yearned towards the gap behind the painting of a stone arch leading away to an abandoned, overgrown garden. Despite the tension looming over her pressing heavier with each breath, Meya creaked a devious grin.

Now to find the one person who could write her a letter.


The Warning

Ceremonial knocks sounded from the door, then the guest made his merry way in without waiting for the host to permit him.

“Awaken, brother. The sun’s singed a new hole through your nether,” rhymed Zier as he set a small table laden with food by the bed. “Breakfast, Lexi. Giddy up.”

Coris didn’t wiggle a toe as he yawned.

“I smell greens. I loathe greens.”

Shaking his head, Zier opened the lids on the bowls.

“You’ll eat greens. Mother decreed I sit on you until you swallow every last leaf before proceeding with my life—”

“Then eat for me, Meathead!” Coris raged into his pillow. Zier pounced onto the bed, flattening his brother who threw up a muffled oof.

“You eat, Bonebags! Any thinner and folks will think Father’s starving you!” he hollered into Coris’s ear.

“Alright, gerroff me. I’m up.”

Once Zier had rolled off him, Coris peeled himself from bed with the willingness of a bandage left too long over a scabbing wound. Arinel had laid a new set of clothes by his feet. He pulled on the braies.

“Where’s Ari?”

Zier froze, then unfurled a sly, knowing grin.

“So, it’s Ari now, eh? Whatever happened to Lady Arinel?”

Coris blushed. Ignoring Zier, he slipped his legs into the trousers, but Zier was not to be deterred.

“Arinel said you two haven’t done the deed, but you’re naked. And exhausted.” Zier propped his chin on the bed, his grin widening.

“You don’t sleep in the nude, and it’s not summer. Thus, I arrived at the inevitable conclusion, CORIS HADRIAN HAS LOST HIS VIRGINI―”

“SHUT UP!”

Coris flung his shirt at Zier, stuffing his brother’s fat mouth full of silk. Zier snatched it off, revealing a face still full of smiles. Coris pulled him in by the shoulder.

“Don’t you breathe a word, understood? Especially to Father and Mother,” he hissed through gritted teeth. Zier blinked.

“Why? The sooner she’s pregnant the better, isn’t it?” He narrowed his eyes. “You do know they’re going to keep nagging you, don’t you?”

“It’s no use, Zier. I’m too weak to sire an heir.”

Coris grabbed the shirt from Zier, slipped it over his head, then slid down to the floor, fuming as he stirred the steaming soup.

“Father knows yet he pushed through the marriage. And Arinel insisted we consummate it. For my sake. What if they blame our childlessness on her? What are her chances of remarriage?”

“You’ve never slept with anyone before. How can you be sure you can’t sire a babe?”

“Even if I could, I don’t want to. How selfish must a man be, to father a child he won’t live to raise?”

Zier’s face fell. He hung his head, scratching glumly at the groove between flagstones. He hoped Coris would have a son with Arinel who’d become Baron, for he’d never wanted the Hadrian seat. It pained Coris to dash his brother’s faint hopes time and again.

“I’m sorry, Zier. It must be you.”

“Guess I’m destined for greatness,” Zier quipped with a shrug, then his grin returned, “but, come now, you’ve just had the first fling of your life, and we’re discussing birthrights?”

Zier raised an insinuating eyebrow. Coris tested a spoonful of soup with the tip of his tongue. Sure it wouldn’t scald his damaged gullet, he sipped the mouthful.

“Come now, Lexi! Your little brother benefits greatly from your escapades!”

Zier tugged his brother’s sleeve. Coris managed to continue eating.

“Please. How do breasts feel? Was she a virgin? How did it feel when you went inside her? Did she bleed? What noises did she make? Did you do the mouth trick? Did you try that pose Simon was talking abo—Ow!”

Coris swatted Zier with his loaf of bread, his face crimson. Ignoring the fake whimpers, he cut a slice off the bread and rested it in the soup.

“I’m grateful for your concern regarding my married life, little brother. Your questions were not in the least impertinent. Nor do they encroach upon my privacy. Nor do they disrespect my wife.”

Zier grinned sheepishly.

“Let’s say we thoroughly enjoyed it. I can see us becoming good friends, and I think she feels the same way. I must admit, I’m rather fond of her. She’s kind, passionate…”

Coris allowed himself a gentle smile. She took his fearsome coughing episodes in stride, tending to him without a word. She convinced him not to consummate the marriage but to lie with her, to let hope and tenderness into this marriage of despair and stone-hearted politics, to do things for himself for once, make the most of his remaining time.

Although he felt he was giving in to his selfish desires, he was touched by her kindness and surprised by her determination.

“Is she like Agnes?” Zier asked. Coris’s smile vanished.

“Not in the least.”

Zier fell silent, knowing he’d crossed a forbidden line. Catching himself, Coris reverted to his soft-spoken persona.

“She’s also a mystery. She’s heaped on a mountain of powder to cover her suntan and freckles. How come? The Crossets have snowy skin that never blemish. And she has those beautiful green eyes like emeralds. You’ve noticed, haven’t you?”

“So?” Still shaken, Zier laughed cautiously.

“So? We’ve met Arinel. Memories may betray, but portraits don’t lie. She has blue eyes, Crosset eyes.”

Zier blinked, suddenly tense. Coris, lost in thought, didn’t notice. He raised his hand, gesturing at his neck.

“She has this pendant, a coin of some kind of metal. It has this shimmer about it. And she’s…unladylike.”

“How?” Zier asked, seemingly more focused on helping himself to Coris’s cooling breakfast despite his promise to Mother.

“Her carriage. Her speech. Her accent, it bleeds through.” Coris rubbed his chin, eyes narrowed.

“Interestingly, she also has never heard of The Axel. You’d think Lord Crosset would’ve mentioned it in passing a few times across her seventeen years in his castle.”

Zier gaped in disbelief, then rolled his eyes and slumped against the bed.

“By Freda, brother. You had all these flying around your head while you bedded your wife?” Coris chuckled, leaving Zier to massage his throbbing forehead. “Come now, you think Lord Crosset would send you a maid disguised as Lady Arinel or the sort?”

“Of course I do. Look at my state.” Coris gestured at his physique. Zier stopped smiling. “No father would want his daughter widowed young and childless.”

Coris resumed eating as if he hadn’t just brought up his impending death. Zier gritted his teeth, downcast.

“I’m sorry. This is all my fault,” he whispered, his voice strangled.

“Come now, ’tis all very well.” Coris ruffled his hair. At the mournful look in those blue eyes, he gave him a gentle, hopeful smile. “We still have you.”

“Would you stop saying that already?” Zier snapped. Coris laughed.

“Apologies. Seems we can’t just keep it light, eh.” He cocked his head and tried brightening the room. “So, would you tell me already where Ari is?”

“Mother’s showing her around the castle.” Zier unfurled a devious grin. “Father said if you feel up to it, tomorrow you may take Ari for a romantic tour of our fief.”

Coris was elbowing his cheeky little brother when something blasted open the door and hurtled towards them. It bowled Coris over, licking every morsel of his face with vigor.

“Beau! What are you doing all the way up here?” Zier gawked at the enormous white greyhound flattening Coris, who struggled in vain under its suffocating weight.

“No! Paws off me and no slobber! Beau! Down, boy, down! I said down!” Coris could’ve been yelling orders to a tree. Beau cleaned his face and nuzzled his neck, as Zier roared with laughter.

Coris was so fond of dogs he raised an army of them, but Beau, the former war messenger, was his most beloved. Honorably discharged from duty after taking an arrow to the knee in the Siege of Cristoria, the old hound roamed free on the castle grounds. He loved playing in the fields with Coris, but after Coris’s ailing health confined him indoors, Beau was left raring to reunite with his master.

Arinel asked after Beau during breakfast, saying she’d seen his portrait, so Zier had the marshal fetch Beau from the kennels to meet his new mistress. As if he’d caught a whiff of his master on her, Beau welcomed her to the fold with much enthusiasm. By the time Arinel clambered up her chair, face dripping with drool, hairdo a slopping mess, everyone was laughing so hard, it was nigh impossible to continue eating.

“Zieren Hadrian! Stop laughing already or so help me Chione I will bury you!”

At the sound of his full name, Zier snapped out of his happy reverie. As he wrestled Beau off his brother, he spotted a scrap of parchment under his collar.

“Lexi, he’s got something!”

Coris had clambered onto the bed to fetch a towel. Once he saw the letter Zier extracted from Beau, he was by his side in a blink.

Silence fell between the brothers as they read. For all their differences, the boys paled to the same shade of white as they shared a look of dread.

“The dowry?” Zier whispered fearfully. “Thought there’s no dowry?”

“There isn’t.” Coris’s lips barely moved. He stared unblinking at the mysterious letter. “Seeing as the marriage is grievously unfair to the bride, I asked Father to demand nothing from the Crossets.”

“Then, where did all this talk about a dowry come from?”

“It’s not just any dowry they want. Nor are they simple bandits. They’re after something specific they assume to be Arinel’s dowry.”

Coris stared into space. Creases deepened between his eyebrows.

“They must have assumed Klythe stole it to Crosset when he vanished, that its return is a condition of our marriage. Another fortunate mistake,” he mused softly.

Zier shivered. Coris’s mask had melted, revealing his core of marble. Pale, cold, lifeless, a monument.

“Brother, I know it’s The Axel, but,” he shook his head in plea. “Please. We can’t abandon her.”

Coris closed his eyes, his jaw clenched. He rose and strode to his desk. From a drawer within a drawer, he took an arrowhead, broken crudely from its shaft, misshapen, stained with blood. Yet, in the sunlight, it shimmered like the waters of Freda’s Lake.

“What would you have chosen?” he murmured.

The arrow winked at him. Should he trust its wisdom again?


The Dwale

The real Arinel was late for work. Scullery maids must be ready at dawn to prepare, but Arinel was exhausted after scrubbing the dishes of last night’s feast, so Gretella let her poor lady sleep.

After scolding her nurse, who was also her grandmother, for spoiling her, Arinel sprinted down the hallway. A mysterious hand from the shadows snatched her and flung her down another.

“Wait—where—”

The bedraggled black cloak pushed open a slab of nondescript wall, slipped inside, dragged Arinel in after, then closed it.

Arinel spun in solid darkness, prepared for a fight for her life.

“Who are you? What do you wa—?” A rough, sweaty hand clamped over her mouth.

“Shh! ’Tis me, milady. ’Tis Meya.”

Shock became confusion. The hand freed her. The space lit up, revealing gray stone walls flanking a narrow passageway, and Meya holding a candle on a stand.

“Aren’t you supposed to be with Coris?” hissed Arinel.

“He’s gone back to sleep.” Meya rummaged in her pocket. Under her raggedy black cloak, she wore a beautiful red silk dress embroidered with the same thick silver yarn braided into her hair. She handed Arinel a scrap of parchment and a pencil.

“I dun have much time. I need you to write me a letter. Now.”

“What?” Arinel made no move to take them, so Meya pushed them into her hands.

“Think I know what them bandits are looking for. Gotta warn Coris.”

“Warn him? But aren’t you working for Gillian?” Arinel argued. Meya strangled air with a growl of frustration.

“Just write what I say! Hurry!” Steering Lady Crosset by the shoulder, Meya spun Arinel to face the wall. She dictated, raising her candle so its light fell on the parchment, “from Arinel. Me and me folk—”

“I and my men,” Arinel corrected, sliding the parchment to avoid the groove between bricks, writing as neatly as she could on the craggy surface.

“Whatever!” Meya seethed, but complied. “I and my men forced to steal dowry. Bandits disguised as guards. Dun put up no fight or hide no dowry. We and bandits poisoned each other. Need antidote in one moon.”

Arinel scribbled quickly while correcting Meya’s childish sentences and peasant vocabulary. Meya might not care, but if she wished to keep her cover, she’d better send a message Coris would believe was written by a noblewoman.

“Very well. Done.” Arinel flourished the last letter and inked the last dot. Meya swept the note from under her fingers like a gust of wind.

“Dinnae know nobles write so fast,” she noted in her flat, dry voice, stuffed the note into her generous cleavage, then bolted into the dark.

“Now, get outta there. Thanks!”

Arinel spun around, but Meya had vanished. Her footsteps echoed further and further, headed to the great hall.

* * *

Hours had passed since Arinel’s puzzling run-in with her foil. She’d since joined Haselle in the kitchen, assisted with breakfast, and sent it off hot and steaming to the great hall for the lord and his guests. After the lord’s table had been cleared, then the scullery maids would rest and sup.

The head kitchen maid banged her ladle on the enormous metal pot. Arinel perked up, snatched her bowl, and scurried in line with the other girls. Two days ago, she didn’t deign to leave her seat. How could she beg for food? Like beggars and lepers, queuing with their bowls before the charity tent for servings of gruel?

By dinner that same day, she was too hungry for pride.

She’d always woken to food brought to her bed on days she was unwell, or sitting ready on the table the moment she set foot into the hall, at the precise same time daily. Now, her mealtimes were delayed by hours. Her stomach growled, burned and writhed when it didn’t receive sustenance at the time it was accustomed to.

So, this was the hunger her people suffered in the Famine, Meya and her family included. So did the other maids. How many of them had lost relatives then?

Arinel was ten, the year of the Crosset Famine. Father was Marquess Crosset, powerful and wealthy enough for Baron Hadrian to choose Arinel for Coris in favor of Lady Agnesia of Graye.

The Crossets often departed on pilgrimages to frigid Icemeet, whence they hailed, during which Father would trust Bailiff Johnsy to run the manor, and Johnsy would sell the storehouse grain to faraway towns, lining his pockets with gold.

On Arinel’s tenth spring, Meya Hild disguised herself as a boy to work on the lord’s land, using a Lattis collar to dim her eyes and pass unnoticed as her little brother Marcus.

Crosset law forbade women to walk over wheat, fearing their blood would taint the rice, leading to disease and famine. Meya’s crime was punishable by death. Farmer Hild pleaded for her life, for she may have inherited the Song of May Day. Father relented, sentencing her to the scourge and Liar’s Bridle.

Arinel witnessed the sentence, the bright red blood trickling through Meya’s lips dripping down her dress. Meya clung to the stake as she endured the whip’s fury. The bridle’s bit scratched her tongue when she gritted her teeth against the pain. Her green eyes flaring with hatred glowered unblinking at Father. The girl didn’t shed a tear nor let out a whimper.

Summer arrived at Crosset’s door wet and stormy, and the Crossets fled for cooler weather in the north. By the time they returned in autumn, swarms of locusts had blanketed the fields. It was a terrible year for crops.

What was left of the storehouse grain couldn’t sustain the manor through winter. A famine befell. Neighboring manors were as tight on food as they were and couldn’t send relief.

Blamed for the famine, Meya fled for her life into the woods. As Father’s men hunted her, Bailiff Johnsy hatched a treacherous plot. He invited Coris to Crosset to help track down the elusive girl and impress Arinel with his wit. Wielding Coris’s hubris, he lured the young prodigy into the woods, where the peasants held him hostage, hoping Baron Hadrian would send victual as ransom.

Coris escaped into Truncale and back to Hadrian, then word of the famine reached King Alden. Furious, he demoted Father to the lowest rank of lord, hung Johnsy, then added Crosset to Baron Hadrian’s demesne. With spring’s arrival, every free and able hand must plow and till to feed hungry mouths, so the law was amended to allow women into the fields.

Before you preach of honor and disgrace, ask the living if they’ve ever wished to die in the rotten name of Crosset!

Shame burned like acid on her face, so she silenced the girl before her mask of aloof dignity shattered to smithereens. Countless lives under her family’s responsibility starved to death because of their lack of oversight, not Meya’s Greeneye curse.

Arinel winced as she levered each trembling spoonful of the lumpy soup to her mouth. Her fingers, sore and blistered, seared against the spoon. The gruel was bland. Vegetables and meat shavings mixed with oatmeal, boiled in whey and seasoned with a whiff of salt. Some of the bread was taken from burnt loaves unfit for the lord’s table. Yet, the other maids fell on it without fuss.

The head maid left. The young maids scrambled to the pot, jostling for seconds and thirds.

“I’ll get you some more.” Haselle joined the scuffle before Arinel could stop her. Sighing, Arinel swallowed her disgust and focused on her hunger to down the rest of her gruel.

Something moved in the corner of her eye. She glanced at the door, then her blood froze. A bandit, the hulking, stupid-looking one, Trunt. He stood in the sunlit hallway, crammed into a Hadrian Red uniform, motioning for Arinel to follow.

Arinel glanced at the other maids. They milled around the pot, arguing over the ladle. She picked her way out of the cluttered kitchen.

Trunt grabbed her arm, pulled her to the same hallway from earlier, then ushered her into the same secret passageway. Arinel knew enough to feign utter surprise when the wall tilted open.

Trunt was in such hurry, he didn’t bother closing the wall properly. He thrust a pouch into her hand.

“Put that in today’s dinner.”

“What is it?”

“Sleepin’ draught, obviously.”

Arinel thought fast. Meya and Gillian mentioned they’d use their maids’ station in the kitchen to put the castle’s occupants to sleep by spiking their food if necessary, but Meya had warned Coris about the heist. Perhaps she’d switched loyalties and was attempting to thwart Gillian. A change of heart Arinel supported.

“We haven’t started preparing tonight’s meal.”

Trunt’s raucous laughter rang in the dark.

“Think us so stupid, female?” he snarled. “You gotta have some stew boiled overnight. Put it in something everyone eats, got it? Now git!”

Having sprayed Arinel with his rotten spit, he shoved her out with such force she pitched headfirst. Once she found her feet, his whispered threat chased her on her way.

“Don’t you think of throwin’ it away neither. I’ll be watchin’ ’ere. Put it in righ’ away before them Hadrian maids get back.”

Sighing, Arinel shuffled back to the kitchen. Curiosity beckoned, and she opened the pouch for a peek. Inside was a pile of brown powder with a distinctive odor. Aconite, one of the deadliest poisons in Latakia. Death wasn’t immediate but certain. A drawn-out, torturous death.

Gillian had never meant to put everyone to sleep.

Was there a political motive? If lords of other manors were poisoned to death in Hadrian, there was no question what would follow. A war on all fronts, at worst. And who was to guarantee Arinel and her men would live to see it? Gillian clearly wasn’t planning to leave witnesses.

How in the three lands could she warn Meya? How could she stop the massacre?

“What’re yer waitin’ for? Move!”

Arinal tied the pouch with trembling fingers and roused her numb legs, dragging her feet as slowly as she dared.

The other maids had noticed her absence. They stared, puzzled, as Arinel toddled as if she were being turned to stone towards the far wall of the kitchen, where three pots wide as her arms outstretched and tall as her chest held simmering meat stew. Shuddering, Arinel closed her eyes and tipped a third of the powder into each.

Once she had shaken the last dregs into the third vat, she turned to the door where Trunt stood, arms crossed, watching. After a curt nod, he lumbered away. Arinel sank to the grimy floor.

“What is it, milady?”

“What did he want?”

“What did he make you put in there?”

The maids deposited her on a chair. Arinel drew deep breaths.

“We might put the castle’s occupants to sleep while we search, remember?” The maids nodded. Arinel shook the empty pouch.

“This is the supposed sleeping draught. It’s aconite.”

A pause, then the girls panicked.

“By Freda!”

“They’re going to kill the whole castle!”

“What shall we do?”

“Does Meya Hild know?”

“Is there an antidote?” Haselle asked, hopeful. Arinel heaved a tortured sigh as she shook her head. Haselle’s exposed cheek paled.

The cramped air seemed ridden of hope, then a shaft of light lit the gloom. Arinel perked up.

“Is anything served before the stew?”

“No, my lady,” said Haselle. “Every dish is carried out at the same time. First, we’ll bring out the wine so the guests could drink and talk. Then, we carry out sugar sculpts to open the feast, then the food.”

“Only the wine?”

Haselle nodded. Arinel closed her eyes and wrung her brain, then sprang to her feet, eyes wide and ablaze.

“Gather all the valerian and lavender you can find,” she barked to the maids, who scrambled to the cupboards and out the door, then turned to her trusted servant, whispering now,

“Agnie, come with me.”

Arinel climbed the stairs to the buttery, Haselle—Agnes—hot on her heels. Lined with shelves that snaked along the walls and numerous cupboards, the room was a food library. The air was overstuffed with mingled aromas of jams, butter, cheese, wine, beer, cakes and jellies.

The head cook and the kitchen maids were cooking for the peasants’ feast in the courtyard, leaving the newest Crosset maids of the scullery to watch the soups and stews. They had a few hours to brew the actual sleeping draught.

They would proceed with the initial plan. Arinel would put the guests to sleep with the one course served before the food—the drinks.

“What are we looking for?” Agnes asked, her intact eye scanning the shelves. Arinel swept to the nearest shelf and rifled through its contents.

“Henbane, Magnolia, Passion Flower, any sedating herbs you can find. Coris’s ill, they’re bound to keep some—”

“And laudanum?”

Arinel froze, her heart skipping, then tore through the crowded jars.

“I’ll find it.”

“Ari, it’s been years!” Agnes whined.

“And it took years, Agnie. Leave it to me!”

They kept more than some. The girls found jars filled to the brim with powdered magnolia bark, essence of henbane and laudanum. Just how much pain was Coris in? Arinel couldn’t believe she was worried about the boy she despised.

Still, they needed another ingredient, one potent as laudanum, to spike as many drinks as possible.

Grinding her teeth under crushing pressure, Arinel blinked sweat from her eye as she rummaged. At last, she found a promising candidate. Dried roots with limbs resembling a human’s, laid out in a stack of wooden crates wedged between a shelf and the wall.

Arinel lifted a root from the pile and smiled for the first time since leaving Crosset on this ill-fated journey. Mandrake. A few roots would complete her arsenal.

She didn’t have much time for celebration. She must prepare her array of sedatives for ingestion and decide which refreshment each would be best suited for. Potent herbs must not be mixed with alcohol. Freshness and harvesting season must be considered for dosage. Arinel prayed her calculations would land the sweet spot between ineffective and fatal.


Duty and Atonement

“Noble or commoner, the role of the lady of the house is similar. The only difference is scale.”

Baroness Sylvia laid her spoon beside her empty bowl. One of her maids of honor, Heloise, brought Meya a water basin and a towel, and Meya washed Beau’s slobber off her face.

“Once Coris becomes Baron Hadrian, you’ll take my place as Baroness. Coris will take care of his fief and his people. You’ll keep his house nice and tidy, manage our staff, supervise the kitchen and raise the children, yours and others’.”

Sylvia tilted her head at Heloise, who passed the basin to a chambermaid, then resumed her place at the tapestried wall with the other maids, squires and pages.

Meya had noticed them since she arrived, of course, but now she studied them with intent. Heloise and the girl with the brown ponytail looked to be Meya’s age, but the pouting little girl with black curls looked not a day above seven.

There was the squire who looked like the healthier version of Coris. The other squire was a handsome brunette, with a serene expression not unlike Arinel. Beside him, a pageboy who looked around ten years old stood fidgeting. He had the brown skin and curly black hair of the Southern Islanders—and glowing green eyes.

A Greeneye nobleman?

Even dressed in plain clothes, they were blessed with unblemished skin and well-proportioned faces, and they carry the refined air of the well-bred.

Girls of noble birth would be sent to serve older noblewomen as training in deportment, whereas boys would become pages and squires to learn knighthood. Say she became baroness someday, how was she supposed to raise them? She had both parents to raise her, and she couldn’t grow up properly herself.

“Whenever Coris is absent, you must take his place. So, it is imperative that you learn the manor’s accounts and law.”

Meya’s spirit was further dampened. Accounts and law? Goodly Freda, she didn’t even know how to write numbers!

Despite her shivering heart, Meya smiled and gave her a dainty nod. Being a lady seemed to entail much more than providing the lord with children, Meya was delighted to hear. It seemed a fulfilling post, and she was eager to learn now that she had the chance, but how would the Baroness react when the girl who claimed to be Lady Arinel couldn’t even write her name?

Sylvia smiled sympathetically.

“Daunting, isn’t it?” She clasped Meya’s clammy hand. Meya nodded vigorously, eyes wide in desperation. Sylvia laughed, shaking her head and gazing at Meya with growing affection.

“I can only imagine how difficult it must be for you. I myself trained from the age of seven. Thirteen years later, I was still a lass out of my depth when I married Kellis. And you’re barely seventeen!”

Sylvia smiled at her husband, who chuckled in fond remembrance.

“Don’t worry. You still have time to watch and learn. And, of course, you’ll have the staff to assist you.” Sylvia nodded at the long tables, where the staff and servants supped with lower-ranking members of the visiting lords and ladies’ entourages.

“That’s our seneschal, Sir Nethan. He manages the castle’s staff.”

Meya followed Sylvia’s indicating hand to a suave middle-aged man with long, graying black hair in a ponytail. He was engrossed in conversation with a plump man in his fifties, who had a bald patch surrounded by flaxen hair and a magnificent curved mustache. Meya recognized him as Gretella’s nemesis from her first day.

“That’s the chamberlain, Sir Rondell. He takes care of our quarters and our wardrobe. And, of course, that’s Sir Jarl, the marshal. He’s in charge of the grounds, the stables, the men-at-arms and the craftsmen.”

Sir Jarl, a muscular, broad-chested knight with suntanned skin, downed his oatmeal as if in a race, for Zier had sent him to fetch Beau earlier and he must catch up.

Meya sneaked a worried glance at the door, where Beau had bounded off when she whispered into his ear to bring the message to Coris. There was no knowing if the message would reach him. What was worse, Zier had just left with breakfast for Coris. Would he run into Beau on the way or in Coris’s room? How would he react?

* * *

After breakfast, Baroness Sylvia took Meya to see her daily routine and show her the castle. She hosted a tea party in the pavilion in the inner courtyard to entertain the visiting ladies, while the Baron took the lords to hunt game in his forest.

A blanket of bright red hexagonal roses embraced the pavilion. As they swayed in the breeze, the silver-white pavilion seemed to float on a rippling crimson lake.

“These are the only Hadrian Roses in Latakia.” Sylvia leaned down and caressed their velvety petals. “They bloom through the year except for winter. Sir Rondell is in charge of harvesting them for the dye.”

The party’s guests were just as colorful. Most of the ladies had brought their teenage daughters, resplendent in their clan’s colors and giddy with excitement as they discussed the upcoming feast, mainly who the most attractive young heirs would choose as their pairs for the dance. Zier was the target of many affections.

Sylvia left the guests to their leisure and took Meya to the outer court. During the evening celebrations, the kitchen would prepare food for the nobles’ feast in the great hall, and erect a marquee in the courtyard to feed and water the commoners. Sylvia discussed the procurement of supplies with Head Cook Apollon, then took Meya to the treasury to meet Sir Claptorpe, the treasurer, and review the budget for the feasts.

Finally, the Baroness took Meya to the chapel. Though built of thick sandstone, the chapel’s interior was flooded with the light of high noon from rows of tall stained-glass windows. Sunlight filtering through the tinted glass pooled on the granite in rippling rainbow puddles.

Meya had never seen this much glass in one place, much less stained glass, not even in Crosset Castle. The Hadrians truly were disgusting rich.

Stone pillars beset with ornate curlicues jutted from the walls at precise intervals, the panels in between blanketed with paintings of the faceless goddess Freda, and scenes from Latakia’s war of independence from Nostra.

The first panel to the door’s left, however, depicted a bizarre scene Meya couldn’t interpret. On one side was a mountain with fire rising from its summit. Dragons of all colors flew away from it, crossing the sea towards land. The dragon in the lead was dark green, with glowing green eyes. A human knight in armor clung to it.

Memories stirred in her head, then she recalled. The insignia on Dad’s old belt buckle, a dragon flying over the sea! There were runes on it, too. Meya had nicked the buckle from Dad’s belt for a closer look one day. Myron told her the runes read, We Shall Return.

Return where? the seven siblings wondered. Hilds had lived in Crosset and nearby manors for seven generations. Their history went no further.

A string of elaborate runes unfurled beneath the panel. Sylvia reached out and caressed it.

“Duty and Atonement. Our motto.”

The arch of the pillars cast Sylvia’s melancholic face in shadow. At Meya’s puzzled look, she brightened her expression, then pointed at the exploding mountain.

“That’s Everglen.”

Meya had figured. Sylvia’s eyes settled on the man hanging onto the green dragon.

“Hadrian lore has it our ancestor, Drinian Hadrian, was a Glennian. When the Everglen volcano erupted, he stowed away on a dragon, fled across the sea and landed in Latakia, while the dragons flew on to Nostra.”

“Nostra’s dragons came from Everglen?” Meya gawked. Sylvia’s eyes glinted silver. “Why don’t they land in Latakia, my lady? Why fly all the way to Nostra?”

Sylvia shrugged and tilted her head. Having been married into the family like Meya, the Baroness seemed just as skeptical.

Meya returned to the painting. Duty and Atonement. We Shall Return. One picture, two names. How were they connected? Had her ancestors migrated from Everglen like Drinian Hadrian?

“And what does atonement mean? What do the Hadrians have to atone for? I get the duty part. That’s protecting The Axel, isn’t it? Did Drinian set fire to the mountain, and that transformed Everglen into the wasteland it is?”

Sylvia seemed impressed. She studied the painting, then heaved a sigh of bemusement.

“That’s my guess, too. The lore doesn’t say.” Sylvia eyed the far side of the long hall. “There’s someone here who would be happy to discuss with you, if you’d like.”

Meya followed her gaze, and her eyes widened. The front rows of praying benches had been shunted aside to accommodate a group of youngsters. An old man stood before them in white and gold robes, mouthing a command to the young ones.

“Our chaplain, Bishop Frey. You probably recognize him.”

Meya nodded, still staring at the strange spectacle. Of course, she did. That was the lovesick old priest who married her and Coris!

“He’ll be your tutor.”

Meya almost choked on her breath. Tutor? Goodly Freda, I can’t read or write! What am I gunna do?

Seeing the pure terror on Meya’s face, the Baroness laughed softly, wagging a reprimanding finger.

“Don’t give me that look, lass. I know they’d rather not teach girls the arts in Crosset, but you don’t run from school into a man’s arms here.”

Sylvia glided towards the last row of benches, gathered her dress and sat down. Meya scampered after her.

“When you aren’t accompanying me, you are to study the Ancient West tongue, Logic, Mathematics, History, Geography and the Holy Scriptures with your fellow knights- and ladies-in-training,” said Sylvia, whispering now, as Meya settled beside her.

“If you want to sing or paint, I can hire tutors for you. And you must hone your needlework with me. No buts.”

Sylvia raised her finger of doom. Meya closed her mouth with a shudder. In the few weeks of embroidery Meya endured under Mum’s tutelage at seven, she poked her fingers as much as the cloth. Her flower pattern was more blood and tears than thread.

Under normal circumstances, Meya would be thrilled to go to school. Back home, Dad could only afford to enroll Myron. And girls in general weren’t encouraged to study. Yet, the gift of education must befall her when she must convince a castle of nobles she was Lady Arinel. Typical Freda.

Resigned to her rotten fate, Meya followed the Baroness’s lead and observed the small classroom. The pupils had divided into pairs and sat facing each other across a board game. They arranged colorful chips on the illustrated wooden board, a screen hiding their opponent’s positions from view.

“What is the subject now, my lady?”

Sylvia peered at each student, a tapered finger pushing up her chin.

“I’d say Logic. They’re playing Heist.”

“Heist?”

“It’s a wargame designed to train the future Baron Hadrian to guard The Axel, but I say all the heirs of Meriton will benefit from it as well. If Nostra ever stormed Zarel or Galwerth Pass again, the west would be Latakia’s first line of defense.”

Her eyes lingered on the brown-haired lad to the left.

“And now I fear for the future of Latakia.”

Meya followed her lead and found Lord Zier. While Bishop Frey was distracted instructing another pair of students, Zier stacked his blue soldier chips into tall, wobbling towers. His opponent, the Coris lookalike, lined his miniature trebuchets and loaded them with red soldier chips. Judging from their deep red, ballooning cheeks, they were trying their damnedest not to burst out laughing.

“Zier…Of course.” the Baroness rolled her eyes, for a strategy game wouldn’t involve blasting mini-towers with mini-trebuchets. “That’s Simon of Amplevale. The boys’ cousin. He serves well as Coris’s decoy, but his poor mother wishes the resemblance runs deeper than skin.”

Meya narrowed her eyes at Simon. He resembled Coris far more so than Zier, except for his healthier build, pale blue eyes and carefree smirk. Lips pursed in concentration, Simon wound his loaded trebuchet then let fly. A red chip sailed over the screen and chafed one of Zier’s towers, which fell to pieces.

Bishop Frey wheeled around at the sound of falling chips, then swatted Zier and Simon on the noggin with the copy of the Holy Scriptures he swiped from the altar.

Meya stifled her laughter with immense difficulty. The handsome, stone-faced squire Bishop Frey had been conversing with shook his head. His opponent, the girl with the brown ponytail, pretended to busy herself arranging her chips to hide her giggles.

“That’s Christopher Merilith, second son of the Duke of Meriton. And that’s Fione of Cristoria. She’s here if ever Cristoria rebels again.”

Onto the next table, the Greeneye page from the Southern Isles rained fistfuls of red chips onto his half of the board, his mouth chanting die die die. Heloise peered over the screen, trying in vain to talk him out of massacring his whole army.

“Frenix of Pearlwater, the wee devil, and Heloise Dunstaal of Westrell. Poor girl hasn’t given up teaching him strategy, Freda bless her.”

At the last table sat the sullen seven-year-old girl with curly black hair, pushing pieces onto her board with dejected reluctance. Her opponent was a chapel clerk who kept sweating and dropping his chips.

“Little Amara of Hyacinth. Freda help that poor boy. She starts pelting chips at you if she’s unentertained. She probably misses Coris.” Sylvia shook her head with an adoring smile as her thoughts strayed to her son. “And we used to have your brother Klythe, of course.”

Sylvia spun around, eyes twinkling. Meya blinked, taken aback at the comment that came out of nowhere. Oh, right! She was supposed to be Arinel. One brother missing, two sisters decomposing.

Meya adopted what she hoped was a wistful smile. She turned back to the young lords and ladies, casting about for anything that would steer her from dangerous waters. Her eyes fell upon Zier as the only one she’d talked to, then caught something amiss.

The other lords and ladies came from other towns. Why was Zier home? And Coris as well?

“My lady, why aren’t Lord Coris and Lord Zier training elsewhere?”

Sylvia tensed. Meya glanced at her in alarm. She stared into space, eyes unblinking but unseeing as she gulped air down her throat. At last, she nodded.

“Well, I guess it’s obvious in Lexi’s case.” Her face bone white, she twisted the crimson silk of her dress with trembling hands. “They both trained under Baron Grimthel of Graye. Up until the heist.”

“When Coris swallowed The Axel?”

Sylvia turned to her, eyes wide.

“Lexi told you?”

Meya hesitated, then nodded. A new name had joined the ever growing must-remember list in her brain, and her interest was piqued, but seeing the Baroness so troubled, she wasn’t sure she should let her continue. Sylvia nodded to herself, then heaved a sigh.

“Yes, around the time your brother disappeared. Kellis suspected Baron Graye was behind it, that he set his daughter Agnesia to charm Lexi. So, Lexi tried to steal The Axel to please her. He pulled the boys out of training after that.”

Meya gaped. Coris told her he swallowed The Axel to keep it safe, but his mother was painting a much different picture, one that made sense.

Coris was lying?

Meya wondered how the possibility had never crossed her mind. The world around her seemed to slow.

“Coris was protecting The Axel, not stealing it!” She heard her voice as if from the end of a tunnel. She wasn’t sure she believed it.

“Only Freda and Lexi himself know the truth of what transpired that night,” Sylvia whispered, her voice dead, her eyes haunted with sorrow born of a mother’s love for her child.

“Of course, I don’t love my son any less, but my husband is a born Hadrian. So is Lexi. And the Hadrian men’s duty is to The Axel alone.”

Her voice trembled with bitter fury. Perhaps she begrudged her husband just as she blamed herself. Meya didn’t know what to think. Coris had seemed so sincere, so honest and kind. He didn’t look the type that would cook up elaborate lies to paint himself a tortured hero.

Although they’d known each other for mere days, it pained her that Coris would see the need to lie to her, when she understood why he’d want to steal The Axel. How frustrating would it be to sacrifice everything one held dear, not even knowing why?

But did Coris lie? Did he mean to steal The Axel? He didn’t seem bothered when he told the tale. It was as if it had happened to someone else. Or, at least, he didn’t believe he was in the wrong. And Meya had just let Coris in on her secret. This revelation couldn’t have come at a worse time. What would she do now?

“What happened to Lady Agnesia after that?”

Sylvia frowned as she shifted.

“She was training with me.” She wrung her hands, her eyes downcast. “A nasty fire broke out in her quarters. We couldn’t save her.”

The Baron ordered Agnesia’s death!

Strength left her legs. Meya was thankful she was sitting. The two women locked eyes, mourning silver upon fearful emerald.

“I tell you this, because you are now part of our family,” whispered Sylvia, as her cold hands rested upon Meya’s. “The Axel is now your duty as well. I must impress upon you how important it is.”

Meya met the Baroness’s intense stare, her emotions in turmoil. Sylvia’s dress, like Meya’s, was Hadrian Red. The ruby brooch weighed on her chest, pinned to the breast of her chemise. The five guards Gillian and his men killed, Coris’s haunting eyes as he recalled his three nights of torture. She must now add Lady Agnesia Graye to the death toll.

A white pavilion on a lake of roses, or a tower in a sea of blood? How many more would die in the name of The Axel?

Would that include Meya as well?


Odd One Out

The setting sun signaled Hadrian Castle to throw open its heavy gates. In the courtyard, rowdy farmers and craftsmen drank to their hearts’ fill while their wives gossiped, and their wee children ran on the grass. Young lovers danced arm-in-arm as minstrels belted tune after tune on their various instruments.

In the great hall, lords and ladies exchanged news and deals, drinks in hand, while their children and attendants paired up and twirled.

Such a manor-wide celebration was a first for Meya. Unfortunately, as the host, she must join the Baron, Baroness and Lord Zier at the front of the hall to greet and thank each distinguished guest. And her husband wasn’t even here to keep her company!

Coris hadn’t put so much as a toe outside his bedroom. Zier reported poor lad had returned to his pillow’s beckoning embrace the moment Zier forced the last spoonful of breakfast into his mouth.

Meya had been stuck practicing embroidery with Baroness Sylvia. Once she’d reduced her right forefinger to little more than a bleeding pincushion, the Baroness led her to the front gate to welcome the Baron and the lords back from hunting. Then, she was whisked away by the chamberlain to dress for the feast. There wasn’t one opening for her to sneak off and see Coris.

To make matters worse, each approaching guest would naturally ask where Coris was. And naturally, the Baron wouldn’t enjoy telling them time and again his son was too sick even to attend his own wedding feast.

As guest after guest repeated the question, Baron Kellis’s mood soured. He’d shoot dark looks at Meya once the visitors had drifted away, as if it was Meya’s fault.

Meya strove to look as contrite as she could. Well, it was her fault. Coris had a good reason to not be here.

At least, she thought that was the case. Say Beau was up to his job and the message did reach Coris, it wasn’t likely Coris would immediately make a noticeable move. There was still a month of opportunity window. They’d only been in Hadrian three days. Meya didn’t expect Gillian to glean enough leads on the dowry’s whereabouts to strike anytime soon.

Maybe Coris is actually just sick, Meya consoled herself, which makes it your fault anyway since your lady pillows excited him too much.

Meya blushed at the thought. Freda hadn’t been gracious to Meya with her blessings, but she was generous when it came to her bosom department. Coris couldn’t seem to get enough of them last night and, to be honest, they were still sore.

Head, hands and chest weren’t the only painful parts of her body, however. Half an hour had passed since the feast started, but the long table remained empty.

The Baroness surveyed the guests every so often to make sure they were still content. Her husband had struck up yet another conversation with a balding, wine-bellied old nobleman, Marquess Fratengarde, so she couldn’t nip away to check on the kitchen.

Meya was worried about the food, too, but not for the same reasons. With their measly manpower, Gillian suggested he might have to knock everyone out when time came for the search.

Gillian could use the fireplaces and torches to smoke the room with sleeping draught, but he could spike the food as well. Every guest and most guards were gathered in the great hall, making for a rare opportunity to search the castle, not to mention everyone was bound to eat or drink.

If Coris was as smart as everyone said he was, he’d no doubt have realized this. Did he guess the food would be spiked and stopped it leaving the kitchen? Or was it Lady Arinel? She was working in the scullery, wasn’t she?

The Baron and the Marquess’s conversation droned on.

“Yes, I understand you, my dear man. Though I’ve always been, still am, a skeptic of Uriel, this time I fully support you.” Fratengarde dabbed at his sweaty forehead with a handkerchief then waved it in frustration. “The possibility of Nostra’s retaliation aside, we can’t revive a trade that’s been outlawed for two hundred years in a month.”

“Our best course of action would be to investigate the ships’ disappearance and bring back ores as soon as possible,” Kellis agreed. “And in the meantime, limit the use of metals, but His Majesty wouldn’t be pleased if we touched his reforms.”

Despite her pressing matters, Meya couldn’t help her mounting curiosity. The Baron had been talking about the ore ships and the king’s reforms with other lords, too.

Some lords agreed with the Baron about solving the problem and continuing to ship ores from Everglen, but some were adamant about resuming mining in Latakia, to stabilisize our ekonony, or some thingy. Unfortunately, the king was for lifting the ban, too.

“Books and coins for the commoner, eh?” Fratengarde chuckled as if the idea was incredulous. “I’ve known His Majesty since he was a young squire chasing after Zephyr. Far-sighted dreamer he’s always been, but in times like these, we need eyes grounded in the present. Take it one step at a time. He won’t get his reforms unless he can get us enough metal to fend off Nostra.” He took a large swig from his mug of ale.

“Alden is young, naïve. He won’t surrender his dreams. We may need to be discreet rather than drastic.” Baron Kellis caressed his mustache as he shot an insinuating look at Fratengarde. “This is where you come in, my lord.”

The two men exchanged knowing looks. The Baroness and Zier seemed to have no trouble deciphering the secret message, so although Meya had no clue what was going on, she strove to seem well-informed as well.

“I take it you’re talking about my niece.” Fratengarde nodded with a heavy sigh as he patted Kellis’s shoulder.

“I will try, my good man, but I can’t promise anything. Zephyr is a woman with her own mind. Very much like your fine lady here.” Sylvia blushed, swaying as she waved the compliment away. Perhaps Meya had imagined it, but her movements seemed…sluggish?

“She’s mostly kept her lips sealed, and Alden will listen to his queen when she does speak.”

The same phenomenon spread to Marquess Fratengarde. He swayed on his feet, his eyes drooped close then snapped open again. He waggled his wooden mug, his speech slow and slurred,

“So far, she hasn’t, but if it turns out she backs Alden, I’m afraid there’s little I can do to persuade her—”

“Sylvia!”

A blink after Fratengarde dropped as if bludgeoned in the head, Baroness Sylvia fell lifelessly into Baron Kellis’s arms. Rousing his wife in vain, Kellis staggered to the nearest chair. Where he, too, collapsed.

Yet, there were no screams from surrounding women, nor noblemen barking orders for servants to tend to their lord. As Meya stared in horror, lords and ladies teetered where they stood then crumpled to the floor.

Dancing couples fell onto each other. Those sitting around tables smacked their faces into their mugs or the tabletop or slid to the floor. Minstrels slumped against their instruments, guards against the wall or their weapons. Maids and servants dropped their drink trays with much clattering, soaking them as they tumbled.

Meya wheeled around at the tug on her arm to find Lord Zier dropping, his mouth lolling open, the whites of his eyes gleaming between half-shut eyelids.

The lively party had been reduced to a hall strewn with unconscious bodies, plus one bewildered Meya Hild.

What in the three lands—?

Meya spun about, eyebrows knotted in bafflement. Had they decided to spike the drinks instead? But if so, Meya had been sipping juice. Why was she still standing? And why had no one warned her beforehand?

At any rate, I should be asleep myself.

Meya emptied her goblet onto Zier, then flattened herself on the cold stone. Just as she relaxed her limbs, footsteps approached from the hallway outside, then the doors burst open. Meya prayed the crackles and sputters of the fireplace would mask her thundering heart.

The scattered clapping of metal-soled boots on stone swelled into a chorus as a dozen pairs of feet joined the march. The congregation halted a few feet away from her.

“Trunt, you gave them the aconite?” Gillian’s voice rang in the silence.

Aconite? The poison? What’s that for?

“Yes, commander. Got one of ’em maids to put it in the stew.”

The stew?

Meya couldn’t believe her ears. Gillian had meant to kill everyone by spiking the food with aconite? Fortunately, her folk in the kitchen had found a way around by putting everyone to sleep and delaying the food.

Dead or asleep, no one could thwart their search for the dowry, so overall, there was no harm done, but how could she trust Gillian now?

It was one thing to steal to feed your hungry family, entirely different to murder dozens while you were at it. This was insanity. Utter insanity. What should Meya do now?

“The stew, you say?”

As Meya shivered, Gillian’s ice-cold voice void of mercy answered. He allowed a moment of excruciating silence, so Trunt would notice the lack of food on the tables.

“Explain to me, Trunt, why they are all asleep when not a dish of food is in sight, and when I told you to put aconite, not sleeping draught, into the food?” said Gillian, his voice still chillingly soft.

“I-I saw to it that she put it in, commander. I really did. I dunno how—” Trunt stammered.

“Then bring them here and squeeze the truth out of them! What are you waiting for? Go!”

Trunt scampered. Gillian turned and barked to his men.

“Where is Meya Hild? Find her!”

Pure fear coursed through Meya. She prayed to Freda for protection as the bandits scattered. If they found she was the only one awake, they’d think she was behind this, although she hadn’t the slightest idea how it all came about.

A pair of boots stopped before her. Warm air caressed her cheek as the bandit peeled her face from the carpet and brushed aside her golden locks. Perhaps, with all the beautiful blonde ladies around, he wouldn’t recognize her?

Meya held tight onto her only hope. That was, until he lifted her eyelid. Though it was too quick for him to notice Meya’s eye focusing on him, it was more than sufficient.

“Green eyes,” he muttered, then hollered, “over here, commander!”

Stupid, cursed eyes of doom! If I survive this, I’d stick me head down a cesspit to dye you brown!

A heavy, eerie silence descended as twenty men gathered around her. The pressure of twenty ogling pairs of eyes threatened to crush Meya flat.

“She faking, right?” a bandit suggested hesitantly, prompting another bandit to prod her waist with the tip of his boot. Meya tried her best to stay limp as raw dough.

“Read her, Torbald,” Gillian commanded. Before Meya braced herself, Torbald knelt and pushed up her eyelids.

Emerald green eyes pored into hers, breaking contact only to blink. Unlike Gillian, Torbald’s gaze was warm. Meya willed her eyes to convey her honest plea to him. At last, he released her and turned to his leader.

“She knew nothing, commander.”

Gillian dipped a nod of satisfaction then turned his focus to the doors. Meya melted in relief. Torbald rested his calloused hand on her shoulder.

“You stay asleep now, little female,” he whispered, chuckling at the sight of her frown. “Wouldn’t wanna blow our secret, eh?”

He winked. Meya blinked, puzzled. What did he mean, their secret? That aside, one look in the eye, and they believed she wasn’t involved?

Torbald didn’t explain, nor did he have time. Footsteps echoed from outside again. Trunt reappeared at the door, stringing Lady Arinel along with a tight grip on her arm.

Meya’s heart thundered as she closed her eyes. She’d been proven innocent. Now she feared for her lady. Once the approaching footsteps died, she cracked one eye open a slit, then shut it just as soon.

A panting Trunt stood before Jerald, Arinel, Gretella, the five guards and nine scullery maids. He jerked his chin at Arinel.

“Here, commander. The female. It’s gotta be this one.”

A brief pause. Meya reckoned Gillian was taking a gander at the maid, then came the sickening sound of gagging and sputtering which was unmistakably Gillian heaving Trunt off his feet by the collar.

“Useless! Of all the maids, you handed it to Lady Crosset!”

Gillian roared in exasperation. Even under such dire circumstances, Meya stifled a snort of laughter. Poor Trunt. Arinel would’ve been the only one in that kitchen smart enough to know poison when she saw it and concoct a countermeasure.

“Why does it matter who gets the draught and what is spiked, lowlife?” Arinel’s icy voice drowned out Trunt’s intelligible whimpering. “The castle is asleep. As planned. Now go loot to your heart’s fill. We’ll return to our posts.”

A long, deafening silence followed. Meya chanced a second peek.

Gillian glared at Arinel, the tendons taut on his scarred face, his dark green eyes cold and calculating. His lips twisted into a tight grin.

“No, Lady Crosset. I can no longer trust you not to interfere.” His voice was as soft and serene as ever, but the menace mingled in it sent shivers down Meya’s spine.

Gretella pulled Arinel into her embrace. Sir Bayne stepped up to shield them both. Gillian’s smile stretched wider.

“And yes, it does matter greatly. My plan has never been to leisurely scour the whole castle for the dowry. Lord Hadrian will deliver it to me willingly.”

Strength flowed out of Meya and seeped away into the carpet. Gillian had planned to hold all these people hostage, bargaining the antidote in exchange for The Axel. She’d miscalculated his true motive, had trusted in his camaraderie. If Arinel hadn’t intervened, she would’ve been responsible for all these innocent lives.

As she lay stiff as a skeleton, Gillian delivered his ultimatum.

“Lady Crosset. Meya Hild. Lord Zier. The Baron and Baroness. Tie them up. We’re moving out.”

The bandits dashed towards Arinel and Meya. Wrenched back to reality, Meya closed her eyes and played dead. As much as she longed to act, she was powerless and overwhelmed. It was best for her comrades for her to let these heartless bandits believe she was still their ally.

“Milady! No! Milady!”

“Let go of me. Let go! Grandma!”

“Stop! You lowlife! Scum!”

Gretella and Arinel screamed. A bandit pulled Meya’s arms behind her and looped twine around her wrists. Jerald’s voice joined the din of shrieking maids as the Crosset guards unsheathed their swords, but outnumbered four to one, that was the furthest they went.

Meya longed to do something, anything. She landed them all in this catastrophe. Yet, as always, when it truly mattered, Meya was at an utter loss for bright ideas. The shame, the guilt was such that she couldn’t muster the will to wag a finger. The bandit pulled her to her feet by her bound hands.

“What in the three lands are you doing? Do you not want the antidote?”

Arinel screamed the question ringing in her head. The chaos died. Meya sneaked another peek. Arinel was standing before her, panting, arms pinned behind, glaring at the bandit who held Meya.

“Meya Hild knows too little of the world. And herself,” said the bandit, his voice brimming with a smirk. Gillian’s second-in-command, Dockar. “There is only one poison to our kind.”

Meya felt as if the ground had opened and Fyr’s Lake had swallowed her whole. Gillian’s mysterious smirk when she suggested the antidote exchange. All made sense then. The reason Meya was unaffected by Arinel’s sleeping draught.

They were all Greeneyes. Their bodies were different from normal people. The only poison that could kill them was Lattis. If aconite couldn’t kill Greeneyes but could kill normal humans, then Lattis could protect normal humans while killing Greeneyes?

The dowry is The Axel. The Axel is made of Lattis. If The Axel is inside someone, it would protect him from poison. That’s why Gillian poisoned everyone. Whoever has The Axel won’t be affected!

Gillian had kept his promise. He had meant to spare Meya and take her to join their kind, but the same couldn’t be said for everyone else. The moment Meya made that pact, she sentenced the deaths of all these people who had trusted in her.

There was nothing, nothing she could have done. Dockar’s chilling last remarks rang loud and clear in her ears.

“You needn’t worry. Since Meya Hild honored her end of the deal, we’ll uphold ours as well.” Tension undercut Dockar’s voice. He wasn’t comfortable with Gillian’s decision to rescue Meya.

“All you have to do is be a good little lady, until Coris Hadrian gave us what we came for. Then, we’ll deliver the Hadrian family to the waiting arms of your goddess Freda.”


Ransom Demand

Gillian led the party of bandits and stumbling, tied-and-gagged guards and maids down silent hallways, passing countless guards slumped against the wall, unconscious. At least, Meya hoped they were. Those were Gillian’s work, not Arinel’s.

Baron Kellis, Baroness Sylvia and Lord Zier were hog-tied and thrown unceremoniously over the bandits’ backs, heads bouncing to their captors’ heavy gait.

Meya was on Dockar’s back, under orders to feign sleep, but she was never one to follow those. Her long, loose sleeves had elaborate patterns embroidered onto them with minuscule beads and sequins. She pulled a thread free and let them fall soundlessly to the stone.

They traversed another hallway then stopped. Silence, the sound of a lock clicking in place, a door creaking open on rusty hinges. Cold wind grazed her behind. Gillian was using a sally port to sneak out unnoticed.

They waded across the moat and ventured into the moonlit night, the wind batting their dripping clothes as they sloshed their way down the hill and through the grassland to the Lord’s Forest.

The shadow of the canopy beat down on Meya’s eyelids. Safe under the cover of darkness, she creaked open one eye and craned her neck.

Gillian stood at the neck of the woods. He motioned for someone in the throng to come forth. Meya couldn’t see whom. She closed her eye and played dead as footsteps stomped towards her.

“This is where we leave you. You will return to the castle and deliver our ransom demand to Lord Coris,” said Gillian.

“I shall stay with the lady,” the man growled—Sir Bayne. The shriek of a blade unsheathed echoed alongside muffled screams from the maids.

“Deliver our ransom demand to Lord Coris,” Gillian repeated. Jerald made no further noise. Gillian sheathed his sword, and the group soldiered forth into the gloom with half the number of crunching footsteps.

The faint, dull light of the full moon peeked through murky clouds and tangled twigs. Her hair snagged on dangling, dying vines. Low-hanging branches poked her behind. She rose and fell with Dockar as he navigated the treacherous terrain. Fallen leaves crunched whenever he stepped.

Meya wasn’t sure beads would work beyond this point, but for lack of a better idea, she continued dropping them in clumps, lathering them with sweat from her feverish hands.

They emerged into a moorland as vast as her eyes could see, dotted with boulders and rapids, bathed in bright silver moonlight. Far at its seams, Meya made out the pitch-black peaks of Neverend Heights. The massive Zarel river carved a path between its peaks, slicing Latakia from Nostra like a shred of parchment barely hanging on to the rest.

Under the Heights’ shadow, at the mouth of Zarel Pass, was Amplevale Fortress. Although Rutgarth was two hundred years ago and widely considered Nostra’s last attack, Amplevale was still heavily manned, supplied with troops and victual from prosperous Hadrian.

Yet, even Amplevale’s might may not save them. Mounting an ambush in open moorland with mere rocks and hillocks to hide behind was impossible, especially with the full moon illuminating every dip and chink of the terrain. The bandits would spot them creeping from a feather’s flight away, and she’d be dead in a breath.

Gillian led them a safe distance away from the forest, signaling his men to set up camp by a crop of rocks.

The bandits shoved Meya, Arinel and Zier against a boulder, binding them side-by-side to the cold, jagged surface. The Baron and Baroness were given another rock to themselves to their left.

“What are your demands?” Arinel called.

Their captors glanced at the lady as one, then all but Gillian returned to their tasks without a word.

“Nothing out of the obvious.” He pored over a map spread on the boulder, studying it by the moonlight. “I asked Lord Coris to come alone with the dowry. If I see one soldier with him, the deal is off and we silence you all.”

Meya shivered at his bland delivery. It was no threat but a statement.

Arinel trembled, yet forged on with bravado, probably to keep Gillian talking and glean information.

“But there’s no deal, is there? You said you’ll deliver the Hadrians to Freda. Coris is no idiot. He won’t come. How can you be sure he won’t leave his father and brother to die and become Baron Hadrian himself?”

Silence. Curiosity trumped fear, and Meya opened her eye a slit to find Gillian’s mirthless, secretive smile, as if this kidnapping was still part of the plan rather than a sidetrack.

“He will come,” he said. “I don’t count on him coming alone, but he will come for one person, even at the cost of his life.”

“Who?” snapped Arinel, her patience spent. The remaining bandits halted whatever they were doing and listened.

Gillian turned to Dockar, who had walked to his side. The two men smiled at their shared knowledge, then Dockar turned to Arinel with a smile.

“Want a hint?” He didn’t wait for her consent. “If you must ask, it’s not you, Lady Crosset.”

Gillian and Dockar shared a curt nod, then resumed business, the former ordering his men to spread out and stand watch for enemies approaching from the forest.

Meya nudged Arinel with her shoulder. The lady turned, eyes bulging. She thrust her chin at Dockar. Arinel shook her head, utter confusion in her bright blue eyes. If they went by Dockar’s hint, it wasn’t Arinel or Meya. That would leave the Hadrians.

One person Coris would come after? Between one’s father, mother and brother, how could one possibly choose? Mum and Dad wouldn’t have much of a dilemma between Meya and, say, Mistral, Morel or Marin, but Meya couldn’t possibly choose between Mum, Dad and her siblings without succumbing to insanity afterwards.

Regardless, bitter reality stood true that here as well, Meya remained as useless, worthless as she’d been in the pigsty of her crumbling cottage. None saw the need to save her, alone as she always was.

Being alone had merits. Once one were used to it, one were always prepared for the worst, and one wouldn’t waste precious time hoping for help that was never to come.

A gust of wind lambasted the moor. Meya glanced up at the clear night sky, with the round moon like a golden button on a black velvet cloak spangled with tiny diamonds. An expanse of thick black clouds hovered above the Hadrian Forest.

After a shufti to make sure none of the bandits were eyeing her and Arinel, Meya relaxed against the searing cold of the stone. Her arms were crossed, her wrists tied together, but her fingers were free. She wiggled her left thumb into her right sleeve. Her fingertip caressed the icy facets of the ruby brooch. While fidgeting as the chambermaids dressed her for dinner, she discovered the heart held a tiny blade. Premonition compelled her to move it to her sleeve, and it was proven correct.

If she could saw through these ropes, if the wind continued to blow, Meya and Arinel might still have a chance at survival.


Double Heist

While Hadrian made merry in the courtyard and great hall, high in the keep where music and chatter didn’t reach, a young man slumbered on his lavish bed, basking in the full moon.

Cast in shadow, the door opened and closed seemingly of its own will. A draft fluttered the curtains around the four-poster. The victim-to-be didn’t stir.

A figure clad in black edged into the moonlight, slow, precise and feather-light. Eyes fixed upon his target, he unsheathed a curved dagger and lowered it to the exposed neck. The blade shivered above the pulsing vein. The assassin hesitated, mercy that would slit his own throat.

Moonlight on metal blinded him. A sword plunged from the shadows, its tip stopping just short of his neck. A cold hand pinned his free arm to his back, while the sleeping victim snatched his other wrist and twisted so the dagger fell from his grasp. A crack, a sizzle. A match head bloomed into fire, transferred to a candle, flooding the scene with a halo of light.

Coris tightened his grip on the assassin’s arm, his eyes cold as his voice.

“Who sent you?”

The assassin remained silent, dark green eyes downcast. Coris pressed his sword to her neck—she didn’t have the lump of an Adam’s Apple. The discovery didn’t stop him twisting her arm further.

“I won’t ask thrice. Who. Sent. You?”

The woman glared, eyes watering with pain, but refused to utter a word. Coris nodded, and Christopher moved to unmask her. In his grasp, her arm twitched. Metallic jangling rang from her belt—

WHUMP!

A muffled explosion, followed by dark gray smoke, snuffing out their candle and blotting out moonlight. Fine dust clogged their eyes, blinding them. By the time they’d finished coughing, stumbling and rubbing their eyeballs, the assassin had escaped.

“Fyr!” cursed Simon as he kicked away the blankets and Christopher lit the candle. “Coris, I’ve failed you!”

Coris shook his head, sheathing his sword. He wiped the dust from his tunic and held his blackened thumb and forefinger before his eyes, rubbing them together, feeling its texture.

Fine, oily as silk, sparkling like ground diamond. As a little boy, he’d sat by her side on the banks of crystal-clear rapids, kicking his feet in the healing gray sand as they debated the secrets of the three lands.

“Sand from the Graye River. Our old friend strikes again,” he whispered as pallor consumed his gaunt cheeks. A sudden realization chilled his spine. His eyes widened.

“Get to the feast! They must know Arinel’s betrayed them now!”

Coris dashed to the door, his confused friends hurrying in his wake.

“Coris, she’ll be fine! Zier’s with her!” Christopher called over the clatter of their footsteps echoing around the spiral stairwell, picking his way over legs of snoring guards.

“You don’t think—Is it possible she’s still—Was that Agnes?” Simon panted. Coris’s heart lurched. He pushed aside the irrational hope it brought.

“Those weren’t Agnes’s eyes. And no, it’s not possible. Agnes is gone. How many times must I repeat this?” he snapped.

“But—” Simon argued. Christopher silenced him with an empathetic glance.

“So this is it? The bandits Arinel was talking about?” he asked.

“I hope so.” Coris was thankful for the subject change. “Seems unlikely two heists would happen at the same time.”

“Not if you consider the rare opportunity window,” argued Simon again. “How often do you get a manor-wide celebration and a suspected Axel holder marrying into Hadrian?”

They landed on the foot of the stairs. Coris threw open the doors to the great hall. The boys stood rooted, gaping at the surreal spectacle, then spotted familiar faces among the slumbering crowd.

“Father!”

Simon and Christopher rushed to their families.

“Father! Mother! Oh, no. Please, no.” Simon skidded to his knees. He heaved up Lady Kyrel, held his ear to her nose, touched his palm to her pregnant belly, peered at his father’s chest, then collapsed with relief. “They’re asleep. Babe’s still kicking. Oh, thank Freda.”

“Same here, and there’s Fione and Heloise.” Christopher surfaced from his assessment of his parents and big brother, motioning to the prone forms of their lady friends. The two squires then turned to Lord Hadrian, who had made no report, standing rooted where they left him.

“Coris?”

Coris turned at his cousin’s call, cheeks bloodless, eyes wide with horror.

“They’re not here,” he croaked.

“What?” Simon almost dropped his mother. Coris raised his arm, pointing stiffly at his feet.

“Father, Mother, Zier, Arinel. They were right here.”

Four goblets rolled on the carpet next to the snoring lump that was Marquess Fratengarde, dark stains spreading from their lips.

Simon and Christopher rose, scanning the tangle of limbs and fabric for a sliver of Hadrian Red. Finding none, they looked to Coris, wordless with terror. Coris knelt and took the goblet bearing his mother’s kiss of rouge with trembling hands.

“That woman isn’t Arinel’s bandit. She assumed The Axel is inside me, why must she drug the guests? This group needs time for a search.”

“Why would they take your family, then?” Simon frowned. “Doesn’t this mean if she failed, their second plan is to take hostages?”

Coris slammed his mother’s goblet on the long table, collapsing to a wretched heap.

“I don’t know.” He tore at his hair, tapping his head on the wood. “Perhaps I should’ve told Father, after all.”

“Coris…” Christopher pranced through a sea of limbs to reach him. Simon clapped his own forehead, raking back damp locks of dark hair.

“Oh, Freda. What do we do now?”

Claws dug into his shoulder, grounding him with the pain. Coris gritted his teeth. He’d have plenty of time to regret the paths he didn’t take once he’d gotten his family back safe.

“We wait for the ransom demand, or track them down before the ransom drop…” Coris trailed away, transfixed by a wink on the carpet. He reached out, scrabbling with numb fingers. It leapt through his grasp, slipped into a rivulet of glittering lights flowing to the side door.

“Follow the sequins, go!”

Simon bolted to it, pausing only to snatch a candelabra. Christopher helped Coris to his feet then half-dragged, half-carried him along.

The boys hurtled down hallway after hallway, squinting for scattered beads, dodging snoring guards. Snippets of music, bursts of laughter and smells of cooking food wafted through windows. Celebrations were still in full swing in the outer court.

The trail led them towards the back of the castle, turned sharply into an alcove in the wall, then pooled before an open door revealing a sliver of the night.

“The sally port?” Simon skidded to a halt, Christopher and Coris on his heels. “They’d been here days. How come they know our layout so well?”

“They’re disguised as guards, remember?” Coris strode to the forefront. His boot bumped a picked padlock, left on the flagstone amid a spattering of beads, glinting in the candlelight. He pushed the door wide open.

The moat rippled in the night wind like a black ribbon on a blanket of silver grass. The sloping terrain fell out of sight in a steep dive, then evened into a grassland that stretched towards the Lord’s Forest. A dozen or so dark figures approached them. Moonlight reflected on their crimson guard and maid uniforms.

“Oh, Fyr. Are those—” Simon poked his head out beside Coris.

“The Crossetians,” Coris finished for him. “Sent back with the ransom demand, probably. Seems they’re already at the drop point. Must be the moorlands beyond the forest.”

Simon and Christopher didn’t react yet. Coris wasn’t finished. After a minute of rapid thinking, Coris snapped out of his trance.

“Simon, fetch the hounds,” he said brusquely. “All of them. Kit them out. Full battle attire. Meet me at the foot of the hill. Chris, wake the morning shift guards. Circle around the forest and wait at the stream. "

“Battle attire? We’re talking scent hounds, right?” Simon blinked, incredulous.

“I said all hounds, Simon,” Coris repeated flatly. “You know the standard ransom demand. Bring no man, or no man returns. We’ll follow it to the letter.”

Simon mouthed, unconvinced, but deterred by Coris’s emotionless eyes. Christopher braved another question.

“Wouldn’t it be better to go through and wait at the edge of the forest?”

Coris closed his eyes, tamping down his pique.

“They’d be expecting us from this direction. The forest may seem the shorter route, but it actually slows our men greatly. They won’t give us time to mount a rescue, and they will begin maiming hostages if we keep them waiting.”

Coris turned his focus to the approaching party, signaling the end of his lecture. Although they had but a vague idea what their charge had planned, the two squires pursed their lips and hopped to it. In the absence of the Baron, his son’s word was law. And in hostage-taking, time was the worst enemy.


Aria on the Moonlit Moor

The wind blasted then ebbed but never rested, chasing murky clouds from the forest to the moon. Meya should be resistant to cold, but tonight’s wind chilled her to the bone.

The bandits had spread thin, patrolling with clubs or swords in hand. Gillian and Dockar were deep in discussion above their map.

Meya eyed them in silence as she worked. The tiny blade burned her sweaty palm as she forced her stiff, tired fingers to find purchase and wiggled her wrist, sawing against the rope binding Zier’s hands.

Judging by the moon’s position and her sense of passing time, about two hours had passed since Gillian sent Sir Bayne back with his ransom demand. It probably took half an hour to get to the castle from the forest and another half through the forest to this moorland. Coris should be arriving soon. If he was coming for them, that was.

Biting her lip against the wave of fear, Meya concentrated on the task she couldn’t understand why in the three lands she was even bothering with. She wasn’t counting on Coris coming to rescue them, and she and Arinel were almost free, if not counting the rope tying them to the boulder, but even that was loose enough to wriggle out of.

For lack of better euphemism, Meya had large lady pillows. She only needed to recline a little, stick her bound hands high on her back and draw in the deepest breath she could hold when the bandits tied her to the boulder.

She was waiting for that sluggish storm cloud to move over the moon. It would give them one opening to slide off these ropes and escape. So, why would she risk getting caught by sawing Zier’s ropes? What good would it bring? He was sleeping like dead. Running off on her own was hard enough without dragging along a boy almost twice her size.

Still, the wind hadn’t done its job. Meya had nothing else to occupy her wait. Focusing all her being on sawing Zier’s rope provided a much-needed outlet for the boiling emotions threatening to drive her insane.

“So, is it true that you stole the Song of May Day?” asked Arinel.

The scabbing wound in Meya’s heart seared. She’d had that same question hurled at her all her life, but familiarity didn’t dull the pain in the least. Her grip on the brooch knife fumbled. She clenched her fist over it.

“’Tis been what? An hour? That’s what you came up with?” she spat, hacking at the ropes with renewed vigor. “We’re gunna die here, and you just had to bring it up so I’ll have to lug it on the Raft? Bridles and scourges not enough to satisfy your sadistic urges?”

Meya snarled, exasperated. She regretted bringing up the Famine, however. It was uncalled for, and served naught but to torment herself.

“I ask because Crosset needs to know if we’ll ever reclaim our Song,” retorted Arinel, her voice cold as the wind. “Our crops haven’t fared well since the Famine. We could use a boost from tourism.”

Meya cracked a savage smirk. If Freda would be offended enough by one cross-dressing lass working in the fields to strike a whole manor with famine, there’d be a disaster striking every other danged day all over Latakia with all the killing, cheating, thieving, raping and who knows what else going on.

“No, I dinnae steal it. I destroyed it.” She met Arinel’s glare with an insolent shrug. “I dun have the Song with me. The whole manor knows I can’t carry a tune any more than me sow can carry a truffle and dun swallow. Mum ain’t getting her Song back even after I rot.”

Meya turned away and resumed sawing. Arinel’s narrowed eyes remained on her, so she willed her face to stay blank.

“Are you sure? There are rumors,” the lady argued airily. Behind her lips, Meya gritted her teeth. “Every rainy night, sharp ears would catch a Song drifting from deep within the forest. A Song couldn’t sing itself. Couldn’t have buried it somewhere then expect it to come to life, could you?”

Meya shrugged.

“Could be one of me two big sisters. They were born before I mangled me mother’s throat,” she prolonged the conversation to mask the sound of her sawing. “’Tis them training in the forest, mayhaps.”

Meya strove to remain deadpan as peals of laughter swelled inside her. Anyone who knew Marin and Morel at all wouldn’t buy one morsel of that swine dung. Ironically though, they’d be pacified if Friar Tumney said they were imagining things amid the howling wind and pelting rain.

“Is that so?” Arinel mused. Meya woke from her gleeful reverie. “Marin, locked indoors all hours of the day? Morel, never once stepping away from the hearth? Venture into the forest on a stormy night?”

The casual revelation struck Meya dumb like a bolt out of the blue. She jolted so hard she almost cut herself with the knife. Lady Arinel, the Lady of Crosset, sitting there analyzing Meya’s sisters? It wasn’t possible. It just couldn’t be.

Meya turned slowly back to her lady, eyes wide and fearful.

“How come you know so much about me sisters?” she hissed. “Hilds are nobody. Why d’you even give shite?”

“Hilds aren’t nobody. Your father happens to be married to Alanna Clariden of Noxx, who owned one of the most beautiful voices in Latakia,” said Arinel coldly.

“Father told me, before she lost her voice, we held the May Fest out on the hills. That many people came from all over Latakia to hear her sing.”

“Look what’s left now. We barely needed the town square for all the young people we have. Of course, we keep an eye on Alanna’s daughters to see if any of them showed signs of inheriting her Song. Especially you, Meya.”

Arinel pinned her with sharp blue eyes. Meya glowered at the ground. Shame burned hot on her cheeks as her heart drummed, every throb painful as the next.

That Song was nothing but misery. A curse.

“Why else do you think Father spared your life when you tainted our wheat?” Arinel whispered through gritted teeth. “Father meant to forbid Mirram marrying Alanna. He meant to make Alanna his marquise, but she begged for freedom in exchange for her singing for him whenever he so wished, and he gave in.”

Meya stared, speechless. Arinel lost her cool with each passing word, her breaths choppy as she unleashed her tirade.

“That’s just how much he loved her Song. And for seventeen years, he hasn’t heard it. And now that he’s dying, the one person who could give him what he misses most—is sitting right here—before me—ready to die with it out of sheer spite!”

Silence fell, ringing with her outburst. Meya blinked in disbelief as Arinel panted, their eyes locked, icy blue against blazing emerald. Catching herself, Arinel broke away in shame.

“Oh, Freda. I’m sorry. Forget what I said. It’s just…I’ve lost so many of my family,” she blubbered, sniffling back tears. Gathering herself, she faced Meya again.

“I know what my father did was unforgivable. I apologize. I know the way Crosset treated you was unfair, but you risked a famine befalling us just so you can earn some gold. For many, it’s not the outcome that matters, Meya. It’s your selfishness.”

Meya lowered her eyes. Arinel was both right and wrong. She hated pretty much everyone, except maybe Friar Tumney, Old Silma, Pollinia Gretgorn, Deke and Draken. Still, she hadn’t meant to bring famine upon them when she disguised herself as Marcus to work in the fields.

She didn’t believe it would be such an affront to Freda. All she wanted was for Dad to smile and pat her head or hug her, like he did to Maro when he brought home gold and wheat, to Marin when he woke to her looking prettier than the day before, to Morel when she welcomed him home with a scrumptious meal, to Marcus, Myron and Mistral for nothing in particular. And for that, Marquess Crosset had her shut in a bridle, chained and flogged.

She swore she’d never forgive him. Yet, Arinel was there that day, too. And she’d just apologized. Something that had never happened to Meya in Crosset.

“If this is your revenge, Meya, I’d say it’s your right.” Arinel hung her head with a sigh. Meya studied her, uncertain. A plan took shape in her head, but she wasn’t sure if it was clever enough. “None of us deserved to hear your Song, but wouldn’t it be better, for your own sake, if you shared it with your family, with Crosset, with Latakia? Like your mother did?”

“And what if I lose it like me mother? Then I’d become like her? Forgotten? Left behind in a crumbling mud hovel for the rest of her days?” Meya retorted. “You said your father loves her Song. Where was he during the Famine when she was starving herself half-dead keeping seven children alive?”

“In Icemeet,” admitted Arinel, dipping her head in shame, and Meya calmed, sheepish. The lady surfaced with a plea, “but while he was in Crosset, he often offered Alanna gold and land, Meya, but your parents never accepted what isn’t rightfully earned. You of all people should know.”

Meya blinked, taken aback. Sighing, she grumbled, cursing the lady’s excessive knowledge and Mum and Dad’s stupid pride.

“You know about the Ice Pillory?”

“Everybody knows. You’re the nightmare of every mother with a daughter.”

Arinel sounded as if she would’ve shrugged if she weren’t a noble lady. Meya snorted and nodded in surrender. Darkness crept over them, calling her eyes to the sky. The cloud had almost touched its fingers to the moon.

Meya nudged Arinel, signaling the time was near. She heaved a sigh.

“I like to think that…that I can be more than just me mother’s Song.”

She confessed as she lamented her life up until the present. In time, she had hoped, she’d find something to call her own and make Dad proud while he was still alive, but it seemed seventeen years wasn’t enough for her incompetent bum to achieve such a thing. And, depending on tonight’s outcome, that might be all the time she’d ever get from Freda.

“It’s your Song now, Meya,” said Arinel softly as she held her eyes, “but if you don’t let it define you, then it won’t. So, why are you so afraid?”

Meya couldn’t reply. Arinel sighed, her eyes straying to the prowling bandits.

“Six years now, I’ve kept a terrible secret from Father. Even as I know the truth would give him peace, I can’t tell. It’s torture, watching him suffer.”

Meya frowned. Six years? Was it about Arinel’s missing brother the Hadrians often mentioned, Sir Klythe?

But Meya also remembered Dad. How much he loved Mum, how much he resented Meya for taking her Song. Would she ever have the chance to give it back to him? Should she?

“Seventeen years. I can’t imagine the agony. And I can’t help but wonder, wouldn’t it be better if you set your Song free?”

Arinel fell silent then, her face flat and unreadable in the falling shadow, yet her eyes were mired in fear. Not a desperate, terrified panic but regretful, mourning.

Meya couldn’t help Arinel with her dying father, but there was time for one more thing. If all went well, it would ease their escape.

This is it, Mum. Time to see if you’re ballyhoo or the real deal.

The blade sliced through the last fibers of Zier’s rope. Meya hadn’t prepared for the impact. She dropped the knife. Cursing her butterfingers, she whispered into the lady’s ear.

“Mum’s Song can charm birds, beasts and barbaric men. Is there any song you want to hear, right now?”

Arinel looked as if she’d been turned to stone, but seeing Meya’s confidence, she finally whispered,

“Over The Peaks of Neverend Heights.”

Meya nodded and glanced at Gillian. The head bandit and his trusted adviser were no longer poring over their map but staring at the sky. Soon, they’d notice the opportunistic window the total darkness provided. She must act. Fast.

A gust of wind pummeled them. Thick clouds swallowed the last sliver of the moon and its light. It was time.

“Dun listen. Pinch your butt hard or something,” Meya whispered. Snatching Arinel’s arm, she filled her lungs and bowels, poured air through her lips to carry the Song she’d suppressed for seventeen years—

“Over the peaks of Neverend Heights,

Where birds of a feather they circle up high.”

Meya paused for breath. Silence bewitched the moor as if time had paused to listen. The bandits stopped pacing as one.

“I’ll fly like an eagle, so graceful and proud.

I’ll fly like a dove, so gentle and free.

I’ll whisper in your ear and wake you come morn.

I’ll sing you to slumber and see you in your dreams.”

Meya sprung from the maelstrom of emotion to reality. Darkness was complete. She slid through the ropes, pulled Arinel to her feet and sprinted blindly into the gloom.

Their feet stamped noisily on the overgrown heather. The charm would wear off soon. Their best chance was to put as much distance between them and the bandits as possible before—

“Argh!”

Her foot collided with something hard. She tumbled headfirst, dragging Arinel along. Her little yelp broke the spell—

“Southside! After them!”

Gillian’s voice froze her blood to ice, but before Meya even thought of running, somethings streaked past her up the hill. Screams of pain and terror filled the night along with unmistakable barks and growls.


Play Possum

“What in the three lands—”

Meya cast her eyes about her in solid darkness, firming her grip around Arinel’s cold, sweaty hand. Sounds of violent impact echoed from the hill. Body on body, body on blade, body on cudgel, body on earth. Voices human and canine chorused into a chaotic din. Which one person she knew had a fondness for military dogs?

Padded paws pattered the earth towards them. Damp nostrils reeking of rotten meat puffed air on her cheek. The nose withdrew, then the creature barked in earnest. Boots waded through the grass to its call. A clammy, spider-like hand slapped her behind, and a scream ricocheted behind her sealed lips.

“Ari? Ari, you alright?”

He whispered, cold, trembling hands feeling her up and down, desperate to find her face. Meya hardly believed her ears. Relief flooded her, turning her limbs to warmed clay, spilling from her eyes.

“Coris! Oh, Freda!” Meya sobbed. Coris tugged her into his arms. Remembering those she left behind, she pulled back. “I got Meya here, but your family—I’m sorry—I didn’t—”

“It’s alright. You did well,” he said, brusque with stress, ushering a strip of leather into her hand. “Follow Patch to Christopher. Zier’s awake?”

Meya blinked, then rattled herself. The questions could wait.

“No, I was sawing through his ropes, he didn’t budge an inch—”

Coris took off like the wind.

“Coris!” Meya hollered after him, icy fear tearing at her flesh.

“Meya, we’re useless here. Let’s go get his men,” hissed Arinel. Patch tugged on her sleeve, seconding the notion. Biting her lips, Meya scrambled onto all fours, crawling after the pull of the leash, Arinel holding onto the hem of her dress.

They blundered forth in solid darkness, then came the sound of flowing water. The soil grew cold and damp under her palms. A splash of water, then a dripping-wet hand grabbed her arm.

“Coris? No. Who’s this?” The voice was male and young, not entirely strange but not that familiar either—Lord Christopher.

“It’s Arinel. And my maid, Meya,” Meya panted. The hand withdrew, followed by the strike of a match. A lamp sprang to life, its wavering light revealing a sliver of Christopher’s handsome face.

Meya blinked, disoriented. Once her sight had settled, her cheeks heated. The circle of light revealed dozens of soldiers wearing their bare skins. They lay on the rocky bed of the shallow rapids, their faces just breaking the surface, concealed below the riverbank to those on the hill.

Christopher himself crouched behind a boulder, revealing only his upper half. It wasn’t as if Meya wanted to see his lower half, though.

The soldiers fidgeted. Some creaked out sheepish, shivering grins at her and Arinel. Meya decided she should focus on Christopher and allow them some privacy.

“My lady, forgive our immodest state. We must keep our clothes dry or they’ll slow us,” said Christopher in a rush. “Thank Freda you’re safe. Where’s Coris? And the Baron? Still asleep?”

The name snapped Meya back to her fretting self.

“Yes! And that dunghead Coris, he just ran off! I’m sorry—I’ve no idea how to—I shouldn’t have let him—” Meya stumbled over her words, shame and desperation burning her face.

“Don’t blame yourself, my lady. You freed yourself and your maid. That made our job easier.”

So Christopher said, but he frowned in apprehension. He peered into the emptiness, then up at the sky. The moon peeked through a wispy patch of thinning clouds, melting solid darkness to gray. Meya craned her neck, following the silhouettes dashing atop the hill.

“The hounds will free the Hadrians and keep the bandits occupied. When the moon comes out, we’ll round them up and secure your antidote. You stay hidden here. Please don’t worry.”

Christopher explained with a note of urgency. As soon as light returned, the hounds’ advantage would be equalized. Her heart pounded.

“Go, help Coris. Hurry!” she gasped. Christopher nodded once, set down his lamp, then edged to the other side of the boulder for his clothes and armor.

The soldiers clambered out of the water, their backs to the ladies. Once they were dressed, Christopher turned to his men, all dripping wet.

“Weapons at the ready. Move out!”

The earth trembled under thirty pairs of feet thundering into the distance. A wave of fatigue swept her, as if her courage had fled with them.

Meya slumped against the boulder. The phantom of Coris’s embrace lingered. She wrapped her arms over it, clinging to its fading warmth as the cold wind gusted past, her head hung, her eyes shut tight. Patch whimpered, nudging his snout against her side. Arinel edged up beside her, a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“He’ll be fine. I heard a second dog. He’ll find his way,” she whispered, tender as her touch. Meya cradled her face.

“I thought he’s never coming so I dinnae bother with his family. Coward, foul, selfish—”

“Meya, calm down! They didn’t blame you, in case you haven’t noticed!” Arinel rattled her. However, Dockar’s words echoed louder than hers, and Meya gritted her teeth in shame.

“Oh, they will after they heard the whole story. Gillian was playing me the whole time.” She rested her head against the rock, a sardonic grin stretching her lips. “Dockar’s right. I dunno anything. Thought I was so smart, but I’m just…Meya.”

She crumpled onto her knees, having spent what little was left of her to utter that last word. Arinel’s hand twitched on her shoulder, struggling for words of solace she ultimately didn’t need, for the mere effort lit a flame inside Meya, comforting her with its presence. Meya grasped onto it, and Arinel didn’t flinch when warts chafed against her soft, smooth skin.

The girls peeked over the rock, squinting through the darkness at the battlefield. Christopher’s men were halfway up the hill, spread in the outflanking formation, prepared to close in. Meya chewed on her thumbnail, humming to soothe herself.

“What’s that?” Arinel interrupted. Meya jolted, almost biting her finger.

“Ah! Just a wee song I wrote when I was little.” Meya spared the lady a glance, jesting to cover her embarrassment, “gunna have them bards sing me tale someday, but I might’ve started too early. Dun have enough stuffing to fill a second verse.”

“Well, Coris must have given you plenty last night. Perhaps you could write a verse about it.”

Meya nearly somersaulted over the rock at that deadpan delivery of the dirtiest joke to ever escaped Lady Arinel’s beautiful mouth. Eyes bulging, she swore feverishly,

“Chione’s Ninnies! Did you just—”

A gust of roaring wind sent them both clinging to the boulder for dear life. When it trailed off into a breeze, light had returned to the moorland from the full moon hanging bright overhead, now free of clouds.

“Finally! Thank Freda,” cried Meya. She sprang to her feet, then her heart froze at the scene unfolding.

Christopher and his men had the bandits surrounded, but instead of charging in, they laid down their arms and backed away.

There was no other interpretation. A hostage at sword-point.

* * *

“…know the demand, Lord Hadrian. The Axel for your brother.”

Gillian’s voice broke the standstill as Meya and Arinel inched on their bellies to the encirclement.

The two girls shared a look of wide-eyed horror. Coris failed to round up the bandits and seize the antidote. To make matters worse, Gillian managed to snatch Zier, and was wielding him as bargaining chip.

Meya swallowed a sudden surge of fear and crept forward. Even as every fiber of her screamed for her not to stray further, she must see. Arinel, Haselle, Gretella, Jerald and everyone’s lives hinged on that antidote.

“What about the antidote?” Coris voiced her question for her. Mere feet behind Christopher’s men now, Meya peered through the forest of legs. Coris stood to the right, flanked by a dozen growling, bristling dogs.

Gillian, Dockar and five bandits faced him from across the clearing, their guard uniforms torn and bloody. A nasty gash on Gillian’s arm wept as he brandished a strange cutlass that curved back like a crescent to Zier’s neck. The barely stirring forms of twenty hounds of various breeds and a dozen moaning men littered the no-man’s-land between them.

The arc of Gillian’s blade fitted the curve of Zier’s neck as if the two were made for one another, but Zier wasn’t perturbed. His head lolled to the side, his mouth ajar, the whites of his eyes peeking out under half-shut eyelids. His arms hung limp at his sides, while his bent legs dragged on the soil, and Gillian’s arm strained under his dead weight.

Forget escaping, they couldn’t even rescue Zier. Coris must choose between his brother and her. It didn’t take a prodigy to win this bet.

“Very amusing, Lord Hadrian. You’re expecting us to adhere to the conditions after what happened here? Your brother or the antidote. Your choice,” Gillian seethed. Meya gritted her own teeth to rein in shivers.

“There must be something you want besides The Axel, surely? That can trade the antidote?” Coris continued negotiating, hands held high and bare. Although his expression remained calm, his eyes flickered between his brother and Gillian.

“There isn’t. Least not something you can provide.” Gillian shrugged, uninterested. Coris cocked his head, still full of camaraderie.

“Perhaps I could, once I learned more about you. Where are you from? I assumed you were our old guest, but your accent isn’t Latakian.” Coris smiled. A spasm of fear crossed Gillian’s stricken face. “What would Nostra want with The Axel? Over two centuries it’s been in Hadrian. Where have you been all this time?”

“Believe what you want,” snapped Gillian, his sword twitching. “Enough with your futile attempts to keep me humored. Your brother isn’t waking. Unless…you have reason to believe he will.”

Coris drained a shade paler. His eyes grew wide, his hands trembled as he stared at Gillian, for once speechless. Gillian narrowed his eyes as he pressed his knife to Zier’s neck.

“The Axel is made of Lattis, which restores balance of the humors in the human body, counteracts sleeping draught and poison. The purer it is, the more powerful it becomes.”

Meya’s eyes bulged. The human body, he said? If Lattis protected humans, did that mean Greeneyes…weren’t human?

Mum and Dad are humans. Maro, Marin, Morel, Marcus, Myron and Mistral are all humans.

How come I’m a Greeneye? Why am I the only Greeneye in my whole manor?

Am I even born from Mum and Dad? Am I even born on this land? Is this why Dad hates me so?

Dockar strode up, glinting phial filled with clear red liquid in his hand.

“The heir or the spare. The prodigy or the fool. Which was the thief? We’ll know soon enough.” Gillian’s voice flowed through her ears, tinny as if carried by the wind from afar. “I’ll slice through his neck one sinew at a time. He will empty the vial one drop at a time. Until you choose. It will be wise to make your decision swift.”

Dockar uncorked the vial and tilted it. Red liquid inched towards the vial’s beak. As Coris watched in horror, Gillian moved the tip of his sword to the far side of Zier’s neck, pressing it—

“IT WAS ME! I WAS THE THIEF!” Coris screamed, his voice cracking and choked with sobs. Gillian relaxed his grip on the knife. Dockar flicked the bottle upright. Coris crumpled to his knees, arms thrown high in surrender, his eyes red and damp, his voice trembling.

“I’ll give you The Axel. Give me my brother. Please.”

Oh no. Poor, poor Arinel.

Meya turned to Lady Crosset. Although trembling and downcast, her eyes remained dry as she strove to die with dignity. She answered Meya’s gaze, eyes so full of sorrow, there was no place for a morsel of blame.

Would things have turned out differently if they hadn’t switched places? Was there anything else she could’ve done? Was there still hope at all?

Arinel rested her hands on Meya’s. They were cold as ice.

I hope you use it well.

A whisper in her ears. Perhaps that was also the lady’s last command.

“No,” Meya shook her head, words tumbling out in shivery gasps. “No. We’ll find Old Angus. He’ll have more antidote. You’ll be alright.”

Arinel forced a sad little smile. Meya pulled her into her arms. Silent tears seeped onto her shoulder.

No. It can’t end like this. This isn’t right. Either we all die together, or we all live together. How can I be the only one to live? What will I say to their families? I’m a Greeneye, everyone else dies but I don’t? How can I live with myself?

Coris stumbled towards Gillian, clapping his hand on his sunken middle.

“It’s with me,” he shouted. “It’s been inside me all this time.”

Meya whipped around, fury writhing in her gut.

So The Axel never came out of Coris? He was lying? What exactly happened back then? Was there even a heist? Was he even poisoned? What in the three lands was even the truth anymore?

The instant before Meya sprinted over and wrung Coris’s neck until he spewed his innards, the sickening sound of metal gouging flesh rent the air, followed by a spurt of blood night-black against the moonlight.

“Gillian!” Dockar screamed. Gillian staggered, hand clamped over his bleeding neck. Zier broke free from his hold and launched himself at Dockar, brandishing his fist. A tiny blade gleamed in the moonlight. Meya’s brooch knife had fallen into his hands—

“LATTIS!” bellowed Gillian, still clutching his neck, face twisted in pain. A vicious slash, then blood sprayed from Dockar’s chest.

The thumbnail blade was too small to inflict a severe wound on anyone, much less two battle-hardened men, yet Gillian and Dockar thrashed and bucked, howling like demented beasts as they tore at their wounds.

Zier snatched the fallen vial, sprinted to Coris and dragged him to his feet, both gaping at the terror unfolding. Gillian’s standing men retreated to their leader, swords aloft. One raised a silver tube to his lips. A shrill, lifeless cry pierced the air, followed by blinding flashes of pure white light.

A chorus of bestial roars shook the ground. By the time they blinked dancing spots from their eyes, total darkness had descended. Clouds had snuffed out the moon. The only lights came from twenty pairs of glowing green eyes, suspended in thin air.

Disjointed images flooded his conscious. An arrow shooting into the gloom. A young girl’s shriek. A flash of blinding light. A gust of wind. A closing ring of fire. Icy talons heaving him into the night sky. Crash-landing into a cavern. A girl with glowing, acid green eyes, naked but for her river of red-gold hair, serenading him with a voice like birds of the Heights, as he trembled in her burning embrace.

“Over the peaks of Neverend Heights,

Where birds of a feather they circle up high—”

“Get down!”

Zier’s yell wrenched him to the present. Coris flattened himself on the heather. Gusts of night wind lambasted them from leathery wings beating in tandem, raining chunks of torn grass and dirt. The beasts leapt into flight, icy talons grazing his back as they soared into the west.


Hadrian
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The Aftermath

The sound of flapping wings trailed away into silence. Gillian and his bandits had summoned their dragons and fled, likely to the western empire Nostra whence they hailed, and with them left her once-in-a-lifetime chance of joining the Greeneye folk.

When Coris’s men lit torches, and light flooded the area, however, Meya realized her guess might not have been entirely correct.

Not the Nostra part. The summoned their dragons part.

Scraps of torn clothes were strewn across the hilltop where Gillian, Dockar and their comrades once stood. Meya had heard tales of Nostran dragon riders hailing fireballs from over Neverend Heights to quell Latakia’s rebellion, but the bards had never said those riders were naked.

Other witnesses arrived at the same puzzling conclusion. Simon gawked at Gillian and Dockar’s torn clothes on the grass, whereas Christopher knelt and held one for a beagle to sniff.

Coris and Zier picked themselves to their feet. Now that the bandits trying to kill them had scrammed, the Hadrian brothers were killing each other—

“All this time you’ve been awake! Why didn’t you run?”

Coris shoved Zier’s hands off him. Meya had never seen the genial, soft-spoken prodigy so livid. He snatched Zier’s collar, his eyes flashing, his nostrils flaring. And Zier, a head taller and twice as broad, was scared speechless.

“I—but—I don’t—” he sputtered, eyes wide and pleading, “You heard them. If they know I’m awake, they’ll know The Axel’s—”

“And I could’ve silenced them all if it weren’t for your idiotic lollygagging stunt!” Coris drowned out the rest of Zier’s excuses. Zier cowered, arms held over his face.

“At least, I could’ve captured them for questioning. You risked the lives of everyone involved then left me to clean it all up for when Father arrives. Six years, Zier! Have you learned nothing? How many more graves must I dig to get air through your skull? Haven’t you taken enough of my life?”

“Coris! Enough!” Christopher shouted. Simon pranced forth to catch Zier when Coris flung him as he would a leech exhausted of use. Zier stood pale and rigid, eyes unseeing. Catching himself, Coris crumpled onto the grass, head in his hands.

Meya stumbled towards them, hardly feeling the grass beneath her feet.

So, Coris had lied again. Zier was the true thief. The Axel was neither inside Coris nor hidden in the castle. All this time, it had been inside Zier, and Coris had played her like a traveling bard’s puppet show.

The men drew apart as she strode through them, gawking in alarm. Meya drew back her hand, poised to let fly. Heavy footsteps rushed to her side, and a rough hand caught her wrist.

Sir Jarl, the marshal. His hand was firm, but his eyes were pleading. Meya’s breath left her at the sight of the broken figure he carried.

A white greyhound, his coat drenched in dark red. She would’ve called his name, but someone beat her to it—

“BEAU!” Coris’s scream was more terrible a sound than a knife sinking in a flesh heart. He scrambled to Sir Jarl as he knelt and laid Beau on the grass, skidded to his knees and cradled up his old buddy, who hung limply from his arms.

“You old fool! I told you to stay home!”

Beau stirred, his chest heaving with quick, shallow breaths. His weary eyes opened and settled on his master’s tear-streaked face.

“We’re heading home now. Get some rest. You’ll be fine,” Coris whispered, his voice shaking. However, Beau have foreseen the fate his master couldn’t accept. He nudged Coris with his nose, then his slobbery pink tongue slithered out and caressed his gaunt cheek for one last time, lapping up the tears now tumbling free, before going limp and still.

For an ominous moment, Coris sat and stared, uncomprehending, then reality sank in. With a howl of grief, he threw himself over Beau. Patch scampered past Meya to nudge his back, keening, along with a few hounds that could still walk.

Christopher patted Coris’s shoulder. Sir Jarl gave a silent bow to the fallen four-legged old-timer, then retreated to his scattered men, directing them to clean up the battlefield.

Zier gazed at the spectacle, his face unreadable, then traipsed to Meya. She caught his eye, and he unfurled a wry, bitter grin.

He winked, confirming he’d heard everything between her and Arinel. Before Meya could decide how to react, he turned to his brother, whispering in a low, lifeless voice,

“It does make one wonder, doesn’t it, if he would cry this much for his brother, too.”

With that, he strode to Arinel, who was picking herself to her feet. Meya glanced between the brothers, one still sobbing uncontrollably, and blinked at Zier in disbelief. Coris might have been too harsh, but how could he say such things when his brother had just lost a dear friend? One that gave his life for Zier’s blunder?

Before she could decide whether she should sock Zier first, a quiet voice spoke beside her.

“Do not judge him so harshly. Least not before you’ve seen what pains him.”

Meya turned and found herself looking into Simon Amplevale’s sorrowful blue eyes.

“Zier swallowed The Axel,” he sighed heavily as he gazed upon his younger cousin, who was offering Arinel the antidote. “When it comes to governing, Lord Uncle’s always favored strategy over sword. Same applies to his sons.”

Meya’s eyes widened. The Baron had seemed so exacting of Coris, and Zier had seemed so boyish and merry. It was hard to imagine things had been the opposite.

“Coris relished being the favorite, loved tormenting Zier. Freda served him comeuppance in Crosset, and he came home filled with remorse too late to revive a dead heart. I imagine Baron Graye offered Zier a father’s love in exchange for The Axel.”

Silence fell save for Coris sobbing. Meya guessed the truth.

“Coris knew the fall will be softer for him, so he took the blame, but he hadn’t expected the Baron would turn against her.”

“Agnesia Graye?” Meya whispered. Simon nodded.

“His future. His health. His beloved. The ultimate sacrifice to convince Zier. Or so I like to believe.”

Meya cocked her head. Simon met her gaze, smiling mirthlessly.

“When it comes to The Axel, one will never know the true face of a Hadrian.”

* * *

It was no simple feat separating Coris from Beau’s lifeless body. By the time Christopher and Simon hauled him away with their combined strength, the front of his Hadrian Red tunic was soaked through with greyhound blood.

“So, what do we tell the guests once they’re awake? And your parents?”

As the procession of man and dog departed for the forest, Simon mentioned the pressing issue everyone was putting off thinking about. He was carrying Baroness Sylvia in a bridal hold.

Christopher and Zier, who supported Baron Kellis between them, turned to Simon, then all three boys turned as one to Coris. He was limping along, supported by Meya, with Arinel keeping up the rear.

Coris’s pale face was blotchy, and his swollen eyes gleamed with moisture, but he’d regained his signature calm.

“Let’s tell them the chambermaids accidentally poured my laudanum into the aroma lamps instead of Hadrian Rose oil, and call it a night,” he sniffed, his voice thick due to his snot-clogged nostrils. “It was a hectic day, after all. Mistakes are bound to happen.”

Meya blinked, silently marveling at his brainpower. How could he have come up with that so fast? Simon frowned, then cocked his head.

“Sounds convincing. And what do we do with their drinks? And the stew? How did you manage to delay the food, by the way?”

He craned his neck at Arinel, calling all eyes to her. Arinel faltered as she blushed. She avoided their eyes, muttering.

“We had Head Cook Apollon taste the spiked drinks, my lord. He ended up tasting all of them before he finally succumbed.”

The four boys blinked in bewilderment. Meya stifled her laughter as she pictured hulking, copper-bellied Head Cook Apollon growing tipsier and tipsier but still managing to stay on his feet as Arinel and company grew desperate.

“You truly know your herbs, don’t you,” Simon managed a comment. Arinel replied with a dainty smile and bowed.

“My mother was an alchemist’s assistant, sir.”

Simon nodded. The solemn Christopher unfurled a rare smile as he studied Arinel, a curious look in his brown eyes.

“One of our priests, Bishop Riddell, is also our resident alchemist. He’s looking for maids to assist in his workshop. I can put a word in for you, if you’re interested.”

“Exactly. Would be a waste for one of your skill to drudge away in the scullery. You’ve done Hadrian a great service. Consider it your reward,” Simon agreed.

Arinel looked as if Miracle Fest had arrived three years early. She beamed at Christopher and Simon, her blue eyes gleaming with tears, faint and speechless with joy. It wasn’t that she hated the scullery, more that she was raring to practice alchemy.

Meya grinned at Arinel. Then remembered.

“Say, what would you need laudanum for?” She frowned at Coris.

“When my bowels act up at night.” Coris gave her a small, sad smile. At her bulging eyes, he chuckled. “Can’t sleep otherwise.”

Meya nodded to herself. So that was the brown thingy in the vial on his nightstand. Coris cleared his throat and raised his voice to address the troops.

“We’ll go first to the great hall to deposit my parents. After that, Chris, you go with Meya here to the scullery.” He glanced at Christopher and Arinel, who straightened, alert.

“Get rid of the stew and the spiked drinks, wake Head Cook Apollon, give him the true story, and dispense the antidote to the Crossetian maids.”

After both had nodded, Coris turned to Simon.

“Simon, take the boys back to the kennels and have Bishop Riddell tend to them.” He cocked his head at the two dozen dogs trotting alongside the men. His gaze set next upon Beau’s corpse in Sir Jarl’s arms, covered in his cloak. He swallowed, his voice choked with tears.

“Sir Jarl, prepare the fallen ones for burial. I’ll go with you.”

Coris trembled, so Meya hitched him close. She glanced at the bloodstained bundles in the men’s arms. They lost no man tonight. Fyr was satisfied with six hounds.

Good boys. You’re braver and stronger than any of us here. There’ll be furlongs of green fields to run around and roll about on Neverend Heights. So sleep for now.

Meya beamed them her silent prayers, then turned at Coris’s voice, calling to his (not-so-) little brother this time.

“Zier, you pacify the guests.”

Zier stopped dead, bulging blue eyes gawking at Coris’s serious expression.

“What? But, you know I—” he stammered.

“Zier, when you become Baron, most of your speaking will be to a gathering. If you’re uncomfortable, best start your training early,” Coris cut across, his narrowed eyes warning of danger.

“Just this once, can’t you do it?” Zier seemed more terrified of lying to a crowd of nobles than his brother’s fury. Coris swore under his breath then exploded,

“I’m supposed to be sick in bed, Zier! For Freda’s sake, will you use your head, just this once? And, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m covered in blood! It must be you!”

Zier pursed his lips, eyes wide and defiant, barely hiding a smidgen of fear. When Coris turned away to address the men, he hung his head. Arinel silently took his hand, squeezing it in encouragement.

“Guards, you have done well tonight. As soon as the celebrations are over and the guests have left, I’ll have Father reward you accordingly…”

They reached the neck of the forest. The shadow of the canopy fell upon their faces. Meya studied Arinel and Zier out of the corner of her eye. Zier clasped his hand around Arinel’s in return.

Goodly Freda, they’re in love with each other? Zier must have known from the start I’m not Arinel. Why didn’t he say a thing?

Meya kept her questions to herself as scent hounds pranced up, leading them around the wall of trees.


Confessions

“Coris, c’mon. You need a bath.”

Meya shook his bony shoulder for the tenth time, but still, Coris refused to budge. He knelt at the foot of Beau’s freshly covered mound, cradling the greyhound’s collar with the golden medallion. His free hand laid bare on his knee, sprinkled with Hadrian Rose seeds he’d sown on the turned earth.

According to Hadrian belief, the flesh of the warriors who had fallen in their name would nourish the seeds. Their blood would give color to the petals of the roses, which the Hadrians would use to dye their fabric. Their spirit would enjoy eternal peace in the green meadows on Freda’s Caldera, up on the highest peak of Neverend Heights.

Nearby, stablemen dug graves for the other fallen hounds sealed in dog-sized coffins, as Sir Jarl paced about overseeing them.

As everybody else had their job to do, Meya decided her job was to get Coris back to his room in whichever manner possible before the night chills got to his frail lungs. Even if she had to drag him by the collar, sling him over her shoulder or piggyback him.

“Ugh, get…up! You sack of soggy tomatoes! Corien Alexis Hadrian! You get up this instant!” growling through clenched teeth, Meya hooked her hands under Coris’s sweaty armpits and heaved with all her might. It was like dragging Myron from his charcoal doodles to dinner.

She raised his meatless bum off the ground. His boots dragged before him like banners in a feeble wind, leaving squiggly trails on the soil.

Meya glanced at the keep, a towering violet shadow against the night sky, lit here and there by candlelight filtered through stained glass. Coris’s chambers were on the uppermost third floor. This would never work.

Quick as a snake’s lunge, Meya swiped Beau’s collar out of his hand. Coris started and spun around, but Meya had pranced feet away.

His narrowed eyes blazed silver with fury. Meya was unperturbed, waving the leather strip tantalizingly.

“This ain’t catch. If you want it back, then walk.”

Coris frowned deeper in annoyance. He painstakingly picked himself up, but when his unsteady legs gave way, Meya was there to catch him.

Their eyes met. Meya smiled apologetically as she handed back the collar. Coris took it with trembling fingers and pressed it flush to his chest. He then allowed Meya to lead him to bed.

* * *

Meya heaved Coris up the last step onto the third-floor landing just in time to catch their door swinging open. Gretella emerged, wicker basket propped on her voluminous hip. She turned at Meya’s call and her clattering footsteps.

“Nurse! Have you got the antidote?”

Gretella’s strict, lined face unfolded into the first warm smile she’d seen, even as she tutted in annoyed affection.

“Goodly Freda, he’s your husband, not your rag doll. Don’t drag him around like that!” she scolded as Meya screeched to a halt before her.

Meya eyed the unconscious Coris, then shone Gretella a sheepish grin. Sighing, Gretella motioned towards the door behind.

“I’ve drawn a warm bath. You know what to do.” Her face betrayed no emotion, yet her eyes narrowed with the ghost of a sly grin. She glanced at the asleep Coris then back, lingering on Meya.

Meya’s cheeks burned as if she’d chomped on Easthaven chili. By the time she chanced upon a befitting retort, Gretella had drifted halfway down the stairs.

Glancing at the listless Coris, Meya sighed and pushed open the door. A wave of warm, humid air rushed her, billowing from behind tall Hadrian Red curtains hung from silver railings.

Thank Freda! A bath! A warm bath in an actual tub!

Meya jiggled Coris against her hip as she rushed inside, throwing the curtains aside with many onerous clangs and jangles. The tub was wood lined with sponge, shrouded behind a cloud of vapor. Petals of various flowers floated on the gentle current.

With all the sweat, grime and blood like baked honey on her skin, Meya itched to strip naked and dive in, but Coris’s cold arm weighed on her shoulder, reminding her of Gretella’s command.

Ugh, fine.

Meya lowered Coris to the floor and propped him against the tub. She snagged clean towels from the garderobe, spread them on the stone, set Coris atop them then undressed him. Blood had drenched through his tunic and soiled his torso. She must clean him before chucking him in the bath, or he’d ruin the entire tub.

Meya soaked a smaller towel in the tub and wiped him down, humming absently as she went. Drops of water tainted pink pooled on his ribs then trickled down his sunken stomach. The piteous sight reminded her of Marcus and Myron during the Famine.

He loved food. Must be excruciating, hungry and craving to eat but unable to because your bowels were all scorched up. And now, his best buddy had left him.

Haven’t you taken enough of my life?

Zier’s blank look of horror and guilt flitted by her eyes. She didn’t know what to think, who to blame. Coris stirred then, eyelids fluttering like butterfly wings. His eyes settled on her, then his pale cheeks flushed. Meya, busy mopping the mess, didn’t pay it much thought.

“Sure took your sweet Hadrian time, my lord,” she ribbed. Coris didn’t reply, so she glanced questioningly at him. He smiled awkwardly.

“Ari, you’re…” He grasped her hand with the towel, then creaked a sly smile. “You’re arousing me.”

“Eh?”

Meya followed his glinting eyes to the presence between his legs. She shrieked at the monstrosity, scrambling back as if scalded by boiling water.

Coris roared with laughter. He pushed her flat onto her back and pinned her arms to the icy flagstones, his cold lips devouring hers.

Weren’t you in mourning for Beau?

Meya screamed into his mouth as she fought her blossoming desire, strength petering from her flailing limbs. She struggled to rid her mind of the terror she’d just witnessed, but the harder she tried, the memory latched firmer onto her eyeballs. Coris did away with the strings of her corset and snaked his hand beneath her dress, up to the zenith of her legs.

“Coris, wait! I’m all icky!” she cried out between kisses as his chilly fingers tickled her through the linen.

“Wet and icky,” Coris hummed in agreement. Meya wished she would melt into the carpet and stick there like dried wax, but then he dragged his tongue down the curve of her neck. She moaned and writhed to the jolt of bliss coursing through her. “Nothing a bath couldn’t remedy.”

He stripped her. Blushing, Meya turned away from his intense stare roaming every inch of her nakedness. He’d seen it all before. Why was he still enthralled? Why was she still shy?

As if to stop her thinking, he kissed her forehead, then heaved her into his arms with surprising strength. She sighed at his look of determination, anticipated a serving of tender loving. He winked, then cast her in the tub with a colossal splash.

“Oy—Hey!”

Coris snickered in triumph. Meya aimed a kick at the zenith of his legs, but then his lips sealed hers again.

“Let me in,” he whispered as he knocked on her door. How could she deny? She closed her eyes in surrender. His finger of cold penetrated the water’s warm embrace, touching her core.

A hundred questions swirled in her head, his lies tormented her, but the heist was over, Gillian was gone, and relief after intense fear drowned the nagging voices. She was thankful to be alive, that Arinel and Coris and everyone else were alive. Now that normalcy had returned, she would worry later about what came next. For now, she would just be Lady Arinel.

They parted and locked eyes for a fevered breath, then plunged back as one under the waves of passion.

* * *

Silence returned. On the bed, Coris freed Meya from his embrace after a kiss of gratitude, and she succumbed instead to the soft arms of down.

Coris lay on his back, his eyes closed, his bare chest heaving. Meya reckoned the lad would just nod off the way he did yesterday, but he rolled over to face her.

“Ari, I’m so sorry,” he whispered. A dull pang of hurt pummeled her heart that Meya ignored.

“For what?” she retorted, her voice cool. “Lying to me about The Axel, or choosing Zier over my antidote?”

“Does it make any difference?”

“Of course it does!” Meya snapped, incredulous. Coris recoiled.

“I have a brother myself.” Three, actually. “If it was purely to protect Zier, I don’t blame you one whit, but if it’s for The Axel, I can’t possibly decide until you tell me what that stupid Axel truly is!”

Coris avoided her eyes. He clenched his hand on the pillow, twisting the fabric in his bony grasp.

“So? Which is it?” Meya prodded. His eyes rose to meet hers. His parched lips stretched into a wry, bitter grin.

“I…I don’t know,” he laughed as his eyes cried. Despite herself, her heart broke for him. “With The Axel inside Zier, with them inseparable, I can no longer tell.”

He tugged at the sheets, longing for something to have and hold.

“Deeds I’ve done. Choices I’ve made. Lives I’ve traded.” He shook his head, eyes like the unseeing dead. “There are times I’d give anything to know what they were for. I’m afraid I’ll drop dead one day, never knowing why, but I’m afraid to know the truth, too. For I might know I’ve made the wrong decisions my entire life, sacrificed so much for something not worth protecting.”

Tears fell onto the pillowcase, glinting in the firelight. Coris rubbed his cheek against the fabric, drying them.

Meya’s fury calmed as her unspoken voice echoed to her in his words, her hidden wounds reflected in the pain in his eyes. For there were times, several times, she wondered if she should’ve just done nothing, chosen nothing, instead of trying, failing and suffering. Yet, in the end, she couldn’t help choosing to do something, to try nevertheless.

She covered his hand with hers, caressing the cold skin stretched taut over white knuckles with the pad of her thumb.

“Crosset blamed the Famine on a little Greeneye girl,” she began softly. “She worked in the fields when it was forbidden. Her family has four daughters. They were struggling. She must have wished to lighten their burden, probably didn’t believe it would anger Freda, but it seemingly did. For in the end, scores still died to that famine.”

Coris gaped at the horrific tale. Meya returned to him with eyes haunted by her shameful past.

“What do you see? A noble child hoping to help her family? An arrogant heretic hoping to challenge Freda? A spiteful Greeneye who murdered scores of her neighbors?”

Coris avoided her eyes as he considered it.

“I see a choice in every moment of our lives. Even when it seems there is nothing you could have done, no choice you could have made, there is one choice always. To do or not to do.”

Their eyes met. Meya reached over and caressed his hair.

“We look only at the ends and the means. So much so we are blind to the beginnings, the living heart that decides. Does it make any difference? Of course, it does.”

Her eyes traveled as she recalled. His scream as he fell to his knees, begging for Zier’s life. She had little brothers, too. That was not for some ancient treasure. That was an elder brother, protecting his own.

Zier had tugged her arm as he dropped, signaling to her. If only she’d noticed, she would’ve accounted for him. Beau might still live, and The Axel’s secret might remain intact.

Coris sent Zier to the feast, feigning sick to lure Gillian to himself. Perhaps he’d hoped Zier would protect his parents and her should complications arise. If only he’d kept his brother by his side, how different would tonight have ended? Even now, none could know.

The choice was impossible, endless possibilities beyond his control, but he had chosen love, always, although he hadn’t realized.

Her heart writhing with guilt, Meya pressed a kiss on his lips, tasting the salt of his tears.

“You risked so much to save everyone, everything. When it would have been so simple to choose one, or nothing. Thank you,” Meya breathed through her lips as she parted. His gray eyes brimmed with painful gratitude, soon replaced with his empty calm.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t be so generous with me, Ari.” He unfurled that sad, empty smile again, the one that infuriated her most. “I’ll never be a man you can rely on, can trust in, trust your life in his grasp, one who will always place you above all else.”

Meya sighed at the truth she’d accepted for as long as she remembered.

“I’ve always been worthless.” She twisted a mocking smile. Considering who I truly am. “I’ve learned not to expect anyone to choose me.”

Coris’s eyes widened, ready to argue. Meya laughed bitterly.

“We’ve known each other mere days. I wouldn’t blame you even if you ignored my message.” Her eyes wandered to the open window. She sighed longingly, “but it does make me wonder, how to make myself matter.”

Many of the stars in the night were fallen warriors who had helped Freda drive Chione from Neverend Heights. They all had names for they were useful, and generation after generation, folks would repeat those names to their children, so they’d never be forgotten.

How useful must she become? What must she do to etch her name across the night sky, like the ribbon of Freda’s pearly river, making sure the lands remember her existence?

“You’re not worthless, Arinel. Nobody is. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

His quiet, gentle voice drifted through her reverie, like a voice so familiar from lost days of old.

“You’re worth more than a pig, or simply your mother’s Song, Meya. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

Unbidden, unknown memories flashed before her eyes. Cold fingers intertwined with hers as round and round they whirled.

“Please! Let me hear your song!”

“I know a jolly Hadrian song. I’d be honored if you would give me a dance.”

“I’ll wait for the day you’re ready to sing for the world, but until then—”

“’Tis our little secret.” Her lips moved of their own will, possessed by memories she hadn’t realized existed.

“Arinel?”

He called her back to reality, stripping her free like a bandage from a weeping wound. At his puzzled look, she cast about for excuses.

“N-Nothing…I just…” Meya stammered, barely hearing her voice as her heart thundered in her ears. “You sound like someone…”

Tamping down her excitement, Meya avoided his eyes. It might have been just a coincidence. Or a mistake. After all, her memories of the Emerald-Stone-Boy were little more than bits and pieces.

Yet, her irrational half nagged her. It recognized Coris’s voice. Hoarse, cracking, gentle. Against her better judgment, she caved in.

“Coris, have you been to Crosset? Apart from your kidnapping, I meant.”

Coris blinked, taken by surprise. He gathered himself, nodding.

“Latest when I was fifteen.”

Three years ago. Meya’s fingernails dug into her palms.

“That time we confirmed the marriage would proceed. With Simon as my proxy, for The Axel’s safety.”

“Yes, I remember. So, where were you?” Her spine tingling, Meya played along. Coris frowned, his eyes skyward as he sifted through his memories.

“At the village square. It was the May Fest…Simon was griping about coming all the way to Crosset but not getting to see Marinia Hild.”

“So, you were there to see Mari…nia?” she remembered just in time to add. Coris’s frown deepened as his eyes narrowed.

“To see a girl, yes, but not Marinia. A peasant girl saved my life in the Famine, helped me escape the kidnappers and guided me to Truncale. All young women would be at the May Fest. I reckoned she’d be there, too.”

Of course. All young women, except me.

Meya blinked, crestfallen. Although he came to the right village, it was for some other girl, and had naught to do with her in her pigsty.

“And did you find her?” Meya forced air through the lump of disappointment in her throat. She hoped she sounded innocently curious.

Coris’s eyes didn’t leave hers, his face unreadable in the firelight.

“I didn’t, but I believe I will. Very soon.”

His voice trailed away into a whisper as his eyes traveled to her left arm, to the ugly, sunken scar that unlike her other wounds refused to fully heal.

Meya turned her arm, hiding the grotesque mark from view. She’d told him she was bitten by a viper. Just hadn’t elaborated she was elbow-deep in water, planting shrubs. Was it too unlike Arinel to get bit by a snake?

His lingering eyes hatched a clutch of icy earthworms that wriggled down her spine. She forced out a laugh, shrugging.

“I’m Lady Crosset. You could’ve said something. Father and I could’ve helped you with the search.” She pinched whatever little cheek he had in jest. He responded in kind with a grin that didn’t reach his calculating eyes.

“Why did you ask, by the way?”

“Nothing, you just reminded me of someone I thought I’d met.” The lie was bitter in her throat, but what was she supposed to do? She couldn’t remember the boy’s face. She had no way to know for sure if Coris was the kind soul whose promised return she awaited.

Oh, well. It didn’t seem likely. What are the odds?

“Who?”

Meya shivered as reality sunk like a stake deeper into her cracked heart. She pored into his beautiful gray eyes, straining to find an angle from which they seem familiar, but discovered none. The boy had been so important to her. Why had she forgotten all but echoes of his voice and scraps of disjointed images?

Meya smiled in apology, shaking her head.

“I don’t know. I must have been imagining things. I felt as if I’ve heard that before, but it’s just that, a feeling.”

Ignoring Coris’s puzzled look, she snuggled into his chest. His cold, frail arms enveloped her, his feeble heartbeat drummed on her cheek, as his words echoed in her head.

You’re not worthless, Arinel.

Meya clenched her trembling hands over the agony. Yes, Arinel would never be worthless. Men would die and kill for her because of the name she was born with, but Meya wasn’t Arinel, and never could be.

Whatever Coris had done for her wasn’t hers. They were for Arinel, his beloved Ari, who didn’t exist. She mustn’t let them carry her away.

Because, someday, perhaps soon, too, this dream would end. And when Coris learned she was just a peasant girl, a Greeneye, driven out of the family that no longer had a place for her, she wouldn’t be worth a latt in his eyes. Who knew what he would do, after all the lies she’d told him? The danger she’d put him through? The priceless lives she’d cost him?

She should probably ask Arinel to sort the matter out with Coris, and go home to Crosset. Sure, she’d have to face Dad’s wrath instead, but he’d let her live, at least. Maybe. Provided he never learned she was no longer a maiden.

A wave of tiredness overcame her. Her eyelids hung heavy as lead.

Tomorrow. She’d figure it out tomorrow. For now, she wanted to rest in his lifeless arms, lull herself to sleep with his empty words of hope.

You’re not worthless. You’re not worthless. You’re not worthless.


The Dragon

The sun hadn’t risen but heralded its arrival with pale rays radiating from behind the Blue Mountains. The dull light of dawn peeked through the gap between curtains, feasting upon the sight of a young beauty deep in slumber.

The medallion resting on her bosom shimmered with the colors of the rainbow, rising and falling to the rhythm of her breathing. A pale, spider-like hand reached towards it. Long, tapered fingers unhooked the necklace’s clasp and slid it off her neck.

The thief held his breath, although he’d hovered a rag sprinkled with his laudanum under her nose to make sure she wouldn’t wake. Hmm, she didn’t seem to suspect foul play. He gathered his courage and reached in again, this time for her eyes.

He pulled back her eyelid. The sight that awaited him beneath the burning skin sent him scrambling in fright. A glowing eye, acid green. Beautiful yet unnatural. Peculiar yet familiar.

Coris struggled in vain to calm his ragged breathing, his hand clutching the medallion slick with cold sweat. Arinel, or whoever she was, scrunched her eyes and twitched her shoulders. Coris laid down, feigning slumber.

Meya woke to a pungent smell in her nostrils, an itch in one of her eyes, and a heavy soreness across her body.

Scratching away eye crusts, she propped herself on her elbows and glanced at her bed mate. Seeing Coris still sleeping in peace, not coughing his insides out, she sighed in relief, then paused with her lungs half-empty.

Coris was sleeping soundly, a little too soundly. In fact, his chest wasn’t even moving.

“Coris? Coris!” Meya shook his shoulder. His head lolled to the side. His eyelids retracted, revealing empty white crescents.

Goodly Freda, no! Don’t tell me he overexerted again!

“Oh, Freda. No! Coris! CORIS!”

Meya shrieked as she hauled Coris up by his shoulders, shaking him as she would thrash a wheat bushel. Coris’s eyes flew open. His arms flailed, trying to ward her off—

“Enough, enough! Ari, I was faking! I’M NOT DEAD!”

Meya froze, blinking dumbly at her husband. Coris tried his utmost not to laugh, his pale cheeks pink from the effort.

“Goodly Freda, Ari. I won’t die that easily,” he chuckled as Meya blushed. He whispered into her crimson earlobe, chilly fingers creeping over her breast. “I’ve carefully set aside energy for sexual activi—Nah-ah-ah!”

Coris caught Meya’s drawn fist in his grasp. He wagged his finger, tutting as one would to an unruly tyke. Growling, Meya jerked her hand from his grip. To her surprise, he lurched to her pull. Meya ended up flat on her back with the skinny young man pinning her, trapping her cry of protest with his lips.

Oh, not again.

Meya closed her eyes wearily. With Coris being so twig-thin, she could perhaps slither free if she wanted to, but she never could resist his advances.

The girl’s tense limbs yielded beneath his as she succumbed to the sweet morning kiss. Coris exploited her distraction. Masking his move as a sensual caress, he looped the medallion back around her neck.

Her feverish lips cooled to human temperature, warmed by desire, stoking his rekindled fire. However, having accomplished his ulterior motive, Coris freed her arms and retreated, shame gnawing at his heart.

Clueless as ever, she tugged his hand and guided him downwards, borrowing his fingers to free herself of the weakened clutches of slumber. He bit back his groan at the caress of heated velvet glazed with dewdrops on his fingertips. Lust overruled logic, and he caved to instinct.

She urged him forward with a subtle push on his hips. He mustered his courage and ventured inside, braced to withstand the worst she would have in store, then collapsed to a smoldering heap under her heat and pressure.

“Coris?”

Meya called, frowning. Coris had fallen flat atop her like stone, his bony back heaving. She blinked as she attempted to make sense of what had transpired amid the maelstrom of sensations addling her brain. His fevered breathing subsided. Poor lad wouldn’t be finishing what he’d started. Sighing away her disappointment, she grinned wryly.

“Serves you right. Looks like Freda’s with me this time.” She held Coris as she flipped sideways, settling him gently before her. Eyes still closed, Coris smirked.

“Nay, she’s with me. In her name I ravished thy land, whereupon I spring forth the Hadrian seed unto thy crib.”

“Ugh! Couldn’t you have put it any other way?”

“Nay. It appears bliss has opened my eyes to my inner poet. A rare occurrence I cherish.”

“I don’t! Drown you and your poetic seed, donghead!”

Coris snorted with laughter. Cursing under her breath, Meya inspected her legs, only now noticing the masterpiece he’d left. Grim realization drained color from her cheeks.

Oh no. She’d been so busy surviving, she’d forgotten. This was how a babe came to be, wasn’t it? A man lay with a woman, planted his seed in her womb, then if he brought forth her water to rain upon it with Freda’s blessing, she would fall pregnant.

How many times had she lain with Coris? Still, he hadn’t brought forth her water once, so she wouldn’t get pregnant, would she?

Meya blushed as she reminisced each of her escapades with Coris, muttering feverishly as she counted on her fingers.

“Are you trying for an heir, Coris? If not, I should get Silfum, fast. We can find that in Hadrian, right?”

Silfum Candles and other abortifacients were contraband in Crosset, but simple medicine in Hadrian, according to Jezia. To her immense relief, Coris nodded.

“Bishop Riddell should have some in his stores, but you won’t need them.” Meya raised her eyebrows. Coris smiled. “Healers have deemed my seeds too weak to be viable. And no, I don’t want an heir.”

“Why?” Although she’d prayed he wouldn’t, she was intrigued. His smile turned bitter.

“You cannot guess?”

Meya sighed and nodded. Of course, he wouldn’t want to orphan his babe. Cautious fellow. Still, Meya was a wee bit annoyed. It seemed he never decided anything by likes and wants. It was always should with him.

“Don’t you want to try, at least? Thought you’d want to leave something of yours behind.”

“Guess we all do, Ari.” Coris shrugged with a sigh, weary as if he’d been asked countless times. “Procreation is the drive behind existence, after all, but death is no excuse to let primal nature usurp reason. Nor does it mean one takes priority over the rest. When one’s future is ending, one thinks of the futures of others.”

Meya huffed, disgruntled, having no way to counter his saintly preaching. As if he’d sensed her defiance, he drew her to him with a gentle hand on her hair.

“Besides, there are other legacies we can leave.”

Their eyes met and lingered. Meya smiled even as her heart twisted in bittersweet agony.

He was a lad with a fascinating mind. She wanted to discuss more about any and all things, wanted to hear his thoughts and share her own, but one way or another, she couldn’t do so much longer.

Her heart shuddered. Meya leaned in and kissed his lifeless lips, deep and slow. She took his hand in hers as she reluctantly parted.

“I’ll bring up your breakfast,” she sat up with an offer, for Coris seemed too wasted to rise. He caressed her hand with his thumb and shook his head.

“There’ll be a special charity tent today. You must be there. Fetch Zier to help. I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

“I’ll have the Baroness come tend to you, then.”

“I’d like that.”

With one last squeeze of his clammy hand, ‘Arinel’ untangled the blanket, spread it over his shoulders, then rose and left for her adjoining solar to get dressed for the day.

The door closed gently behind her. Coris slithered out of the duvet, all signs of exhaustion vanished. He bundled himself in a silken robe from the stand beside the four-poster and strode to his desk.

His drawer was crammed, as always, with dolls and toys he’d squirreled away over the years. He hoped he’d live to see Aunt Kyrel’s babe. Would Simon be blessed with a little brother this time, or another sister?

He waded through the jumble and slid open a secret compartment, where the bloodstained arrow rested on magenta velvet. Its tip was distorted, melted, yet the silvery metal shimmered rainbow in the sunlight.

Coris turned the arrowhead in his fingers. Memories rushed from its icy skin to his. An enormous leg covered in silver scales, soaked in dark red blood oozing from an arrow buried deep in its rotting flesh.

The purple rot spread. Iron-gray scales fell from shriveled skin. The wretched monster screeched. He could hardly breathe in its clutch. The rocks hurtled towards them with a yearning, black mouth of doom. They were falling. They would crash. They would both die.

With his last ounce of strength, he strained towards the arrow, closed his pudgy fingers over the splintered shaft slippery with blood, pulled with all his might. The arrow sprung free just as the stone of the cave slammed into him. Darkness engulfed him.

A blink, then there was fire and walls of stone. He wound strips of his tunic over a nasty patch of rotting flesh on a thin human arm, flicking away the long, red-gold hair that insisted on falling in the way. The rot spread still, like a dollop of ink on parchment.

“’Tisn’t stopping! They’re gunna chop off me arm and I’m gunna die!” The girl wailed between sobs. Thick tears fell from glowing, acid-green eyes.

“Shut up and keep a hold on your hair, will you? You want this to get infected on top of poisoned?” a small voice snapped, barely recognizable as his in youth.

“In-fab-turd?”

“In-fec-ted!” corrected Coris in annoyance as he cinched the bandages. The girl yelped in pain. “Little bugs nibbling on your flesh. You want that?”

“I dun have no bugs in me hair!” the girl whined. Coris snorted, sounding much like a pig.

“Of course you do! Your hair reeks of pig!”

Coris slumped onto his chair, panting, the arrow held against his forehead. The memories were vivider than ever. For the first time in seven years, he made sense of their conversation. He even smelled her hair.

Scalding water blazed a path down his cold cheek, as relief flooded him. After seven years, he might have found the girl who saved his life in Crosset.

And she wasn’t human.


A Lordly Offer

“Finally, some privacy.”

Lord Zier mused airily as he and Meya shared the shade of a large oak tree standing sentry at the castle’s town gate, overseeing the charity tent in uneasy silence.

Meya glanced at his sly, knowing grin, then swiftly turned her focus to the rowdy marquee. The almoner stood under the crimson canvas, draped in a crimson robe falling to his ankles, hurriedly ladling stew from an enormous pot into all sorts of containers (Meya could’ve sworn she saw some grandma with a vase). Half a dozen castle servants flanked him, following suit.

A long table splattered with dollops of stew separated the castle workers from the poor and crippled. Basked by the sun, the ragged common folk stood in a dozen lines, waiting anxiously with their ‘bowls’. The stew wasn’t the usual leftovers-thrown-in-a-vat but freshly cooked, simmering merrily over a newly-built fire. It truly was a special charity tent.

Something buzzed about Meya’s ear, as if Zier were saying something else, but a redheaded, freckle-faced girl was bobbing among the crowd.

Although Mum made sure the Hild children never went hungry, they would still insist on lining up for leftovers at the castle whenever the chance arose. Marin would grab a pot and come home with it filled to the brim. Meya would be lucky to make it back with some soup left in her bowl.

“Ahem!”

Meya jolted from her reverie to a disgruntled Zier.

“Yes, my lord?” She placated him with an apologetic grin.

“Zier! We’re in the open,” he hissed, rolled his eyes then repeated, “as I was asking, how shall I address you? Normally, I’d use fair maiden or Lady Arinel, but seeing as you’re neither fair, nor maiden, nor Lady Arinel?”

Zier leaned in, an eyebrow raised in amusement. Meya shot a covert glance at the almoner. And he scolded her for being careless! Seeing him still busy rationing stew, she whispered through the corner of her mouth.

“I may not be fair nor Lady Arinel, but I’m still a maiden.”

“And I might have believed that.” Zier cocked his head, sly grin stretching even wider. “If it didn’t so happen Father had Simon and Christopher glue their ears to your door that First Night, and now the entire castle’s heard what they heard.”

As Meya gawked, Zier counted on his fingers.

“To summarize, mostly you screaming my brother’s name, how well-endowed he is, several words I’m not allowed to utter, and a few Fredas here and there.”

Meya’s cheeks burned red-hot. Zier topped it off with a cheeky grin. Events of that night flashed before her eyes, and she longed to drown her head in the almoner’s soup vat. She’d thought nothing would top waking in the middle of the night to Mum and Dad making love on the other side of the hearth, but this?

“W-why haven’t your parents said anything?” she spluttered. “I keep telling them we haven’t done it!”

“They will once the guests have left.” His smile slid off, leaving emptiness behind. “Of course, they yearn for an heir, but Lexi’s dead against it. Should’ve heard them quarreling in Father’s study.”

“Lord Coris said he’s barren,” Meya argued, a frown on her brows. Zier cocked his head.

“He may or may not be. No one can prove that, can they?” He leaned ever closer, poring deep into Meya’s wide, fearful eyes, then drew back and jammed his hand down his cloak pocket. “He’s never slept with anyone else, so be safe and Silfum up, Maiden-My-Foot.”

He tossed a package wrapped in crumpled brown paper into her fumbling fingers. The sharp scent of herbs mingled with the dull smell of old paper. The raised whorls of a spiral pressed against her palms. Silfum Candles. Meya raised an eyebrow at Zier.

“From Arinel. You’re common, Lexi’s noble. A babe would complicate matters. No offense,” he added with another shrug.

“None taken,” Meya muttered with a scoff as she stuffed the candles into her pocket. Zier smirked, then steered the topic back on course.

“Now that our stories are aligned, how shall I address you in private company?”

“Meya, milord,” Meya complied, then remembered with a start.

“You’ve met Lady Arinel. Have you discussed what we’re gunna do now that Gillian’s gone?”

“Fret not. Nothing changes.” Zier raised two calming hands as if Meya were overreacting. “Arinel doesn’t feel worthy of her titles yet. You may keep them for now.”

Meya considered it, then narrowed her eyes.

“Lady Arinel is a woman of honor, so I kinda expected that, but what about you?” Zier jolted, so Meya took the chance to corner him. “You’re gunna let your sister-in-law be a maid for the rest of her life? You dun want her to marry Lord Coris that much?”

Zier faltered, mouthing soundlessly. Meya understood then. Eyes flared wide, she gazed unseeing into the distance, nodding slowly.

“I see. ’Twas why you tried to steal The Axel for Baron Graye.” A cold smile crept onto her lips as she eyed the younger Hadrian.

“Lord Crosset only wanted Lord Coris as his in-law for your family’s power. You hoped, if The Axel was taken from Hadrian, he wouldn’t force Lady Arinel to marry Lord Coris no more.”

Zier pursed his lips into a line, his ruddy cheeks for once pale as his brother’s. Meya weathered the silence, eyes narrowed as if to bore holes into his chiseled profile dabbed by the leaf-shaped shadows. Just when she contemplated giving him a nudge, his lips moved.

“She’s a year older than me, and I’m the second-born, the spare,” he said, his voice quiet, his bright blue eyes bitter like she’d seen just once, the night before. “The one reason I couldn’t marry her, one nothing in the three lands could change. Age isn’t that big a deal if you don’t make it so, of course, but if only…”

He trailed away as if he’d strangled air from his voice. Meya knew what he’d been bursting to speak. She’d silently wished the same upon her brothers and sisters on particularly harsh days.

If only they were never born.

Such a thought brought forth tremendous guilt, but also lifted the weight of a suffocating secret. The embittered ones basked in the shared glory of jealousy, then Zier shook his head free of it.

“Christopher’s taking Arinel to Bishop Riddell today. Never seen her so giddy,” Zier said, his voice chipper as he bounced on the balls of his feet. His eyes wandered dreamily into space, flooded with pictures of his sweetheart.

“Bet she’s hankering to tinker with them alchemy sets. Couldn’t so much as touch one as Lady Crosset, seeing how her mother died, ” he muttered, a troubled look on his handsome face. Meya couldn’t resist her curiosity.

“How?” He glanced her way, his bright blue glinting. At her scowl, he snickered then obliged,

“Ari’s mother was a peasant maid in the alchemy labs, then old Lord Crosset lusted for her. You know the pattern,” he shrugged, his expression suddenly dark. “She and her master were boiling vitriol when the lab caught fire. They cut Ari out of her, and she died.”

Meya scrunched her face at the terrifying tale. Mum lost her voice having Meya. Deke’s mother lost her dignity having Deke. Jezia’s mother lost her life having Jezia. Arinel’s mother got cleaved in half. If the creation of life was indeed Freda’s dearest mission like them priests were preaching, then the goddess was doing a dang shite job of it.

“Poor Arinel. Of course she’ll be obsessed,” Meya whispered as if in mourning, having finished her daily entry to the heresy diary. Zier blew a melancholic sigh.

“They were just experimenting for a potion to make fruits ripe. Shouldn’t have to die young like so.” He shook his head, adding with a wry grin, “only consolation was, she seemed to be sleeping peacefully.”

“And you’re gunna let Lady Arinel follow in her footsteps?” Meya gawked, but Zier didn’t seem at all worried.

“She won’t be following blindly, will she? Alchemists who came before marked sinkholes and quicksand with their lives. Hadrian’s labs now are much better than Crosset’s seventeen years ago. She’ll be fine.” He patted Meya’s shoulder, his hand warm and somewhat sweaty.

“But, back to your question. You have the full support of Arinel and I, so the rest is up to you. Do you still want to be Lady Hadrian?”

Meya blinked in astonishment, as his eyes locked hers in a vice-like grip.

“But what about Lord Coris?”

Zier tilted his head. Somehow, this seemed to bother him as much as the chance of his beloved Ari being blown to smithereens.

“You two get along well in bed and out. He seems happy with you as his wife. What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him, can it?” he suggested, deadpan save for a raised eyebrow.

All her life, Meya had taken it upon herself to make her own choices, even when there seemingly weren’t any, more often than not to dire consequences.

This time, however, she was torn. Was it because up until now her ends had been clear, earn as much gold as possible and make Dad proud? And her means had been straightforward, exploit any loopholes she could find?

This time round was different. She didn’t do it for gold nor Dad’s approval but for her own life, and the lives of a dozen others. And now that the threat had passed, for what was she persisting? Claiming a name that should never have been hers, giving her virginity to a dying man she barely knew, taking on a role she hadn’t the slightest idea how to fill.

Greeneyes. Dragons. Nostra. The Axel. Heists. Kidnappings. She’d tangled herself in a mystery far grander than her puny, worthless life. Three days ago, Meya was sure what she’d taken on. Now, Dockar’s words haunted her, but so did Dad’s twisted face, his mouth yawning wide as he bellowed,

“You leave, we get your fine back. And I accepted!”

He sold you off for three months of wages.

Meya cracked a sardonic grin. Three months. How many latts was that? If that was all she was worth to her own father, what did she have to fear? She’d even lost her maidenhead, the one priced possession she’d ever had. She may not be worth three months anymore, for all she knew. Perhaps one at best, or perhaps…just dung. Like those boys kept reminding her. Or pebble, like the official documents declared her to be.

If she failed, what did she have to lose but a life worth less than dung? If she succeeded, how much gold could she add to her worth? So long as there’s gold on this land, there’s no limit.

Her calloused hands clenched into trembling fists, she spoke, her voice heavy as molten gold, shining fiery in a crucible blasted with dragonfire,

“I’m in, milord.”


Lovers’ Dilemma

Tenorus Riddell stood two heads taller than the average fellow. A fair-haired, broad-chested hulk of a man who’d chosen burns and scars over a magnificent mustache to compliment his face, at first glance one might mistake him for a blacksmith or mercenary, if not for his long, crimson alchemist cloak, and ice-blue eyes twinkling with curiosity yet steeped in knowledge.

After Christopher left, the sprightly priest beckoned Arinel to the outer court, where merchants, peasants and castle staff milled about their business.

The alchemy labs were among several outhouses along the castle wall. Unlike the other open-air lean-tos for dyeing, washing, dressmaking, leather-working and various other crafts, the labs were walled against contaminants from without, those walls fortified with stone to withstand the experiments within.

Riddell stopped at an outhouse two times larger than the average peasant cottage in Crosset. A heavy, rusty padlock barred the wooden door, upon which was tacked a piece of cowhide with DANGER scrawled across in red ink. Above the door, a copper nameplate swayed in the breeze. Ornate gold-leafed letters gleamed upon it, framed with golden curlicues: Muldor.

Arinel cocked her head. The name was familiar. She might have come across it in a treatise somewhere.

Riddell slid a crammed key-ring from his belt, humming as he thumbed for the right key.

“So, Meya, is it?” he chirped above the jingling, his voice high for a man of his size. His stunted thumb flicked keys apart. Arinel noticed with a jolt it was missing a chunk. His palm was parched and wrinkled, as if burned by acid.

“Your first task is to clear out this place. It belonged to my late friend, Noxtis Muldor. I need it well-aired and spotless, since I’ll be using it for risky experiments. Fire, booms and flashes, as the general populace puts it.”

He tittered at his little joke, as Arinel eyed the innocent laundry maid walking by behind them.

“Ah, here we are.”

Riddell slotted a burnished old key into the padlock. The door shifted, freed from its frame, but its hinges were rusty, and years of humidity had bloated its wood. After a forceful shoulder thump, it swung open.

The musty, moldy smell of disuse billowed out in welcome. All the windows were shut. Daylight streamed through the doorway, casting Arinel and Riddell’s shadows upon an oaken worktable surrounded by shelves crammed with dusty bottles and jars.

An elaborate distilling set gleamed on the table. Glass beakers with burnt bottoms sat empty but for dust, all intact. Muldor didn’t die during an experiment. Lucky you, thought Arinel darkly.

Silence fell as both took in the scene, Arinel with curiosity and a touch of fear, Riddell with nostalgia. At last, Riddell heaved a sad sigh.

“Right.” Clearing his throat, he turned to Arinel. “Muldor worked with some dangerous substances, but he was a meticulous chap. I don’t expect anything hazardous to be lying around where they shouldn’t be. Still, it’s been a decade. Make no haste. Be as careful as you can be.”

Arinel nodded. Riddell noticed the shelf beside the door. He picked up the nearest jar and wiped it with his apron, revealing milky yellow powder swirling within. Sulfur, thought Arinel, and the faded, peeling label confirmed it.

“You don’t know your letters, I believe?” asked Riddell as he checked the jar’s lid.

A sudden throb of anger pounded on Arinel’s temples, then she remembered she was supposed to be Meya the Maid. She chewed her lips. Would Riddell become suspicious if she told the truth?

“I do, sir,” she eked out, fingers twisting her apron. Riddell’s eyes grew round as quail eggs. He mouthed wordlessly, then his face split into a wide smile of delight.

“That’s a pleasant surprise!” he chirped in his high-pitched voice. Arinel blew a silent sigh of relief. A literate maid would be given more work, and more work means more opportunities to rise.

Riddell set the sulfur jar back on the shelf then clapped his hands.

“Very well, then. I expect you’ll find several bottles with interesting labels, but do not uncork any.” He raised a strict finger, his voice solemn. “Curiosity without caution has maimed many an alchemist. I should know, of course.”

Riddell glanced at his nub of a thumb with a sigh, then shrugged it off, gesturing vaguely about the lab.

“Dust the shelves. Clean the glassware. Relabel the bottles.” He rummaged in his tunic pocket and produced a pair of leather gloves.

“These will protect your delicate fingers.” He motioned towards the handkerchief poking out of Arinel’s apron pocket. “Cover your mouth and nose, and get those windows open right away. Everything you’ll need, you’ll find in the shed.”

Riddell pointed his thumb towards the wooden tool shed leaning against the lab’s stone wall. Arinel craned her neck to see past his hulking frame. The alchemist wagged a cautious finger again.

“Remember, no haste. Be as careful as you can. I’ll be in my lab. Knock if there’s anything.”

He shone her a warm smile, then walked briskly back to his workshop. Arinel bowed and waited until he had disappeared behind his door, then ventured inside.

A diligent maid should start working immediately, but Arinel couldn’t help herself. Soon as the windows were open, she swooped over the distilling set, examining the curiously-shaped flasks and elaborate layout from start to finish.

She shone the glass with her apron and tapped it with her nail, turned glass knobs and imagined liquid dripping from suspended bottles into the flask waiting in the tub filled with imaginary ice. She pictured a merry fire in the silent stove, potions bubbling in the empty beaker.

She sidestepped the aisle between cabinets high as library shelves, turning bottles to see their peeling labels, hastily drawing away from ones bearing dangerous names. Their contents came in all colors of the rainbow and all the shades in between. Some even glittered like gems. She could spend all day reorganizing them.

Ever since Arinel could remember, she’d been peeking through the windows of the lab Mother and her master, Bishop Tyberne, used to work in, watching their successors tinkling with peculiar glassware and colorful chemicals, only to be dragged away screaming by Gretella, laughed at by her half-sisters, and reprimanded by Father.

“Your mother died in that room,” Father would roar, back when he still had enough snarl in him. “I cut her open to save your life, and you’re throwing it away in that accursed lab, too?”

Arinel had no retort, only empty promises. She understood the logic of everyone’s fear, but she couldn’t feel it. When she peered into the lab, she wasn’t reminded of what once happened. She saw fascinating experiments with unpredictable results. Like embroidery, one mastered the basics then experimented with new patterns and techniques. Whenever she grew bored, Arinel liked inventing new patterns. So far, she’d wound up with nothing but tangled balls of thread, though.

After a thorough tour, Arinel stood with hands on her hips, dithering. So many things to be done. Where should she start?

In the end, she decided on the worktable. After a moment studying the distilling set, Arinel strode out to the shed and returned with two large wooden tubs, a stool, a sponge, a bar of soap, a brush and a bucket.

Filling the tubs took five trips to the well. Arinel’s apron was drenched by the time she was done. Still, it wasn’t as soaked as it was on her first day in the scullery, fetching water for dishes. She was improving.

Once the last bucket of water was emptied into the tub, Arinel tied her handkerchief over her mouth and nose, forced her fingers into the tight gloves, then dismantled the distilling set, loading tubes and flasks carefully into the bucket.

One by one, Arinel dunked the glassware in the sudsy water and scrubbed. Some only needed a sponge to wipe off the grime. Some needed persuasion with the hog-hair brush. And the most stubborn must be sandpapered with a wire brush to scrape off charred remains sticking to the bottom.

Arinel was struggling with the sooty burner when a pair of warm hands clapped over her eyes. She nearly jolted out of her skin. The metal burner dropped from her frozen fingers into the tub with a dull plonk.

“Guess who,” a breathy, laughing voice whispered into her ear.

Zier.

A voice screamed inside her. In less than a heartbeat, Arinel transitioned from terrified to relieved, overjoyed and disgruntled, in that order.

“Oh, it’s you.” She settled on flat and neutral, groping laboriously in the tub for the burner to wait out her giddy smile and blushed cheeks, scolding, “don’t startle me when I’m handling fragile instruments. Do you want me to lose my post on the first day?”

Her lack of reaction disheartened Zier. Years they hadn’t seen each other. Since her first day here, he’d been finding every chance he could to sneak away and reunite with her, but she acted as if she couldn’t want to see him any less.

Arinel had found her fragile instrument and resumed scrubbing. Sighing, he offered, “want a hand?”

“I don’t have spare gloves,” she shot him down without pause, curt and distant, then hopped straight to business before he led her astray. “Where’s Meya Hild?”

Zier allowed himself another sigh first.

“Coris managed to drag himself out of bed, so he’s dismissed me from wife-sitting duty. They’re probably taking a tour of the manor. As scheduled.”

He sidled in, using chatter to mask his move. By the time Arinel caught wind of an ambush, his arms were around her waist, and his nose burrowing into her hair.

Arinel struggled feebly. She ripped her cheek from his lips, collapsing against his chest like a near-spent candle.

“Zier…don’t.”

“Please, it’s been so long since our First Night.” His hands found her breasts. Arinel’s face burned.

“Which will be our last,” she retorted, harsh and final. Zier jolted alongside her own heart, but she didn’t relent. “I’m betrothed to your brother, Zier.”

“You’re not you anymore, remember?” Zier raised an eyebrow.

“I’m always me,” said Arinel flatly. “Have you talked with Meya? What did she say?”

Zier opened his mouth to argue, then changed his mind and shrugged.

“That she’s happy with the current arrangement.”

“Did she?” Arinel rose, forcing him to his feet and back, her narrowed eyes cool as her voice. “And what did you tell her? Did you tell her what I said?”

Zier opened his mouth before he could think. His first instinct was to lie, then his eyes met Arinel’s piercing blue, and he couldn’t bring himself to. He never could. He drew in a deep breath.

“I said you’re not feeling worthy, and you’re happy with your new post.”

Silence. Zier held his breath and steeled himself, planting his feet firm on the floor.

“NO, THAT IS NOT WHAT I SAID AT ALL!” Arinel exploded like a spectacular fireworks mishap. She jabbed a finger at his chest, stretched herself to his wincing face.

“I struck that deal with Meya, yes. I didn’t think it would be over this soon. The situation’s changed. We must tell your parents the truth now! While we still can. I’ll vouch for Meya. She’ll be pardoned and rewarded. Have you told her any of that?” Arinel snapped, arms flailing in exasperation.

Zier lowered his eyes and scratched his nape. Her well of calm, patient waters freezing to solid stone, Arinel nodded, her voice cold as ice.

“Fine. I’ll speak with her myself.” She tore off her gloves and marched to the door. Zier scrambled after her.

“Ari, wait! Stop!”

She did, her nose inches from his. Her beguilingly calm blue eyes traveled from Zier’s outstretched arms to his wavering eyes, simmering with anger.

“Thinking of keeping me from Coris, aren’t you?” Her soft, level voice scared Zier more than Coris’s scream. She shook her head, like an elder sister cautioning her little brother. “Lies aren’t meant to last, Zier.”

Zier twisted the hem of his shirt, his fingers burning and drenched. He shook his head as if he could dislodge the truth from his head, flick it off his shoulders. He leaned in, his eyes boring into hers.

“Meya slept with Coris. And you slept with me,” he hissed, painting her cheeks with shame and fury. “The damage is done, Ari. Meya can’t go back to Crosset, and you can’t marry Coris.”

“So, instead of simply asking your parents to ignore that, you’re willing to lie to them for the rest of your life?” Arinel scoffed.

“So? It’s what I’ve been doing, isn’t it?” Zier shrugged, undaunted. A shadow fell over his eyes, his voice dead, “for you.”

Arinel shivered. Zier stole The Axel for her sake, now it was lost inside his belly. With all that had transpired, she hadn’t a moment of peace to digest the harrowing truth. Even now, she didn’t know how she was feeling, how she should be feeling. Even so, she glowered back, willing herself not to tremble.

“You didn’t have to. And you still don’t,” she said heartlessly. Zier blanched as a sneer curled the corner of her lips, “and it backfired, didn’t it? I’m still betrothed to Coris. He’s not fat or obnoxious but he’s dying, and I would’ve already become his if not for all this.”

“So you’d sleep with him too? Because he’s changed?” Zier cried, his face twisted in disgust. Arinel blanched from fury.

“I’m his wife, Zier! How in the three lands can I avoid that? Why are you being so dense?” she shrieked.

“Dense? Me?” Zier jabbed a finger at his chest. Arinel held her chin high, unrepentant, and Zier shook his head in frustration.

“You’ll never get what you want out of your life as yourself. This is your chance, and you’re throwing it away for what? Honesty? Honor? Duty? Your father? My brother?” Arinel clenched her fists, reining in her temper at his mocking grin. “They’re not going to live for much longer, Ari, but you are.”

“No one knows that for sure, Zier!” Arinel snapped, her heart lurching.

“Well, I do!” Zier snarled, “and if it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make sure you’re not bound by their decisions for the rest of your life!”

His voice echoed across the dim room. Silence fell as two pairs of blue eyes clashed, one willing to show nothing but resigned righteousness, while the other burned with rebellious determination. Yet, Arinel saw his plea for sympathy, his longing, his bitter anguish. She reached out, her arms trembling and hesitant, as her walls crumbled from ice to snowflakes.

He threw himself into her embrace. She held him as he shivered, whispering as she smoothed his hair,

“I was yours. I still am. I always will be. Isn’t this enough for us? For you?”

Zier tensed and pulled away. As Arinel gawked in alarm, he wiped his face with his sleeve, surfaced with eyes of a corpse buried in a snowdrift.

“All my life I’ve been tied to duty. And I’ve become one with it. For you.” He fixed her with flaring blue eyes, then his mask fell. He shook his head, begging,

“You didn’t ask me to steal The Axel, true. But if you pity me at all, please…don’t let it be for naught.”

Zier swept away, leaving Arinel to crumple onto her stool, cradling her head.


The Foreshock

Tents of all colors blanketed Hadrian’s village square. From the castle’s hill, it looked like an enormous patchwork cloak. May Fest was just over a week away. Merchants from all over the west had hurried in to stake claim over the best spots and earn early-bird gold. Performers prowled every mouth of the square, pushing leaflets onto wide-eyed tykes as their harried mothers ushered them away.

By high noon, stomachs were growling. A queue snaked from the sausage tent to the lonely clobber’s humble stall three plots away. Children crowded around a merchant who made hand puppets spar with miniature licorice swords. Young lads cheered on a cockfighting ring. Maidens dithered over beaded shawls and embroidered headdresses. Old farmers pored over dice and cards. Merchants egged hesitant housewives to buy goods they would later realize they didn’t need.

Meya sat on a roadside bench, her head swiveling like a well-oiled weathercock. She’d lived to see sixteen May Fests in Crosset. None came even close to this. Apart from the May Queen Pageant, where no one bothered to sign up because Marin would win anyway, and a May Dance, where the men would fight to dance with Marin around Freda’s Fountain, May Fest in Crosset was simply a week-long weekend bazaar.

It wasn’t always like so. Misty-eyed elders would reminisce that before Alanna lost her Song, before the Famine polished off a third of Crosset’s children, before Meya was born, Crosset’s May Fest had once been just as grand as Hadrian’s.

Nobody under twenty could prove that, but that didn’t mean they’d let Meya get away with ‘ruining’ the May Fest they never knew. Meya’s first and last experience of May Fest was being pelted with mud and stumbling home crying. She’d stay home and do the chores in Marin and Morel’s place every Fest since.

Now, a decade later, far from home, under someone else’s name, she could walk into May Fest like a normal person. Countless people passed by. None of them hissed vicious names at her or questioned the thickness of her skin. No pebbles or mud balls sailed her way.

It felt odd. Not that Meya minded the lack of attention, but the contrast was painful. A day of sweetness couldn’t flavor sixteen years of bitterness. Or a year. Or twenty. Memories didn’t work like food. Then again, even some food may be too much for honey to salvage.

Meya peered at the wooden bowl in her hands. The rich, brown drink rippled to tremors from the ground caused by dozens of thundering feet. A strange, sweet, milky aroma rose to her nose in wispy spirals of vapor.

She gingerly stretched out her tongue to touch the paste, then withdrew at the tart and bitter. Yes, it smelled wonderful, but the god-king of the Southern Isles truly chugged fifty mugs of this daily? Truly, Coris?

Coris emerged from the crowd with a wooden plate of potato fritters. He answered Meya’s grin and settled beside her. Noticing the still-full cocoa bowl, he chuckled.

“Not to your taste?”

Meya shrugged with an apologetic grimace as she handed him the bowl.

“Needs more honey, I guess. A lot more.”

“Or perhaps more time to ferment.” Coris cocked his head, took the bowl then offered her the potatoes. “Try this.”

Meya blinked. Apart from little black specks on top she reckoned were soot or pepper, they looked no different from the fried potatoes she’d eaten all her life.

“Thanks.” Shrugging, she picked a piece and popped it in whole without blowing, for it was already lukewarm.

An earthy, oily smell gushed out, filling her nostrils from inside. Meya’s eyes widened, then drooped. Drowsy bliss coursed through her body. If the Heights had a taste, it would be this.

“Hmm.” Meya chewed the crispy crust to mush, then propelled it down her gullet with a reluctant gulp. She surfaced to Coris’s expectant look. She tilted her head, eyebrows tied as she struggled to explain her experience.

“There’s this weird smell. Can’t describe it but I love it.”

“Exactly,” Coris grinned. “It’s topped with truffle salt.”

“Truffle?” Meya gawked at the fritters, then Coris. “They say that’s food from the Heights!”

“Home grown in Hadrian,” Coris sang. “It’s one of the new crops we’re experimenting with, alongside grapes, mulberry, cacao and vanilla.”

“Vanilla?” Meya asked. Coris’s little sly smile returned.

“That sweet smell in the cocoa? Vanilla.”

Meya mouthed the unfamiliar word. Coris slithered his hand down his trouser pocket, producing a brownish-black, shriveled-looking, curled twig as long as his hand, which he offered Meya.

Meya held it to her nose. She didn’t have to sniff for the sweet aroma to fill her nostrils. She inhaled deeply, then sighed in contentment. Smiling, she handed the pod back to Coris.

“This would go well with milk and bread.”

“Exactly,” Coris pocketed the aromatic pod.

Meya was imagining her favorite pastries coupled with vanilla when the pieces fell into place. She turned to Coris with an accusing finger.

“So, all these things you had me try…?”

Coris’s grin widened, showing two rows of yellowed teeth.

“Yes. These merchants,” he cast his eyes at the surrounding stalls, “are using truffles, wine grapes and silkworms grown in the castle’s estate to make their products. And the king of the Southern Isles just agreed to export cocoa and vanilla to Latakia through the Southmeathe Port. I’m gauging whether these would be profitable to grow in Hadrian.”

Meya nodded, both awed and annoyed the lad had used her as experiment beast. Pouting, she motioned at the fritter plate in Coris’s hand.

“Well, you’re the mastermind, experiment on yourself!”

Coris chuckled.

“Apologies. Lard doesn’t agree with my bowels.” At the sight of Meya’s crestfallen face, he added, “I can get mash and truffle anytime back home. Go on. Don’t feel bad for me.”

He prodded her arm with the plate. Meya bit her lips. She loved the fritters, but she’d hate to munch through them alone as poor lad watched.

“Is there anything here that does agree with your bowels?” She sprang up and peered through the milling crowd.

“Let’s see. Nothing hot. Nothing spicy. Nothing sour. Nothing oily. Nothing chewy. How about something…light and sweet?”

Meya’s eyes settled upon a stall front lined with tufts of colorful cotton candy. She snatched Coris’s arm and pulled him to his feet. Coris snatched the cocoa bowl in time before she plunged him into the fray.

Meya weaved through the crowd, eyes anchored to her destination. When one were born a peasant, one mastered the art of battling crowds.

They squeezed their way to the storefront just as the earlier customer was leaving. With one arm, the woman hitched a kicking, bawling toddler to her hip. With the other, from which she’d slung an overflowing shopping basket, she handed the vendor a coin, snatched a stick of candy floss, then staggered on her way.

“One latt each, little lass,” the old merchant chirped. Meya rummaged in her dress pocket for two bronze coins.

“There you go.” She deposited them in the merchant’s pale, lined palm, nabbed two rolls of leaf-green cotton candy wrapped in hair-thin flour cakes, dropped one on Coris’s fritter plate. “And there you go.”

Meya stuffed the end of the second roll into her mouth to free her hand for swatting aside people, then ventured off again. She breached the crowd out to the deserted area in front of the town hall. She let go of Coris’s clammy arm, and bit off the melting end of the roll in her mouth.

Coris set the cocoa bowl on the wall, eyeing his cotton roll. Meya gestured with her floppy roll, talking through a mouthful of half-munched green sugar,

“I know you favor green. Half your braies are varying shades of vert. Some are older than others, granted.”

“Ari!” cried Coris as he flushed pink. Meya guffawed, clamping a hand over her mouth as she slurped the green mixture of goo and spit back in.

With a sigh and a grin, Coris shook his head and nibbled on the sweet treat. Meya polished off her roll in about as long as it took to buy it. Coris, forever the knight, quietly gave her the plate of fritters, and Meya happily obliged.

Popping in a fritter, Meya peered past the iron gates and the barren stone-paved court to the town hall. It was built of sandstone, its copper-tiled roof dyed milky green by a coat of patina. Merchants and clerks filed through the arched doorway, toting scrolls and paperwork.

An empty stone plinth stood at the heart of the courtyard, bearing a gleaming copper nameplate inscribed with information on the nonexistent monument.

Meya poked Coris’s arm.

“Say, what’s that plinth for?”

Coris craned his neck to see past her.

“Oh.” He scratched his cheek. “That used to be the statue of Maxus, the first Baron Hadrian.”

Meya raised her eyebrows, intrigued.

“It’s made of bronze, so Father had it melted. The metal shortage affects us worse than Crosset. We’re furthest from Easthaven Port, but it’s up to us to arm Amplevale Fortress against Nostra.”

Meya churned her lips as she eyed the empty plinth.

“Poor chap.” She grinned wryly. “Bet his bones are rattling in his grave.”

“He hasn’t haunted our dreams. He probably understands.” Coris shivered, then cocked his head at the hall. “Would you like a tour?”

Meya nodded with a grin, tossing another fritter into her mouth. Coris held the gate’s inside door for her. They crossed the courtyard and passed through the arched door into the main hall.

Bare wooden trusses bore the weight of the high vaulted ceiling. Guild headquarters lined the three walls, displaying the insignia of their trades. The clerks were either out for lunch, tearing through paperwork at the back as the queue grew longer, or jotting down complaints from members lined up before their windows.

The blacksmith guild had the longest line, or rather, crowd. Merchants and peasants swarmed the shopfront like flies on dung, yelling and shaking their fists as the beleaguered apprentice boy cowered behind his ledger.

“Metal shortage,” sighed Coris, shaking his head. “Either prices have risen again, or someone’s been hoarding. Wait here.”

Coris ushered the cocoa bowl to Meya, then strode to the guild. He stopped short of the roiling crowd and rapped on the side door.

The peeping slot slid aside to reveal two blinking eyes. Coris held up his Hadrian Crest, and the door fell back to admit him.

Coris’s direct order was for Meya to stay where she was, but it was impossible to do nothing. She crept closer to the throng until she could make sense of their yelling.

“One hundred latts for a ruddy sickle! ’Tis madness!” An old farmer waved his rusty sickle, his cheeks flooded with heated blood. Other farmers, hunters and shepherds echoed his sentiment.

“Not one pebble of ore has dropped on my doorstep in a month, Hemrond! It’s called supply and demand!” The blacksmith roared back.

“This ’ere lad’s paying us shaved coins!” A heavy-set merchant woman had a struggling young man by the back of his collar, flanked by five just-as-intimidating merchant ladies.

“Storm season’s a-comin’ and I don’t have no nails to patch me roof with!” a man whined.

“Forget yer roof. Sewer behind me house’s been broken for a moon. Everything I have smells like shite!” another man shouted over him. Fair enough, he was given personal space in the middle of the throng.

“We need new pipes! Our water tastes like rust!” a housewife added, followed by several shouts of agreement.

The complaints droned on. At first glance, all seemed random and anecdotal, as if they should’ve belonged somewhere else, but once filtered down, the root cause became the same. There was no metal.

* * *

When Coris emerged, Meya had finished the fritters. He seemed surprised to see her next to the angry mob, but at last, he smiled and motioned for her to follow.

“So, what have you gleaned so far?” he asked as she fell in step with him. Meya glanced back at the guild. A senior blacksmith had taken over, hands raised as he appeased the crowd.

“Broken pipes. Stolen pipes. Fake coins. Shaved coins. Coin hoarders. Smiths have no ores to work with. Farmers, hunters, stonemasons and lumberjacks got no tools to work with. Nobody can prepare their houses for storm season, yada yada.”

She left off with a weary sigh, then nudged his shoulder.

“What about you? What have you got?”

“Seems like nothing more than shortage. The usual. No suspicious activity.” Coris shrugged, his eyebrows knotted and his eyes distant.

“There’s still no directive from Meriton, so I asked them to accept only urgent complaints for now. I’ll report to Father when we return.”

“How d’you decide what’s urgent?”

“Well, for example, planting season is over. Farmers won’t need their tools again until the harvest in late summer. They’ll have to make do with sanding and whetting rusty tools for now. Storm-prepping, on the other hand, is vital. We might have to melt farming tools to make nails, drain pipes and roof tiles. Or we can have the people take shelter in the castle and strong buildings.”

“Like here?” suggested Meya as they climbed the staircase to the mezzanine, where the bailiff and other officers had their workrooms. Coris nodded.

The metal balustrade had been replaced with a crude wooden fence. Stone plinths lined the walls, carrying vases and statuettes no more. Twin foot-shaped light patches between them marked where suits of armors once stood, hands clasped over the hilt of their swords.

Meya pictured faceless men carrying off the suits of armor, the statuettes, and railings. Each tossed to its fiery end in the crucible.

Coris stopped before a marble plinth at the end of the corridor, staring fixed at thin air as if he saw what was once there. His face was empty as the plinth, but his eyes brimmed with nostalgia.

Meya mustered her courage.

“What was there?” she whispered. Coris didn’t seem to have heard, but then he answered just as softly,

“Corien’s Lyre.”

Meya’s eyes widened.

“Corien? But that’s your—”

Coris glanced her way with a slight grin.

“He was Drinian’s cousin who died in Everglen before the migration. There’s nothing left of him but his lyre.”

Coris touched a pale finger to the gleaming stone.

“When Mother was pregnant with me, she longed to hear the Lyre’s song. The soothsayer predicted I would fulfill Corien’s destiny, whatever it was. Alongside my Hadrian duty, of course.”

A wry smile tugging at his parched lips, he chuckled.

“When I was younger, whenever Father took me here, I’d sneak off to pluck the Lyre then run and hide. Just to annoy the old men, you know?”

They shared a sad little laugh. Meya wasn’t sure if it was curiosity or sympathy that compelled her to speak.

“You wanted to say something? At dinner that day?”

Coris turned to her with a puzzled look.

“Your father supports the Mining Ban. King Alden wants to lift it. You side with the king, so the Baron doesn’t want to talk to you about it?”

Coris’s eyes lost focus, then widened. The gloomy aura over him dissipated, and his pale face brightened.

“You noticed?” he asked, excited, then shook his head and muttered grumpily, “if only Zier were half as attentive.”

“What were you going to say?” Meya asked. Coris huffed.

“What I’ve been saying for months. We must resume mining in Latakia, which…is heresy in Hadrian, of course.” He shrugged, looking careworn.

“Maxus was a founding father of the Mining Ban alongside King Edward and High Priest Uriel. Every Baron Hadrian, every Wynn King, every High Priest since honored their legacy.”

“But now we have a Corbyn for a king.”

“Exactly. And he questions that legacy.”

Coris leaned close, his voice lowered.

“And I question that legacy. Amplevale is our one line of defense. The moment Nostra sees a crack in our wall, they’ll storm the pass. We must keep Amplevale armed at any cost. Unfortunately, catastrophe is often the best lobbyist. Such is the flaw of men.”

A dangerous, ruthless gleam crossed his eyes, now stormy gray. Meya steered the conversation away before he chanced upon a reckless idea.

“What’s the reason, anyway? What’s wrong with mining? All those lords honestly don’t believe Chione would return, do they?”

“Of course, they don’t.” Coris smirked wryly, “but Father’s lie, they believe. Father accused the king of exaggerating the ore ship crisis so he’d have an excuse to seize the lords’ lands and centralize mining.”

“Centralize?”

“The king controls mining across Latakia, instead of each lord having authority over his demesne. Back in the time of First King Latakas, the tribes and clans relinquished control and trusted their might to the one king, so he may unite Latakia and defend her from Nostra.”

“But two centuries have passed since Rutgarth. And Devind the Demented proved that much power is too great to be contained in one man. The bond of trust is broken. We supported Alden Corbyn’s rebellion on the condition that once we sat the crown on his head, he doesn’t interfere in our demesne.”

“And since King Alden overthrew King Devind because he had too much power, he’d be a dirty hypocrite if he wants to centralize mining himself? And the lords are afraid he’s following in King Devind’s footsteps?”

“Exactly.”

“But, it’s been what, ten years? Why hadn’t the lords resumed mining in their lands already? If King Alden couldn’t interfere anyway, so what if they broke the Ban?”

“My father is why,” said Coris with a sardonic smirk. Meya raised her eyebrows, blinking.

“Freda’s blessing falls like rain. Some lords have no ore veins on their demesne. Some have ore veins poisoned by Lattis and no way to refine them. Some profit greatly from the Easthaven sea trade or their pristine scenery. These lords fear change and competition, and tend to support the Ban. And they have Hadrian and Amplevale’s might to enforce it.”

“What about Hadrian? What’s Freda given us?”

Coris lowered his glinting eyes to her chest, where her Lattis coin gleamed rainbow in the sunlight. Her eyes widened.

“Lattis?” Meya half-hoped Coris to be jesting, but he nodded. She remembered, then. She grasped the ruby brooch, unpinning it with hasty, fumbling fingers.

“This knife, it’s made from Lattis, isn’t it?”

Meya unsheathed the tiny blade, then her breath caught. The knife was dulled, distorted, half-melted as if licked by white-hot flames.

Blood of a Greeneye is the only known method of refining Lattis. Lattis melts readily in it.

Her hand trembling, she slotted the knife back in its sheath. She’d seen what this thing did to Greeneyes, to folks like her.

But what exactly are Greeneyes? Why does Lattis hurt us but not…them?

Meya sneaked a glance at Coris as she strove for nonchalance.

“Zier barely even scratched them, and they acted as if he’d burned them alive. And then they fled…” Meya glanced left and right, then leaned in with a whisper, “on dragons?”

Meya held her breath as she locked eyes with Coris. Did he see what she thought she saw?

Coris gave a curt, almost invisible nod. Strength left her legs. Meya slumped against the wall, massaging her temples.

“This might explain why Nostra attacked Rutgarth. If Lattis could be wielded against dragon riders, they wouldn’t allow Latakia to mine it,” reasoned Coris. Meya was only half-listening. A single word echoed in her brain, ricocheting like a crazed bird caged.

Dragons.

The mural in the Hadrian Chapel. Those glowing, acid-green eyes of the dragons migrating from Everglen. Eyes like hers. Twenty pairs of those eyes glowed in the dark. Last night. On that hill.

What if all the riders hadn’t followed their dragons to Nostra? What if some of them, like Drinian Hadrian, were left behind in Latakia?

But, if Greeneyes were dragon riders, how would she explain herself being born a Greeneye, while her whole family were ordinary people with normal eyes?

“Maxus was a blacksmith in Rutgarth. He survived the Fall and was captured. The Nostrans imprisoned him for ten years, before he escaped back to Latakia with The Axel. He received an audience with King Edward. Not long after, the Mining Ban was announced.”

Meya snapped out of her reverie.

“The Ban wasn’t announced right after Rutgarth was attacked?”

Coris leaned in so close their foreheads touched.

“That’s why I’m sure The Axel has something to do with it, but why ban mining if our only weapon against dragons is under our feet? Unless…”

Coris froze, his eyes losing focus.

“Unless what?” Meya prodded.

Coris held up his hand, leaving Meya to teeter on the balls of her feet. He folded four fingers, pointing one at Meya’s chest.

“Maxus and King Edward weren’t trying to fight dragons,” he said slowly, eyes poring deep into hers.

“They were trying to protect dragons. From us.”

Protect? Dragons?

Meya opened her mouth, but no words escaped. Why would dragons need protecting? Who’d want to protect dragons? They were dragons, for Freda’s sake! They could melt mountain faces with one fiery breath!

Suddenly, the floor shook and tilted. With a scream, Meya flung herself against the wall and squeezed her eyes shut. Coris’s cold blanketed her back, shielding her.

The quake lasted a few breaths, then the land stilled. Meya trembled as she peeled herself from the wall and fell against Coris’s chest.

“It’s alright. It’s over. Everything’s fine.” His soft voice flowed over her like a calm breeze, as his clammy hand smoothed her hair.

“What in the three lands was that?” Meya demanded, voice shaking as hard as her hands twisting his tunic. Coris shrugged.

“Just an earthquake. ’Tis no big deal.”

“No big deal?” Meya snapped, pushing away from Coris, who looked on the verge of busting his guts laughing.

Meya’s cheeks burned. She was the only one screaming in the whole building. The buzz downstairs droned through the ordeal as if nothing had happened.

“We feel quakes from Neverend Heights here. The volcano’s still puffing brimstone.” Coris’s voice rippled with laughter. He retreated towards a door at the end of the hallway.

“I’ll greet Bailiff Mansfuld. You go have a gander around. Nothing much to see, though.”

He winked as Meya blinked blankly, then spun around and strode off.

A sharp crack echoed from above. Meya looked up. One end of a wooden truss had broken free and was free-falling towards Coris.

“LOOK OUT!”

Meya screamed as she launched herself at Coris, throwing him to the floor. Coris whipped around, wide-eyed in horror. The plank landed a decapitating blow to Meya’s nape. Darkness consumed her.


The Double-Cross

Meya woke to a throbbing pain in her head, a lump on the side of her neck. She tried to lift her head, but then her brain swiveled drunkenly like a slowing top. Fuzzy yellow lamplight on stone pillars grew pointy blades like jousts and stabbed at her eyes.

Just as she contemplated surrender and return to slumber, a shrill voice pierced her ears, adding to her torture.

“Arinel!”

Warm, soft hands squeezed hers. Blurry faces popped one after another into her sight, then gradually sharpened.

Baroness Sylvia sat on a chair to her right. Baron Kellis stood behind her. Coris stood across from them to her left, red-faced and panting. Zier leaned against a bedpost, arms crossed. Lady Arinel and Gretella knelt beside the bed. They all looked pale and careworn, except for Coris.

“What’s up with me?” Meya croaked. A rustling of long robes, then Bishop Riddell’s hulking frame entered the scene.

“Lord Coris said you two were in the town hall when a beam broke and fell towards him. You pushed him out of harm’s way and took the blow.”

Meya blinked, eyes wide. She did remember walking up the stairs with Coris, but everything after remained a void.

“You might have trouble recalling it now. Your memories should come back gradually,” said Riddell as if he’d heard her unspoken concerns. He frowned, his voice grave.

“You were extremely lucky, my lady. The beam must have landed on the side of your neck, so you simply fell unconscious. Had it landed directly on your nape, you could’ve died or been crippled for life.”

A wave of chill rushed down Meya’s spine. Beside her, Coris tensed.

“How did the beam break? Was it old? Was it because of the earth-shake?” she asked, tremors infecting her voice.

“Earthquake,” Zier corrected under his breath.

“Yea, that.” Meya waved a feeble hand, too groggy to be annoyed. “Was that it?”

Riddell pursed his lips and turned hesitantly to Coris, who stared daggers at his father. Coris spared the healer a glance, then picked up right where the fight left off.

“You heard him, Father. She could’ve died. She could’ve been crippled. Today it was her. Tomorrow, it could be anyone. Anywhere. We must approve the repairs. We need metal. The Ban must be lifted!”

“Coris, your wife has awakened after risking her life for you, and you’re screaming over her head at me about godforsaken roof beams?”

Baron Kellis heaved a weary sigh. Coris bit his lips and fell silent, still glaring at his father. Baron Kellis narrowed his eyes.

“You’re not Baron Hadrian. I shall deal with the matter myself. You are to tend to your wife until she recovers fully. Is that clear?”

Coris said nothing. Kellis repeated louder.

“Is that clear, Coris?”

“Crystal, my lord,” Coris replied through gritted teeth, but the Baron didn’t seem to want to extend the fight. After another sigh, he swept to the door, signaling Bishop Riddell to hastily whisper an apology and dismiss himself with a quick bow.

Arinel surreptitiously patted Meya’s hand, then rose and followed Gretella out. The Baroness met Coris’s eyes and shook her head disapprovingly, then beckoned Zier over to take her arm.

The instant the door closed behind them, Coris slumped on the bed edge. He slouched and skulked for a moment, then swung his legs up and turned to Meya. He caressed her cheek, his fingers trailing past the bulge on her neck as he kissed her.

“I’m sorry. Thank you for saving me,” he whispered as their lips parted. “How are you feeling?”

Meya managed a one-shoulder shrug and grimace, too tired and dazed to summarize her pathetic state into words. She was likely in Coris’s morning mood. Low energy, ridiculously calm, ready to sleep ’til lunchtime tomorrow.

“What were you two going on about?” She flapped her hand, gesturing between the door and her husband. Coris sighed.

“Last time the town hall was repaired was thirty years ago. We planned to do repairs again this year, but then ore ships began disappearing and resources became short, so Father kept delaying it in favor of arming Amplevale.”

“Bailiff Mansfuld’s men found a leak on the roof over the beam that broke. Our rainwater comes from Neverend Heights, so it’s highly acidic. It ate away at the wood over the years, and today’s earthquake snapped it free.”

Meya’s eyes glazed over as she processed the alchemy-laden explanation with what little brainpower she could muster.

“Are there any more leaks? What about those people working in the town hall?”

“No one else was hurt, thankfully, but we must vacate the building until the masons made sure there’s no more danger.”

Meya wondered how long it would take before anyone would dare set foot into that manor again (herself included). Coris slid off the bed and swept to his study desk.

“You should tell your father what happened.” He swiped a stack of letters from his desk and strode back. “Letters from Crosset arrived today. Here.”

He handed her the topmost letter from the twine-tied stack. Large letters were scrawled across the back of the letter in charcoal.

“Thanks.” Meya took the letter, flipped it over then cracked the seal. Had her brain been at full working capacity, she would have noticed the seal was the tusked whale of Jezia’s clan, not Arinel’s Snow Fern.

Meya extracted the scrap of parchment and pretended to read the charcoal scribble that looked much like Jezia’s handwriting. Strange. Why would Lord Crosset use scraps and charcoal? Was he that much of a miser? Eh, wouldn’t put it beneath him.

“You can’t read, can you?”

His calm, cool voice pierced her reverie like a pebble hitting the rock bottom of a yawning chasm. Meya froze as she struggled through the fog clouding her brain. She turned slowly around to sharp gray eyes on a handsome face so pale and cold it could have been marble carved. Ice numbed her trembling hands.

How does he know I can’t read? How long has he known? What else does he know? What is he getting at? What does this mean?

The room fell colder as the water clock dripped, as if Coris had drawn heat from the air with every breath he took.

“That letter is from Jezia Boszel, addressed to Meya Hild. That happens to be your real name, isn’t it?”

Meya pursed her lips tight, even as her tongue had frozen so stiff she couldn’t shape a word. She slithered out of the blankets and down the bed, landing on unsteady feet. Coris circled the four-poster towards her.

“I am not going to harm you.” He held up two pale, spider-like hands. They were empty. “If I had meant to, I would’ve done it long since.”

“Long since?” Meya scoured his wraith-like silhouette for the bulge of a sword hilt, the gleam of a dagger. She bent her knees and relaxed her feet, ready to flee at a moment’s notice. “Since when have you known?”

“I haven’t.” Coris shrugged, serene eyes catching her every twitch. “I simply had a hunch, right from the First Night, which I gradually confirmed.”

Coris slipped his hand down his pocket, then produced a coin on a thong that gleamed rainbow in the firelight. Meya slapped her neck. Where the Lattis coin should have been was naked skin.

Since when? Or was it when he…kissed me?

The revelation unnerved her. She’d sat there talking godforsaken roof beams, not realizing her eyes were aglow like ghostly bonfires.

Coris had said he wouldn’t harm her, had saved her life when he suspected she was an impostor. Still, the notion that he had been biding his time, silently observing her whilst playing the gentle lover, made him seem as intimidating as Gillian, perhaps even worse.

Never underestimate Coris Hadrian.

She understood now, and the thought of what could have been scared her witless. What if she hadn’t changed sides and gone through with the heist? What if Coris had decided she was an enemy? What else did he lie about? What else was an act?

It pained her to think that hours ago, they were good friends sharing snacks, swapping tales and enjoying May Fest. That just last night they had made love so passionately, then lain side by side sharing their deepest fears, but was there any truth in what they had?

No, there wasn’t. It was a lie. She should never have forgotten, since she began it. Coris was simply playing along. It was her fault she’d begun to believe it would last.

Swallowing the bitter taste regurgitated from her constricted chest, Meya gathered her courage and her wits.

“Milord, you had plenty of time to confront me, but you waited until now. You had plenty of time to kill me, but you haven’t. You had plenty of time to set me free, but you also haven’t. What exactly do you want with me?”

Coris’s pale, chapped lips twisted into a slight grin.

“I abhor killing,” he said. “I’ve seen the real Arinel is alive. I know you mean us no harm. There are other ways we can deal with this matter that will benefit the both of us, but first, I want to know your demands.”

“Demands?” Meya blinked cold sweat from her eye. “I just want me life!”

“And where will you go after I spared your life? Home to Crosset?” Coris raised an eyebrow. Meya froze, then shook her head.

“Of course not, milord. Me family will be fuller this winter without me hogging on their bread. ’Tis why me father sold me off in the first place.”

A hollow feeling curled in her stomach, but Meya wasn’t being sarcastic. How could she go home like this? Kicked from her post with her virginity lost? Dad would bury her alive if he ever found out. Plain and lowly and Greeneye as she was, who’d believe she’d lain with Lord Hadrian?

“Where will you go, then?”

Meya swallowed shivers as she wracked her brain. Jezia’s letter crinkled in her fidgeting hand.

That’s right! I can travel with Jason’s caravan and become a merchant!

Her giddy happiness vaporized just as swiftly as sinking realization overcame her.

No, Jason would never allow it. He’d definitely tattle to Dad.

Sighing glumly, Meya shrugged.

“Somewhere far, I guess. I’ll pay a merchant’s caravan to get me far from here, so you won’t ever have to worry about me talking.”

“And what next?” Coris still won’t let her off the hook. Meya squirmed. Why in Fyr’s name was he so interested? Would her future plans affect her odds of escaping punishment?

“What will you do for a living once you’re there? It’s not easy getting a Residence or Landholder permit as a lone woman. You’d be forced into prostitution in the end.”

Prostitution? Meya’s eyes bulged. Goodly Freda, Dad would skin her alive if she even entertained the thought.

“I don’t think I’ll ever be that desperate, milord.” Meya waved hastily.

“You dun have to worry about turning a woman away to fend for herself. I can gamble and swindle. I can hunt and forage. I dun need a piece of parchment to tell me where to live and how to earn bed and bread.”

“It’s not easy living as an outlaw. Especially as a lone woman as young as you, without a single latt to her name.” His argument remained chillingly grounded in reality. Meya chewed her lips in fear. “Would you rather be gored by bears and hogs? Or be raped, robbed or killed in a back alley?”

They locked eyes, calm silver upon wavering green. Meya broke away, picking at a loose thread on her nightdress.

Coris was right. She couldn’t survive on the streets, far on the other side of Latakia. But she couldn’t go home like this, either. She had nowhere to go. No one to turn to. Even if she left Hadrian alive, she had no clue what to do after. Perhaps, all she could do was walk on and hope for the best.

For the first time in her life, Meya felt as if she were alone in the three lands. It wasn’t that she was never alone. Even when surrounded by three brothers, three sisters, and a few friends, she was always somewhat alone inside.

But, at the least, she had a home and a family she could return to when the day ended. No matter how unwelcome she might feel, something was still there for her. Now, there was nothing.

Coris sighed.

“Pride will only destroy you,” he continued, more gently now. “Wouldn’t it be wiser to go home? And marry, if your family wouldn’t take you back?”

Meya twisted a rueful smile, trembling hands twisting the fabric of her nightdress.

“No man would want a Greeneye. Not even her own father. And I’m not a maiden no more, remember?”

Coris’s eyes widened in horrified realization as silence fell tense between them. Crosset was much more set in the old ways than Hadrian. The village’s elderly women had ways to determine if a bride-to-be was still a maiden. Should she fail the test, her punishment would be severe, elaborate and humiliating. Paraded around town and whipped, probably.

“Of course I remember!” snapped Coris. Meya forced a wry, bitter grin. Cursing in an undertone, Coris drifted close.

Meya couldn’t bear to meet his eyes. It wasn’t that she blamed him. She’d chosen by herself. She had no one to blame but herself. And she wouldn’t have it any other way. Rather make your own mistakes and suffer the consequences than let someone else steer your nose down the right and narrow. At least, this time, she had that choice. He hadn’t taken it away. For that, she would always be thankful.

Meya knew from the start Coris would never truly be hers, that this life would not last, but she hadn’t expected the dream to end so soon, so abruptly. It was too much to handle in one fell swoop. She needed time to mourn.

“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have lain with you,” Coris whispered, tender and flowing with guilt. Meya swallowed sobs to drown her writhing heart.

“You gave me the choice, milord. Something few men in your place would have done.” She shook her head with a melancholic little smile, dredging tremors from her voice.

“You and Lady Arinel are gracious and noble. ’Twas an honor to serve the both of you, no matter how brief. I dun regret nothing. I did everything I could to keep us alive, and if someone would remember me for that, just for a little while, ’tis all worth it.”

As Coris looked on, Meya pulled off her wedding band and left it on the bed.

“I return this to the true Lady Hadrian,” she whispered, then solemnly offered her last farewell,

“I wish you health and happiness, milord. I’m glad we can part on friendly terms. Me time here is up. I shall be on me way.”

Meya bent her knees into the most graceful curtsy she could manage. Steeling herself against fear, she turned to the stone arch painting.

“Meya. Meya Hild.”

His call halted her feet. It was the first he’d ever addressed her by her name, her real name.

Meya turned. Coris stood by the bed, half his face a silhouette cast by moonlight, half bathed by the flickering, red glow of the hearth. For a breath the air stood still, silent save for the crackles and sputters of the fire, then his lips moved.

“I am going to give you a choice.”

* * *

I am going to give you a choice.

Words that compelled her to become his, to risk her life switching loyalties. Meya clenched her trembling hands into fists.

“First, you remain Lady Arinel, and help me solve the mystery of those dragon riders. I will safeguard you with Hadrian’s might. You will not be punished. You will be rewarded for your service. You may even stay and serve Arinel thereafter, if you’d like.”

“Second, you go free. I will reward you enough for you to make a new life elsewhere. I will not persecute you.”

Silence fell as their eyes entwined. Coris clasped his hands behind his back.

“Choose wisely. You know how dangerous this can be. You may not want to wager your life. A good strategist does not let insecurity nor pride cloud his judgment.”

Meya gaped. He offered her to stay, not as the scullery maid she should be, but as Lady Arinel, to help him? She? A peasant? Greeneye? How in the three lands could she be of any help to him? What joke was he pulling?

Meya peered into his eyes. They betrayed no glimpse of mockery nor deception. His lips were pursed to a line, his expression set in stone.

Meya reined in shivers as she faltered, eyes wide and fearful.

“Why are you offering me this? Why d’you want me here? What d’you see in me?” she rambled shrilly. “I’m a stupid, useless peasant girl. I can’t even read or write. I can’t help anyone with anything. Why in the three lands would you want me?”

He gained ground with every step she lost. Her heel hit the leg of his wardrobe, and she stumbled. She flung out her arms for balance. Coris stopped, yet his serene presence overwhelmed her. She was small, cornered.

“Don’t you want to know more about dragons, Lattis, The Axel? Don’t you want to know why you were born a Greeneye? Don’t you want to experience being a noblewoman, see if you have what it takes?”

“But I’m just a peasant girl. I tried being Lady Crosset and it dinnae work. You foiled me three days in!”

“I’m giving you the chance to try again, aren’t I? You scolded me for letting my death decide my life. You’re letting your birth decide yours.”

His words knocked the breath out of her.

She’d failed countless times she hadn’t let stop her from trying over. Years she practiced in secret in the woods as the rain pummeled her and the winds battered her to perfect her mother’s Song. Still, the villagers never allowed her to replace Mum as the Song of May Day.

Her whole life, she struggled to win Dad’s approval. She toiled in the fields, gambled, foraged, anything to be useful, but she could never become the daughter he wanted. Nobody had given her a chance.

Coris was willing to. And she must admit, she wasn’t ready to let it all go so soon.

Not like this. Not just yet.

But could she do it? Lattis. The Axel. Dragons. Riders. Hadrians. Latakia. Nostra. Everglen. They were all too grand for her. Was she arrogant, greedy, reckless? Or was she cowardly? A weak, indecisive peasant girl?

If she let this go, what else? If not now, when? She must give her all and succeed or die trying. There was no someday, nothing else to lose. Hadn’t she decided?

Coris closed in, his eyes gleaming silver in the firelight.

“I want you for your loyalty, your bravery, your ambition, and your wit. You can be more than a servant, given the chance.”

He revealed his hand. Between his fingers he held the wedding band she’d surrendered. On its bed of silver and diamond, the six-sided ruby flashed in the firelight.

“I’m giving you that chance. And I daresay you’ll be hard-pressed to find a better offer elsewhere.”

Silence fell as silver and emerald clashed, the scene set by the uneasy mixture of fire and moonbeam. Meya pursed her lips, a grim line of determination. She reached out her hand, and he slipped the ring onto her finger.

“You are well met, Lady Hadrian,” whispered Coris Hadrian.

And thus, their pact was sealed.


The Contract

“Your first command, milord?”

Meya broke the silence. Coris held her hand, admiring her ring finger, once again bound by his ruby. He surfaced with a smile, but there was no joy in his calculating eyes.

“Learn, and fast.” Meya blinked, puzzled. He released her and returned his hands to his back. “You’ve just made your first fatal mistake, Meya.”

Meya frowned. Coris sighed, his expression softening to a mix of worry and guilt.

“You’re too trusting,” he muttered, shaking his head. “I haven’t offered anything as proof of our deal. And you haven’t come up with any threats for me should I betray you. You have naught but my word, and it’s not enough. Always ask for something binding when you strike a deal, and make sure to learn as much as possible about the other party.”

Meya struggled to comprehend. She? Too trusting? Of Coris? Why should she distrust him? Yes, he did lie to her before, but he hadn’t meant her harm. And they were on the same side!

“You almost led twenty people to their deaths when your deal with Gillian fell through. You must be more careful.”

“’Twas different! I know you’re a good man. You’ve been gracious and fair, and I trust you. I dun wanna threaten you!” Meya argued.

“But you should.” Coris frowned in frustration. “Meya, you can’t trust anyone simply because they’re nice to you, or because they’re Greeneye like you.”

Meya chewed her lips, painfully reminded of her camaraderie with Gillian.

“You’re Lady Hadrian now. You’re responsible for the safety of The Axel, which means the safety of Hadrian, and perhaps the whole of Latakia. Your enemies are no longer locusts, floods or droughts, they’re humans. I appreciate your loyalty, but you must think differently from how you’re used to.”

Meya breathed deeply, then sighed. There went that scary, alone feeling again. True, she lied to her family and broke the law daily, but playing mind games was out of her depth. She nodded in surrender.

“Fine. If you betray me,” she paused, wracking her brain. “I’ll tell everyone where The Axel is, putting Lord Zier in grave danger?”

Coris smiled, satisfied, which was disconcerting, considering he’d just egged her to threaten him, and she suggested using his brother’s life.

“That’s more like it, but I’d suggest you include Hadrian and Latakia for good measure. It’s common knowledge I’m not exactly a loving brother.”

Coris beckoned to her with a flick of his hand as he strode to his desk.

“I’ll write down two copies of everything I said, and we each keep one. This should prevent both of us from reneging on our deal.”

Having settled Meya on the chair facing the wall, he circled the desk and opened his drawer, from which he took parchment, a quill and an inkwell.

Meya propped her chin on her hand, watching Coris flourish lines of words onto the brownish parchment. The tip of his hawk-feather quill quivered and swung as he wrote loopy letters.

“Once we sign our names, the contract will become official.” He surfaced. “Anything you’d like to add or set straight?”

Meya jolted, carried away following his quill. She considered it, then blushed. Her eyes slid towards the four-poster.

“When…when you said I’ll still be Lady Arinel, does that mean we’re still going to, er…?”

Meya trailed off with a simper. Coris blinked, then he, too, colored.

“No,” he declared firmly, then his voice softened. “Once all this is over, Arinel will be reinstated as my wife. I must begin courting her, which means no lying with you.”

Meya hung her head. Although she’d expected it, it pained her nonetheless. She impulsively gave up her virginity, but he was bound to marry another woman, while she’d be doomed to spinsterhood for the rest of her life.

Coris rested his cold hand on her shoulder, his tender, sad voice consoling her.

“I promise. You won’t need a husband to provide for you once you’re done working for me. And why would you trade your name for a man if he decides your worth by your purity?”

Meya raised her eyes to answer his beautiful gray, poring deep into hers in the calm silence. She replied with what she hoped was a brave smile.

“Thank you, milord.”

Coris cocked his head, grinning.

“Least I can do for the fair maiden who saved my life, and shared her First Night with me.” He bowed. “I apologize for my lies, but I truly did enjoy our nights together. Thank you.”

Meya twisted her dress, snickering to mask her shyness.

“I apologize, as well. And I enjoyed us, too. So, thank you, too, milord,” she mumbled coyly, then muttered to herself, “though I reckon now the whole of Hadrian’s abuzz with rumors of your majestic ding-dong.”

“Excuse me?” Coris frowned.

“I was saying,” Meya chirped. “I also can’t write my name.”

Coris froze, then cursed his goof.

“Oh, Fyr! Of course!”

“’Tis all mighty fine, milord. You just sign it for me.” Meya threw up her hands to stop him pummeling himself should the need arise. Her smile sagged as his sharp, scolding eyes honed in on hers.

“Has anyone ever said you’re lazy, Meya?”

Meya blinked, miffed but too confused to blow her top.

“You’re brighter than most people I’ve met. Yet, when asked what you planned to do for a living, your first thought was of gambling and swindling. Because they’re easy gold, aren’t they?”

Meya slumped against her chair, pouting.

“When you’re a Greeneye and a peasant and a woman, ’tisn’t much you can do to earn bread and bed if you’re not good at housework.”

“Housework doesn’t take born genius to be good at. It takes patience and diligence, both of which you don’t possess a pinch of,” said Coris dryly, thoroughly pissing off Meya.

“You’re one to talk, milord! You’ve never emptied your own chamberpot!”

Coris blinked. Meya froze, realizing she might’ve been a wee bit too brazen.

“’Twas very rude of me, milord. Please dun kill me,” she squeaked. Bemused, Coris chuckled and cocked his head.

“Fair argument. I cannot in good conscience reprimand you for rejecting housework.”

Meya crumbled to a pathetic heap on her chair.

“While you’re here, you’ll earn bread and bed by doing lawful work for me. And, your first task…” Coris opened his drawer, pulled out a sheaf of linen paper, then set it before Meya, “…is to learn how to write your name.”

“Be much faster if you’d just sign it for me,” griped Meya. Coris’s eyes narrowed.

“If you want to work for me, you must be literate. If you want to go far in life, you must be literate. You were exposed because you can’t read, and you still have the galls to be lazy?”

Coris rapped her head with a scroll. Shaking off the blow, Meya opened her mouth to retort, then closed it with a sigh. ’Twas no coming back from that. Sure of victory, Coris dipped his quill in his inkwell and drew up a piece of paper.

“Tell me your true name.”

Meya sighed.

“May-lah Awn-ya Hild,” she recited dully, then heaved another sigh. “’Tis in Glennian. You can’t spell it anyway.”

Coris smiled in good fun, having reverted to his good mood.

“Fortunately, I happen to be a Runes enthusiast, with an enormous…”

Coris twisted round to his bookshelf, running his fingers over leather-bound, gold-gilded spines. He hooked out a thick book, spun back and displayed it with pride.

“Rune Glossary.”

Meya turned pointedly away, hoping her curtain of fake golden locks would hide her burning cheeks. Coris blinked, then grinned slyly.

“You are one randy lass, Meya Hild.”

Meya glared as the well-endowed lad snickered in triumph. Coris fell against his chair, selected another book, then straightened and laid them on the desk.

“Do you know the meaning of your name?” He lifted the thick cover of the glossary, trawling his forefinger down the index, his tongue sticking out between his yellowed, chipped teeth. Must have something to do with his damaged innards.

“Queen of May, and light of the sky,” grumbled Meya. She puffed a moody breath. “Go with Meya, milord. ’Tis a lot easier.”

“Since you’ll be learning all the letters, wouldn’t it make more sense to go with the one with more letters?”

Again, Meya couldn’t argue. As she sulked, Coris rifled through the glossary, pausing now and then to scribble runes on the linen. He shunted aside the heavy glossary and pulled the second book to him. Probably a Latakian-Glennian lexicon, for he was now writing Latakian letters underneath the row of runes.

Once the last rune had been transliterated, Coris spun the parchment to face Meya.

“There you go. Your name.”

Meya peered at the trail of shining, dark red ink, joining, looping, rising and falling to form words she didn’t recognize.

Maelaith Aine Hild

She touched her calloused finger to the damp ink, tracing the intertwined letters. She’d never seen her full name in writing before. It might just be Coris’s penmanship, but it was beautiful.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t be so harsh on it,” Coris whispered, smiling as she met his eyes. “It’s a beautiful name, with a beautiful meaning, lovingly crafted.”

Meya smiled back as warmth enveloped her heart. She’d always wished for a simple Latakian name anyone could say and spell, that castle clerks wouldn’t complain loudly about, that didn’t brand her as a Greeneye, but perhaps having a unique, exotic name wasn’t so bad.

“D’you know any other Greeneye true names, milord?” she asked, absently caressing her name. Coris shook his head, downcast.

“Noble families aren’t so noble in how they treat Greeneye children,” he said gravely. “My friend Agnesia Graye has…had…a little sister, Persephia. She’s a Greeneye. It’s supposed to be secret, so she’s never given a Glennian name.”

“A Greeneye lady? What’s she like?” Meya leaned in, eyes sparkling with interest.

“I don’t think I could describe her properly.” Coris fidgeted with his quill. “We’ve never met at her nor my best.”

“You mean to say she was bullied by her family, and you bullied her like you bullied Zier?” Meya deciphered his crypt, smirking as Coris nodded in defeat. “What did Lady Agnes say?”

Even after all that had transpired, it was nigh impossible to be polite to Coris when they’d lain together numerous times. Fortunately, Coris didn’t mind. He shot her a wry smirk and a side-eye.

“You think I’d bully my maiden fair’s little sister when she was around to see?”

“Good to know milord is definitely not a lying, cowardly bully.” Meya stifled a laugh.

“Hence the need for a contract.” Coris cocked his head with a grin Meya reciprocated.

Their eyes met and did not part. She saw in his their shared moments she was remembering, mourning they could not have been more, but if only he would allow it, perhaps there was hope. Was it shameful of this lowly peasant girl to dream? Why was she even dreaming? Did she imagine it?

For a breath, it seemed as if he would answer her call, but then he broke away. Meya toyed with a stray lock of hair, her heart writhing even as she chided it. Coris spun his quill between his fingers, distracted.

“Tell me about your siblings,” he commanded.

“So you’d use them as hostages?” Meya retorted, laughing as Coris shook his head. “I got me two sisters I’d trade for a piglet any day, so good luck with that.”

“And I thought I’d taken the prize when Zier said he’d trade me for a busty wet nurse,” Coris chuckled.

“I can handle Morel,” Meya shook her head. “She’s got a rotten mouth, but pretty much everyone in Crosset fancy themselves gum rot in my presence. But Marin…” Meya sighed, suddenly drained.

“I’d give anything to be as pretty as Marin.”

“You’re already pretty,” Coris argued without the barest pause, quill frozen between his fingers. Meya laughed, chiding her besotted heart for its leap of joy.

“’Tis Lady Arinel’s face Gillian molded for me.” She gestured about her face. “I’m Pebble class, but if them louts in Crosset had their way with the law, I would’ve been Dung, for all I know. So, make of that as you will.”

Her heart lurched at the sight of his pain. He muttered, defiance in his eyes,

“You’d still be pretty.”

Meya shook her head, guilt gnawing at her soul. She’d tricked him, stolen his First Night. His only consolation would be if she were a beauty at the least.

“You deserve far better for your first,” she raised her eyes to his, her words so faint they could barely leave her. “I’m so sorry, milord.”

Coris shook his head, his eyes distant.

“We both wanted to experience it for once in our lives. Now we know desperation does not justify sex.”

“What would justify sex, milord?”

“The law would say marriage. The Scriptures would say Freda’s blessing, which of course comes in the form of new life, of pregnancy.”

“And what would you say?” Meya persisted. Coris studied her, his eyes glinting as if polished silver cogs were ever turning within.

“There was a family, a scandal two decades back. Man and wife were lawfully wedded, their union blessed by both families, envied throughout the duchy. For they were worthy of the other in every which manner. And Freda blessed them with five children in close succession.”

Meya could never resist a tale. She propped her chin on her fists, enraptured. Coris’s smile retreated from his eyes.

“Three were never born, killed by the mother in the womb. The fourth survived because the father stumbled upon the mother about to down a cup of pennyroyal tea. Then the fifth followed, who salvaged their marriage. A beautiful child.”

Meya realized her jaw was hanging open. The tale left a bitter, nostalgic aftertaste in her ears. Her family had that miracle child, too—Marcus. He also came after the disastrous fourth child, Meya. Her heart broke for her fellow hated one.

“Fourth one must have grown up hearing all this. Poor thing,” she lamented softly. Coris tapped his quill, drilling red-rimmed holes into the parchment.

“So, what would justify sex?” he posed the debate. Meya churned her lips.

“Love?”

“Husband and wife are in love. They’re happily married to this day.” Coris shrugged. At that, Meya frowned then narrowed her eyes, her intuition tingling.

“Do I know this family?”

Coris merely shone his sly smile.

“I strive to not spread gossip, so I’ll say no more. Only that the family exists and we can learn from their mistakes.” He leaned forth and pinned her eyes, his fingers weaving together.

“If Freda’s blessing justifies sex, then Lord Crosset taking a mistress by force, fathering Lady Arinel is just. If marriage and love justify sex, then the aforementioned mother is just for ridding her womb of the children she wasn’t ready for, and continuing to please her husband. If desire justify sex, then the two of us wouldn’t be tortured by regret.”

Meya fell against her chair, blinking. If both the law and the holy words didn’t suffice, then what would be the answer?

“Responsibility justifies sex,” Coris at last unveiled his argument, “is what I would say. Freda’s blessing or no, if seed and water meet they will become blood. Fortunately, my seed is weak, so no harm is done, aside from your virginity.”

Meya hung her head, twiddling with the hem of her nightdress. Coris allowed her a moment to mourn, then heaved a long sigh.

“Anything, eh.” He smiled wanly. “Would this have happened if you were born prettier?”

Meya mulled it, then shook her head. She might have one thing less to complain, but it wouldn’t make further difference, what with her Song and her monstrous eyes.

“If I could choose, I’d rather not be born a Greeneye,” she muttered gloomily. Recalling their disrupted talk, she straightened.

“You think King Edward and Maxus Hadrian wanted to protect Greeneyes and dragons from Lattis, that’s why they announced the Mining Ban?”

Coris nodded. Meya shook her head.

“It dun’t make sense, milord. Why would they want to protect people like me? We’re nobody, and there are so few of us. Say, how does one even become a Greeneye? Is it inherited? Why am I the only Greeneye in me whole family, in me whole town?”

Coris twiddled his quill.

“Are there Greeneyes in your branch family? Cousins? Ancestors? Do you keep a family tree?”

“Dad did say there are Greeneye Hilds and Claridens in other towns…”

Meya trailed away. She snatched the paper with her name on it.

“Can I draw on this?”

Coris blinked, then nodded. He handed her the quill, but Meya had dipped her finger in his inkwell, painting on the margins.

“Found this on me Dad’s old belt.” She slid the paper to Coris, jabbing her maroon finger at the blotchy doodle. “A dragon. The sea. Our motto. We Shall Return.”

“Duty and Atonement,” Coris murmured, then met Meya’s eyes. “You mean to say the Hilds came from Everglen as well?”

“Yea, but it still dun’t make sense.” Meya mussed her hair. “If Drinian hitched a ride on a dragon from Everglen, you should have Greeneye cousins somewhere too, but you dun, do you?”

“None that we know of, but they might have just been kept secret like Persephia. Besides, Greeneyes are more common in Easthaven and Damerel. Stands to reason most Glennians would’ve settled down along the eastern coast, and those in the far west are their descendants or stragglers.”

“So, all the dragons flew on to Nostra, but some of the Greeneye dragon riders settled in eastern Latakia?” Meya attempted a summary. “Why dun they all go to Nostra? Or stay together in Latakia?”

Meya glared, demanding, expecting a theory. At first glance, Coris appeared to be simply contemplating, but his hands trembled as he crushed his quill in his grasp, and he avoided her eyes. At last, he threw up his hands, shaking his head in defeat.

“My well of wisdom has run dry.” He smiled apologetically, turned to consult his water clock, then straightened in his seat. “The hour is late. Let’s focus on your name.”

He spun the paper around, writing down large, separate letters.

“Here.” He slid it back to Meya, handing her the quill. “Trace the letters one at a time. Write as large as you want. You can write smaller once you’re better at it.”

Meya sat still in protest, eyes narrowed in suspicion. Coris nudged her arm, his face impassive, but who was she to demand Lord Hadrian’s complete confidence?

Her heart pained for no reason at the notion. Meya grudgingly took the quill and hovered it above the parchment, unsure where to start, or even if she was holding it correctly. A dollop of ink splashed onto the parchment.

Coris realized his mistake. He rummaged in his drawer for a charcoal pencil, then circled to her side.

“Start with the charcoal.” He replaced the quill with the pencil, adjusting her grip. “Start here, drag up, down, up again, down again. Eh, not bad. Let’s try again.”

Meya’s heart pounded at the soft, cold embrace of his hand upon hers, the thrum of his heart on her back, his familiar scent in her nostrils. He was also left-handed, she’d only just noticed. Like sunshine touching marble, candlelight cast shadows on the sharp angles of his face as he rambled. She prayed he’d take her wobbling letters as inexperience, not something else entirely.

They blanketed paper after paper with large, clumsy letters. Coris pulled his chair over to Meya’s side, guiding her hand with his, their voices echoing as Meya recited each letter.

The light of dawn filtered through the curtains. Meya had succumbed, the pencil slack in her hand he held, her head of golden locks resting on his chest.

He caressed Mother’s ring on her finger. How much time had he bought, before she’d cast it aside for good? He could only shackle her for so long, before she’d break free and fly away. His only solace was he likely wouldn’t live to see the day. Perhaps that was Freda’s stroke of mercy.

He dropped the lid on the shapeless candle, killing its dying light. His arms were too frail to carry his maiden fair to bed, so he brought the blanket to her instead.

“You’re not the rider, Meya,” he whispered as he draped the silk over her shoulders, his frown laden with the weight of the truth.

“You are the dragon.”


A Graye Area

Coris was awakened by the combination of asphyxiation and an impending sneeze. A smothering weight flattened his lungs. A soft, warm breeze blew into his nostrils, bringing with it the smell of butter and sugar.

He opened his eyes and nearly propelled his head into the headboard. A pair of glowing green eyes stared, unblinking, an inch away from his nose.

“Argh!” he yelled.

“Eek!” Meya shrieked as she backpedaled onto the bed. Coris sprang upright, then fell onto his pillow, pinching the bridge of his nose to steady his swimming brain. Once his world stood still, he glowered at the idiot lass.

“What in the three lands were you doing? Trying to suffocate me?” he snapped. Meya cowered, fretting with her hands as she squeaked,

“I’m so sorry, milord. I can’t help meself. The beetle…”

“Beetle?”

Meya lunged at his head, plucked something clinging to his fringe and held it for him to see.

A tiny, emerald green ladybug with large, shiny golden spots squirmed feebly with its wee red legs and antennae between her fingers. Assuming he’d taken a good enough look, she let the wee thing crawl free into her palm, cupping her hand over it so it wouldn’t escape too soon.

“He came in through the window then ended up on his back on the desk. I helped him up, and he shot off again, but he couldn’t find his way out,” she prattled absentmindedly, peering into her hand cave.

“He kept buzzing round ’til he landed on your head. Your hair smells of flowers, perhaps?”

She turned to him with her glowing green eyes. Coris had been just as mesmerized watching the lass as she’d been watching the bug. Gathering himself, he caressed his hair.

“Possible. I use Hadrian Rose oil on it.” He shrugged, seemingly unfettered. Meya blinked, then rolled her eyes.

“Dun you Hadrian folk have any other flowers apart from the Hadrian Rose?” She edged off the bed. Coris sat up, watching as she strode to the window.

“We do. Only Mother insist I massage my scalp with it because she’s convinced I’m becoming prematurely bald.”

Meya strained around. Behind her, the ladybug buzzed from her outstretched hands into the sunny spring day. Her eyes traveled to his pillow, where long strands of brown lay brittle and lifeless.

“Well, you do shed a lot of hair.”

Coris’s eyes narrowed, his cheeks tinged with self-conscious pink. Realizing her misstep, Meya swiped some parchment from the desk, then scurried back to her balding fake husband.

“I reckon you just have to eat more, milord. Why, you look like you’ve just been through famine.”

She knelt beside the bed and smoothed the contracts on the sheets. Moody and silent, Coris slapped the bed for her to clamber up. Meya obliged.

“Your hair needs more food. By Fyr, every part of you needs more food.”

Her eyes pooled somewhere below his midriff. She stifled a laugh with much difficulty.

“Well, almost every.”

Coris said nothing. Meya sneaked a glance. Grinning and shaking his head, he turned to the two copies of the contract. Meya looked glumly at her signature at the bottom. Next to Coris’s impeccable, ornate print, hers was a puppy’s doodle.

“If ’tis too hideous, I’ll rub it off and do it over.”

Coris met her gaze, then shook his head again.

“Meya, your name is difficult even for clerks, yet you spelled it correctly in one night, with no prior education. You should be proud. You haven’t yet met Penis Hadrian, aged three.”

Coris picked up the contracts and examined them. Meya blinked, then fell to a heap of hysterical laughter. Coris chuckled along,

“My fault entirely. Should’ve known better than to trust Klythe Crosset to teach me letters.”

Meya hiccuped to a halt. Coris was still scouring the contract as if for loopholes.

“You’re close with Sir Klythe, milord?” she asked softly. Coris’s grin faded. His eyes wandered, lost in tragic remembrance.

“He’d been living with us for as long as I can remember.” He fidgeted with the parchment. “He was my father’s squire.”

“Your mother said he disappeared not long after the heist?” Meya leaned closer. Coris nodded. “What happened?”

Coris bit his lips. His fingers tightened and twitched on the parchment, sending small creases spreading like cracks on glass.

“I was sick in bed, trying to spill The Axel that wasn’t in me.” His voice was void of emotion, his haunted eyes unseeing. Meya squeezed his arm. He rested his hand on hers in return, swallowing.

“The last I saw of him was when he visited me, the day before Agnes died. The last any ever saw of him, he was by Father’s side, when Father sent him away on an errand.”

“Then a fire broke out in Agnes’s rooms. We found Persephia amid the flames, naked, unconscious but unharmed. Whereas Agnes was nowhere, dead or alive. When Persephia came to, she couldn’t remember anything that had happened.”

His eyes pored into hers, piercing, foreboding. Meya blinked, then narrowed her eyes.

“You reckon the Graye girls had a row, Persephia flew into a rage, called forth her dragon and burned her sister to ash?”

Coris stared, insinuating, almost desperate. Meya shrugged.

“But why were they naked? Do dragons have an aversion to clothes, or a fetish for naked human riders? So you must strip down before you can call them in? Do I have to be naked to summon my dragon soulmate?”

Meya jabbed her thumbs at her chest, eyes bulging, incredulous. Coris avoided her gaze, falling silent as if in thought.

“Or maybe, ’tis got nothing to do with dragons. Persephia might like being nude in private, or she’d just gotten out of a bath. I know folks back home who died naked on the loo.”

Meya shrugged, then continued more seriously.

“Sir Klythe might have set fire to Lady Agnes’s rooms. That must have been the errand the Baron sent him to do. That’s why he fled. That’s why he disappeared.”

Meya’s lips twisted into a satisfied smirk. Once her excitement subsided, however, she registered Coris’s silence. Her savage grin slid off at the sight of pain and sorrow in his eyes.

“Oh, Freda. I’m so sorry.” She took his hand between both of hers. Coris shook his head, his face emotionless.

“No need for apologies. A good strategist values unbiased opinion. I’ve arrived at the same conclusion. I simply wished to hear your take.”

So he said, but Meya knew better. She bit her lips, scolding herself as she kneaded blood into his clammy fingers. Coris closed his eyes. Whether he was weary or lulled by her massage, she couldn’t tell.

“Father and Klythe were fulfilling their duty, protecting their own. The fault is mine. I made a choice I didn’t think through, saved Zier but killed Agnes, when I should’ve foreseen it.”

“You. Didn’t. Kill. Agnes,” Meya insisted, frustrated, almost pleading.

“You can’t possibly save everyone and everything always, come now! Your priority was Lord Zier. You forgot Lady Agnes. ’Twas just human. ’Twas the Baron what miscalculated. He killed an innocent little girl. He was the one what should be sorry!”

A tear welled at the corner of his eye. Meya hung her head, her heart restless with guilt. Yet, she was dismayed to find a jealous knot slithering through the turmoil, hissing like a gossipy scold, coveting the teardrop for herself.

Meya shuddered with disgust, dropping his hand as if she might burn him with envy. For why would she ever wish he’d cry in the first place?

“Shouldn’t have brought this up. Forgive me, milord.”

Coris glanced skyward, blinking his tears dry.

“Again, Meya, there is no need for that. This is precisely the role I enlisted you to fill, so ask away. Even the smallest clue may end up crucial.”

Their eyes met in a battle of wills, raging fire against a wall of stone. At last, Coris succumbed. He pursed his lips, brows furrowed against torrents of grief.

“Your words gave me solace. Thank you.”

Meya’s eyes widened. A wave of warmth engulfed her, flooding her cheeks with color. She nodded vigorously in a vain attempt to hide them, casting about for conversation to distract her thundering heart.

“If Lady Agnes wasn’t in on the heist but your father had her killed, why didn’t Baron Graye do nothing? He should’ve been outraged. He should’ve declared war.”

Coris stretched his legs, falling against his pillow. Meya knew that look of his. A tale was coming. She propped her elbows on her knees, her chin on her hands, rapt with attention.

“It’s a common strategy in warfare, Meya, to exploit the weak link. Destroy the enemy from within. Zier was that link. So, after the Heist, I made sure he couldn’t contact Baron Graye. Graye couldn’t have known what had happened. Where The Axel was. Whether his and Zier’s involvement was discovered. By whom.”

“Now, we enter the realm of guesswork. Going by our theory, Father suspected Agnes was the spy. He sent Klythe to set fire to her rooms, but spared Persephia to serve as hostage. Father told Graye the fire was an accident. This was likely to test him. I imagine Graye sensed the trap, knew Father suspected him, so he didn’t challenge the lie. He maintained his facade, brought Persephia back safe, and awaits the chance to strike again once Father’s suspicion has faded.”

His argument laid, Coris weaved his fingers together, a sly smile of gratification on his lips. A wave of awe and fear swept down Meya’s spine at the depths and lengths of the minds of conniving men, the seemingly benign Baron Hadrian included.

Coris studied her as she marveled, then reached for the bedside cabinet. He extracted a bundle from the topmost drawer and laid it before her. The silken handkerchief unraveled to reveal shards of what must have been a charcoal-gray clay ball, dusted with fine, glinting black powder. Meya chose one to examine. The powder was oily to the touch.

“While Gillian took you to the ransom drop, an intruder attempted to kill me for The Axel.”

As Meya gawked in terror, Coris picked his shard, wagging it in emphasis.

“She escaped using this smoke device, packed with sand from the Graye River. Her eyes were emerald, like yours. She was a Greeneye, wearing a Lattis bracelet.” He tossed the shard back into the pile. “Was she one of Gillian’s?”

The news struck Meya dumb. Another Greeneye was after The Axel? What exactly was with this thingamabob small enough to be swallowed by a little boy? What could it do, apart from healing poison?

Meya dredged pictures of Gillian and his men from her stream of memories. She shook her head.

“There weren’t no women in Gillian’s band. And they use coins, not bracelets. Gillian made this for me.”

She held up her Lattis coin. Its rainbow gleam reflected in Coris’s eyes as he nodded.

“Thank you. I must be sure.” He avoided her gaze, pensive.

“Of what?” Meya pressed.

A shriek echoed from outside, scattering her suspicions. Meya jolted as if bitten then rushed to the door, tying the coin around her neck as she went.

Coris shook his head with a sigh as he followed. Denial, it seemed, would blind even dragon eyes.

It was frustrating, perplexing. He’d thought a young girl courageous enough to rescue a hostage from a dozen grown men driven demented by famine, intelligent enough to negotiate with two dozen dragon mercenaries at sword-point, would have no trouble unearthing her true nature and accepting it.

He’d thought it wouldn’t take much encouragement for her to step forth and save her dwindling kind. Unfortunately, the possibility of herself being something magical, extraordinary, legendary and beautiful, the May Queen, light of the sky, something other than a blight, a burden, outcast and freak, had been hammered out of her head over seventeen years as the only Greeneye in Crosset.

Worthless, useless, stupid, not pretty, not wanted, dung. Names like bolts of Lattis piercing every morsel of her, that she’d left there to serve as scales of metal.

He chided her for being too trusting. The one exception to the rule was her. Like a sieve she bled faith, too riddled with wounds to hold some for herself.


Eavesdroppers

Arinel nipped away from her post in Muldor’s lab and slipped into the scullery. Zier’s rebellion left her reeling, but her mind was made long before Gretella swept in for a morning briefing with Head Cook Apollon, just as she’d anticipated.

The Baron had ordered Coris to tend to Meya until she fully recovered. Someone must bring up their breakfast to remind them to stay in their room and procreate. That would be Arinel.

Arinel strode to the station nearest to the two, signaling with a tilt of her head for the Crosset maid there to hurry off and take her old post.

“Lord Coris will be tending to Lady Arinel this morning. Please prepare their meals separately and have it brought straight to their chambers. For the lady, the healer recommends light, easy to digest food, and cold herbal tea to reduce the pain and swelling.”

Head Cook Apollon nodded, his fatty chin wiggling.

“Very well, madam.” A ghost of a smile on his thin lips, he raised an eyebrow. “Would your lady prefer rosehip or ginger?”

Even under the dingy light, Arinel swore Gretella blushed. She stood frozen but for her blinking eyes, then thawed to her haughty old self.

“Which would go best with her main dish?” Her voice was oddly hearty. Apollon tilted his head, his eyes never leaving Gretella.

“Lord Coris has his herb gruel recipe prescribed by the healer. I’m thinking perhaps the lady could have the same for breakfast. It’s healthy, and it goes marvelously with ginger tea.” He clapped his hands loudly together to illustrate his point. “And I’ll send up dessert with the rosehip for mid-morning tea. Works wonders for reluctant newlyweds.”

Apollon beckoned Gretella to lean in, whispering behind fingers riddled with cuts and grazes. Arinel strained her ears to catch the gossip.

“Between you and me. Me and my rosehip brew, we share credit for the night the Baron begot Lord Coris. Worked for the sire, why not the scion, eh!”

Apollon chuckled deviously, eyes twinkling with glee. Gretella looked pained.

“I appreciate your humor, Sir Apollon, but would it be for the best if they conceived a babe?”

Apollon shook his head, his empty grin now weighed with sorrow.

“’Tisn’t just humor, my good woman,” he whispered, the spark in his brown eyes dimming. “We all know Coris is against having an heir, but duty aside, hope might do more good for poor lad than he realizes.”

“Hope?” Gretella mouthed. Apollon sighed, weary.

“Tenorus always said food and herbs can only do so much for the body, if the heart already believes it’s dead. So the Baron pushed for the marriage, to show Coris he hasn’t surrendered.”

Apollon heaved a deep sigh. He apparently adored Coris, likely having bonded over their pet projects introducing new cuisine to Hadrian.

Gretella caught Arinel staring up from where she was crouched, washing a cartload of cabbages in a tub. She raised a careworn eyebrow, awaiting her command.

Arinel understood her dilemma, but she’d chosen. Secrets and lies were bound to be discovered. Silfum candles would fail if it were Freda’s will. It would complicate matters if Meya fell pregnant. If Zier couldn’t find it in him to do right by his family, Arinel must end this herself.

Arinel nodded. Gretella bit her trembling lips, tortured by the thought of her lady sacrificing hard-won freedom for duty, again.

“I’ll leave it to the lady to decide, then.” She blew a soft sigh, then turned to Arinel, “Meya, you’re in charge of the lady’s breakfast.”

Arinel stood and bowed, her wrinkled and peeling hands clasped at her front. After one last sigh, Gretella turned and left the kitchen.

* * *

“Must we watch dear old cousin copulating? Again?”

Simon Amplevale groaned as he dragged his feet up the spiral staircase. The young woman at the front of the pack spun around, brown ponytail swinging wide as her sly smile, deep blue eyes sparkling with glee.

“Your cousin’s a slippery fox, Simon. We must seize all opportunities to ascertain,” chirped Lady Fione Cristoria. Gazing dreamily into the distance, she clasped her hands as if in prayer. “I thought you’d be pouncing at the chance to make sure Coris Hadrian never hears the end of how majestic his manhood is.”

Heloise choked on her breath, her face darkening to the same shade as her Hadrian Red dress. At the rear, Christopher rolled his eyes. Simon huffed in frustration as they stepped onto the landing.

“It’s him, Fione!” he protested, hands strangling air as if he imagined Coris’s neck between them. “I can’t live my life having Coris Hadrian and copulating in one thought. How am I supposed to look at myself in the mirror when I’ve got his smug little face plastered on my skull?”

Fione threw her head back with laughter, reveling in her lack of sympathy.

“And why am I even needed?” grumbled Heloise, sullen as Simon. Christopher mustered a smile.

“Lord Crosset demands more witnesses for the consummation,” he explained as he drew level with her. “Meriton is Hadrian’s overlord. Amplevale is an ally. Cristoria is a vassal and former enemy. Westrell is neutral. If our testimonies correlate, then it’s likely the truth.”

Heloise nodded vigorously, her annoyance fading. Christopher beamed her a warm smile and allowed her to overtake him, falling behind to Simon’s side.

“He’s struggling, Simon,” he whispered, solemn now. “I’m sure he’d rather his parents hear from you, and vice versa.”

Simon closed his eyes with a sigh. Only he, Christopher, the Baron and Baroness knew the truth of how the newlyweds spent their First Night. Coris had collapsed halfway through pleasuring his wife, but of course, the Baron couldn’t let it be known his heir was weak and dying, so Hadrian was abuzz with rumors of Coris’s prowess and potency.

Simon’s heart pained for his cousin, but not enough to drown the ancient pain he was born with. He shrugged and dislodged it from his mind.

“Of course, it’s my duty to become him reincarnate.”

“That’s not what I meant!” Christopher protested wearily, but they had reached Coris’s door. Heloise stood wringing her hands nearby. Fione had flattened her ear against the wood, her giddy excitement soon replaced by confusion.

“What’s wrong?” whispered Christopher. Fione frowned deeper as she pressed her ear closer to the door.

“They’re talking. Meya? Who’s Meya? And Agnes? Baron Graye? What is he up to?”

Heloise drained pale as parchment. Christopher turned to Simon, eyebrows just as tied. Simon ushered his friend to the door, pointing blindly as he pelted down the hallway.

“Keep your ear glued to that door, I’ll find Zier!”

* * *

Head Cook Apollon assembled the newlyweds’ tray himself. Arinel fetched him a heavy clay bowl, into which he slopped ladlefuls of thick, sluggishly simmering oat gruel. He topped it with chopped squash, halves of boiled egg and shredded cheese, sprinkled on pepper, chopped parsley and chives, and added a final drizzle of salt.

While Arinel filled a small jug with honey and dug the pit out of lemon slices, Apollon plied a tea sieve with chopped ginger, lowered it gently into a pot filled to the brim with boiling water, then flipped the sand-clock.

He set the tray atop a wheeled cart for Arinel and Haselle. They trundled it across the bailey to a delivery shaft at the foot of the keep’s spiral staircase, where Arinel left Haselle. When she climbed to the third floor, the tray was waiting, hoisted by Haselle working the pulley.

Arinel fetched a low table from the cupboard. Hands trembling under the weight and pressure, she slid the tray from the shaft onto the table. After a deep breath, she gritted her teeth and lifted the table as she straightened. Wooden curlicues carved on the edge scored welts into her flabby, waterlogged fingers. Slowly, she spun towards Coris’s door, then found herself face-to-face with Simon Amplevale, approaching at full speed.

“SIMON, HALT!” Lady Fione screamed from Coris’s door. Lady Heloise clutched the chest of her dress.

“AAAARGH!” Simon yelled, arms flailing over his head, hoping air resistance would slow him.

“EEEEK!” Arinel shrieked, gripping the table so tight her fingers went numb. Simon screeched to a halt half a foot away from Arinel. Coris’s door fell back. Christopher, who was standing with an arm propped against it, staring horrified at Simon, tumbled into the emerging Meya, who swore at the top of her lungs,

“CHIONE’S FLOPPY LEFT—EEK!”

Firm hands slammed into Meya from behind, pitching her to her feet and sending poor Christopher rolling out to the hallway.

Coris poked his head around the doorframe. Sharp gray eyes traveled from the cursing Meya to the groaning Christopher, the grinning Fione, the fidgeting Heloise, then settled on Simon and Arinel, frozen at the end of the hallway.

The air cooled. Coris narrowed his eyes at Simon, then Christopher who was picking himself up.

“What in the three lands are you doing at my door?”

* * *

“We’re here on your father’s orders, Coris! You can’t punish us!”

Simon objected to unfair treatment from his cousin. A pile of linen paper lay unsullied before him on the letter-writing table, beside a freshly whetted charcoal pencil, for Coris considered his Hadrian Rose ink and hawk-feather quill collection wasted on disciplining unruly squires.

“Alas, in the Baron’s absence, his whim is law,” spited Christopher wearily. Wincing at the dull pain from his ears clamped by clothespins, he forced his jittery fingers to be staid as he scribbled his lines.

Thou shalt not eavesdrop on thine lord and lady.

Fione scrunched her face as if experiencing intestinal blockage. She willed her ears to wiggle (a feat she was immensely proud of), but they did not budge.

“I can no longer feel my ears! Will they fall off?” she wailed in terror.

“Will you all stop talking? I keep writing down what you’re saying!”

Lady Heloise crumpled a ruined paper, chucked it on the floor, snatched a fresh one from her pile then started at the top. Fione smirked then chanted under her breath, too low for Coris to catch but loud enough for Meya’s keen ears and the nearby Heloise to comprehend in full.

“Corien Hadrian is a dong-head, and a fine ding-dong has he. His lady swears by Chione, ’tis straight as a coconut tree.”

“Fione!” Heloise slammed her fists on the table, her bracelet colliding with the wood with a dull clang. White fangs bared, emerald eyes flaring, she glowered at Fione. Meya almost spurted out her sip of ginger tea. Huffing at her paper (which now read, “Thou shalt not eavesdrop on thine lord’s dong.”), Heloise abandoned hope and whined at Coris,

“How long must we keep these on?” She pointed at the clothespins.

“Until Meya finishes reading her letter,” Coris replied, arms folded and face blank. His four friends glared at Meya, sitting behind Coris’s desk, Arinel hovering beside her, then rounded on him as one.

“You’re a tyrant, you are!” Heloise cried.

“Devind the Demented reincarnate!” Fione drawled.

“Why must our fates depend on her literacy?” Simon pointed at Meya.

“Coris, you should set an attainable goal,” quipped Christopher.

Coris shrugged, unruffled.

“Antagonizing me will not hasten the learning process,” he said coolly, then narrowed his eyes. “I’m channeling your combined common senses. Let Meya read her letter in peace.”

“Yea. Chuck the heat on the Greeneye. ’Tisn’t like we have a surplus,” Meya muttered darkly behind Jezia’s letter, eyes glowering over the edge at her erstwhile husband.

Coris pretended not to have heard. Straightening his crimson cloak over his nightclothes, he strode towards the door.

“Now, excuse me while I hunt down my treacherous little brother.”

The door had barely swung shut behind Coris when a sharp voice pierced the late morning silence.

“Where do you think you’re going, my lad?”

Coris resisted the instinct to jump. Composing himself, he decided on a course of action in what little time it took to turn and face his assailant.

“Nowhere, Mother. What brings you all the way up here? Aren’t you supposed to be sending off the guests? Seeing as you and Father imprisoned Arinel and I and set your attendants to spy on us copulating?”

Sylvia raised her eyebrows at her elder son’s seemingly innocent silver eyes and vacant expression. She clenched her fists, enunciating coolly,

“Corien Alexis Hadrian, you may be deservedly frustrated, but I’m your mother, and you will not answer a mother’s worry with such diatribe.”

Coris stiffened at the glimpse of pain in those eyes like moonbeam he’d inherited. Bowing, he sighed in surrender.

“Apologies, Mother.” Sylvia calmed. Coris mustered his courage again. “I have a serious matter to discuss with Zier. Have you seen him?”

Sylvia blinked, suddenly sheepish. She toyed with a lock of hair that had escaped her pinned braid, her eyes darting restlessly.

“That answers your first question.” Coris frowned, alarmed. “He’s with your father in the study. And your father is why I’m here.”

Oh, Freda, no. Zier, what have you done? Please no.

“He’s with Father?” rasped Coris. Sylvia nodded, her fingers tearing the golden knots on her Hadrian Red bodice.

“He wants to talk to you. About this latest heist. Now.”


Sabotage

Baron Hadrian was blessed with two sons. Corien the prodigious heir, and Zieren the bumbling spare.

True, Zier was the superior (of two) when it came to swordplay, riding, archery and the like, but as any knight or yeoman serving his father would achieve the same and more, they weren’t boast-worthy credentials.

Coris excused his physical shortcomings and obnoxiousness by excelling in the arts—strategy, negotiation, leadership, philosophy.

Linguistics was his forte, however. He’d always had a way with runes, words and languages. Be it weaving scathing similes to describe intellectual inferiors (namely Zier), delivering an opening speech to a banquet, penning a heartrending eulogy for a fallen knight, impressing a Tyldornian emissary with a snippet of their tongue, or most recently, negotiating hostages with a dangerous Nostran mercenary. Feats Zier could never picture himself in.

However, what Zier and most who knew him didn’t appreciate was that Zier could be as cunning and eloquent as Coris, when certain things disturbed him enough for him to put his mind and mouth to solving.

For instance, preventing his overly righteous beloved from marrying his brother.

* * *

Coris led Mother into the room and held the door. She swept past them to join Father behind the oaken desk at the heart of the study.

Coris glanced at Zier, who shivered. Cold fury boiled beneath his serene, benign silver.

He was too late, Zier realized. No, he’d miscalculated. He reached Father first, because Arinel chose to hurry to Coris.

Then again, truth belongs to he who speaks first. Coris gave Zier those words, that night in the crypt where he stumbled upon Zier having just swallowed The Axel. He then admitted to Father he tried to steal The Axel. His wisdom proved true. Six years had passed, and Coris still held truth fast in his clammy hands.

The same went now. Since Zier had spoken to Father first, Coris would know better than to challenge his version of the latest heist. The truth was of his design. Coris must work with what he left on the table.

Silence fell as sire and heir locked eyes, then the heir sighed.

“About the heist two nights ago, Father, I’d been meaning to report to you once the guests have left.” Coris cut to the chase as if he’d been with them from the start. His smile was gentle, and his eyes twinkled.

“I’d rather discuss our most dangerous secret while our every move isn’t under foreign ears and eyes, but now it seems as if I had planned to fool you for as long as I dared.”

“And thanks to your brother, only you and Freda will ever know for which you had intended.” Father cocked his head at Zier, who blushed, then sighed heavily, frowning. “Nevertheless, you know you must alert me at once when the matter concerns The Axel. Yet, you kept it secret. I assume you feared for Arinel, or yourself.”

Zier’s breath caught in his chest. It was as if Father had read their memories. Coris smiled sardonically.

“Justifiably so, considering what happened to the last man who coveted The Axel.”

“I would never harm you. I was hoping to protect you!” Father sprung to his feet. Coris still smiled.

“Alas, only you and Freda will ever know for which you had intended.” Mother caught Father as he faltered, glowering at her smug son.

“You truly didn’t wish I’d died, Father? My uses are few in life, bound to The Axel. What am I compared to our greatest treasure? You alone know. All I have is a guess. My guesses tend to be correct.”

Zier gaped at the pale figure beside him, just as unnerved as he was guilty. Coris was trying to derail the conversation, deflect suspicion from Zier by offending Father, painting himself a monster as he usually did. Yet, he was emotionless, mechanical, and so nonchalant was his smile, Zier couldn’t imagine it being an act or a spite. It was too perfect.

A crack opened in the gray, before the ice closed. It was a lie and the truth, an unwitting cry for help. Did Father and Mother catch it, too?

Father pursed his lips as he breathed deeply, regaining his calm. He straightened, his hand closing over Mother’s.

“If you believe ill of those who wish you blessings, they will in time believe the worst of you in kind,” said Father solemnly, his eyes narrowed in fury. “Do you mean to say you stole The Axel for yourself? Not to please Agnesia?”

“Perhaps, Father.” Coris tilted his head. “More befitting of the monster who razed Cristoria to ash. Also, I’d rather you slay me a foe than spare me a fool, if I may choose.”

Coris chuckled at his dark humor. Father gritted his teeth, shaking his head slowly.

“You may build the mightiest wall with mortar and stone and bones of steel, and discord will crumble it faster than dragonfire,” he said softly.

“You’ve proven that with your enemies, yet you have no faith in your kin. That is why you fail. So long as you refuse to trust, it is no longer wise to trust you with The Axel’s protection.”

The room was rid of air as if swept by a storm. Coris stood wide-eyed with shock for once. Father sat, pulled a half-written letter towards him, dipped his falcon-feather quill into his inkwell and continued it.

“The Axel’s secret has been compromised. After the May Fest, you are to leave with your wife for Safyre. I’ll have Lady Norena stock Villa Lapis with a moon’s supply of their best mead. You are to return once Lady Arinel has conceived your child.”

The last condition wasn’t what Zier had suggested. Coris blinked, his sickly cheeks flushing to healthy red.

“I’m infertile, Father! How am I supposed to impregnate her? Do you plan to exile me?”

“Again! You believe the worst of me, Coris!” Father bolted to his feet, his knuckles white as he jabbed his finger at the letter. “You can never be sure of that. For all we know, Arinel might be carrying your child as we speak!”

“How can she when I haven’t lain with her once?” Coris retorted.

“Brother, about that—” Zier hastily interrupted.

Coris turned to him, then blushed deeper red. He glanced between Mother and Father, eyes bulging with disbelief and hurt.

“You spied on our First Night?” he rasped. “I thought we’d abolished that embarrassing rite decades ago. And you chided me for distrusting you?”

“If you so loathe us keeping watch over you, might I suggest not manipulating your own parents with secrets and lies?” Father raised an eyebrow, his cool simmering with fury. Coris tensed in alarm. Father’s eyes narrowed.

“I understand you being against the marriage. What I don’t understand is going behind mine and Lord Crosset’s backs to rescue Arinel.” Father shook his head with a frustrated sigh. “You’re eighteen, Coris! What do you know about what would be best for her?”

“I don’t, and I never will,” Coris snarled through gritted teeth. His lips twisted into a scornful smirk. “I simply hoped to give her what her father’s never given her, what you’ve never given Zier and I—a choice!”

Father fell silent, figuratively and literally thrown against his chair. He watched as Coris plowed on as if possessed, fists clenched at his sides as he paced.

“From the day I was born, I’m Corien Alexis Hadrian. Heir of Hadrian. Guardian of The Axel. I didn’t have the choice to surrender the duty. I didn’t have the choice of who I wished to become. Even if I did, I wouldn’t have the wisdom to decide, because the Baron Hadrian alone is trusted with the secret of The Axel!”

Coris spun back, his sunken chest heaving. Father held his gaze, the depths of his blue eyes dark as dead of night, wreathed in sorrow.

“I guard this secret alone, not for lack of trust in you,” he whispered. “I ask you to trust while you still not know. For once you’ve known, you can only choose. Choice is both privilege and punishment. You will live to the day I pass this burden to you, to carry alone as I have. I simply wish to delay that day for as long as I can.”

Coris’s lips trembled as his eyes shone overbright in the gentle rays of late morning sunshine. He blinked, and his empty smile replaced his anguish. He shook his head.

“I won’t, Father.”

He turned on his heel, his shoulders trembling.

“I should hurry to share the good news with Arinel. She’ll be most thrilled. A romantic retreat would do well to heal lingering trauma from the heist.”

He strode to the door, paused as if swept by an afterthought, then hung back for one last word.

“I would prefer Zier accompany me.”

Zier jolted. Coris spared him a glance out of the corner of his eye, chilling him with the cold steel lining his smile, the glint of a poisoned arrowhead in his stormy gray.

“The road to Safyre is arduous, but at the end lies two prosperous towns, each with a unique culture. He’d learn much along the way and there. I also don’t mind extra security.”

Zier’s mouth fell open in horrified awe. In three sentences, Coris had obliterated Zier’s elaborate scheme to have Arinel alone to himself with Coris ten days away on horseback.

Father nodded, likely for lack of energy to argue than reason to refute.

“Zier, you accompany your brother.” Zier longed to kick himself. “Take Christopher and Simon as well. They can do with the experience, too.”

Coris bowed, a small smile glazed on his cracked lips.

“Thank you, Father. Until then, I shall be in my room copulating with my wife, while you starve Latakia with your cherished ban. Zier!”

Coris barked at his little brother, then swept from the room, crimson cloak billowing, a bewildered Zier scurrying after him.

The door slammed shut. A teardrop splashed onto Kellis’s hand, dried by Sylvia’s hand clasping over it.

“He’s right. They didn’t have the choice, but I once did,” Kellis whispered. More tears fell and combined. Sylvia shook her head, eyes shut tight, burrowed her face in the nook of her husband’s trembling shoulder as he caressed her hair.

“Twenty years ago, Father trusted me with Maxus’s Memoirs, along with my first choice as Baron Hadrian. To validate Axel Hild’s sacrifice, avenge Maxus’s Fellowship, right the wrongs Drinian has done to Corien and Meira, end Mirra’s war in my time. To betray all their expectations, for better or for worse. Or leave things the way they’ve always been. Unfinished. Halfhearted. A clock ticking back to doomsday, passed from father to son,”

Kellis whispered. His eyes lingered on the closed door, then he hung his head in burning shame.

“I chose the easiest path, to leave this duty I couldn’t fulfill to my sons, the way my father did to his sons, and Hadrian men all the way to Maxus did to their sons, and my sons will do to their sons.”

Kellis paused to contemplate his sins, then lamented in a voice soft as the clouds shrouding the peaks of Neverend Heights, heavy as its stone,

“Tell me, Syl, am I the foulest father for bringing our sons into this land?”


Jezia’s Message

Coris had disappeared, but his four noble friends hadn’t moved a finger. They stared transfixed at the door as if listening, waiting for the sound of his footsteps to ebb away out of respect. Finally, they turned their focus to Arinel and Meya, their eyes narrowed in suspicion.

The two girls shared a look. Meya pleaded through her eyes. Sighing, Arinel turned to face her fellow nobles in her stead.

“I believe we haven’t had a proper introduction,” she offered timidly, her trembling hands clasped at her middle.

“Perhaps that can be arranged once we’ve rid ourselves of these torture devices,” said Christopher crossly. Perhaps he would’ve seemed crosser without clothespins jutting from his ears, so Meya strode to the door and bolted it.

“There, milords and ladies. You’ll have ample time to resume your positions before Lord Coris enters.”

Four pairs of blinking eyes followed Meya as she headed back to her seat. Simon was the first to smile.

“We’ve added a kindred soul to our ranks. Welcome to Hadrian,” he said triumphantly as he plucked off the clothespins. Fione nodded as she, too, freed her ears.

“Ah, this would exasperate Coris.” Hands clasped as if in prayer, she gazed dreamily at the ceiling. “He’ll be reminded of last Fool’s Week, when we catapulted his silken braies down the garderobe. By Freda, they made for smooth sailing. Wouldn’t you agree, Meya?”

Meya blushed at the inkling in Fione’s twinkling blue eyes. Until Coris disrobed that First Night, she didn’t believe anyone would have his jewels wrapped in silk.

Yea, he definitely had it coming.

“Wonder whose stroke of genius that was,” Christopher muttered. Heloise shook her head.

“You could just have us read it for you,” she gestured, her bracelet gleaming rainbow in the sunlight. Meya nodded, being of the same mind.

“I thought of that, milady, but you know Lord Coris better than I do, and even I know he’ll have ways to see if I know the words on this thing.” She waggled Jezia’s letter, then slapped it back on the desk.

“Fair point,” Heloise sighed and continued her lines in resignation. Christopher followed suit. Meanwhile, Simon and Fione had gathered around Meya, admiring her constipated grimace as she struggled to identify an alphabet. Meya glanced between her letter and a piece of parchment upon which Coris had listed out the alphabets.

“Er…is this…bah?” she asked, tapping her finger on the letter. Arinel shook her head.

“No, it’s hah, like Hild.”

With a growl of frustration, Meya smacked her face on the letter, startling Arinel. She mussed her hair, tied back in a simple loose ponytail. Haselle wasn’t yet called in to weave her plaids.

“How long will it take to read all this? I can’t even remember the letters!”

“Long enough for ears to rot from obstruction of the humors,” Simon quipped, then hollered at his two glowering friends. “Would you take a break and come help? I don’t see this reciting the Scriptures anytime soon.”

“I’m sorry. I’m a peasant girl with dung for brains,” Meya moaned, her voice muffled by the wood of the desk, as Arinel squeezed her shoulder in encouragement. Christopher and Heloise shared a look, then sighed and traipsed over, plucking out their clothespins along the way.

Christopher slid the alphabet table around the pile of Meya’s messy hair to himself, lips pursed in thought.

“My governess used to have me recite this song, learn the letters and the map in one go.” He raised a fist to his mouth, cleared his throat, then jabbed his finger at the first letter, “A says ah, Amplevale. B says buh, Bor—”

“—ring,” Simon finished for him, shrugging at Christopher’s raised eyebrows. “How about…A says ah, Arinel. B says buh, Beau. Rest in peace.”

Simon joined his hands in actual prayer, tilting his head at Beau’s portrait on the wall. The same inspiration struck the youngsters, then. They glanced at each other, eyes wide in excitement.

“Ooh, I’ve got one!” Fione bobbed about, hand stretched towards the ceiling, “C says cah, Corien. D says duh, Donghead.”

“Why must it always be the obscene with you?” Heloise grumbled, while Simon gave a barking laugh of approval.

“E says eh. That’s for Sir Emery Nethan, the seneschal.”

“F says fuh, Fione.” Fione rested a hand on her heart. Meya nodded vigorously, reciting under her breath as she moved her finger from letter to letter.

“G says guh, Gretella,” Arinel joined in with a small smile as she eyed Heloise, who sighed but ultimately floated with the flow.

“H says hah, Heloise.”

And on the rhyme went until Arinel ended with,

“Z says zzz, Zier.”

Meya’s finger skidded to a halt at the last letter. Silence wrapped the throng, tight as a cloak drawn against winter cold. They shared no whispered words nor dark looks of knowing, all staring at the name Arinel had flourished under the large, bold letter.

Zieren.

“Wonder how he’s doing,” mused Fione in a rare moment of seriousness.

“Knowing Coris, much worse than us,” said Simon without a snark for once, as the rest nodded.

“I can understand him, though.” Heloise shot Arinel a quick, apologetic glance. “Must be heartbreaking watching the woman you love marry your brother.”

Arinel blushed. Her lips swallowed, she tore at her tattered dress, her knuckles bone-white. Meya cleared her throat and steered away,

“Right. From the top.” Snatching up the parchment with renewed vigor, she recited, “A says ah, Arinel…”

Coris’s water clock kept time as Meya chanted, interrupted now and then by the nobles correcting her errors. With each attempt, she plodded further down the rhyme before stumbling. Once she reached the end without a hiccup, Meya decided it was time she challenged Jezia’s letter to a rematch. With a deep breath, she raised the charcoal-smudged paper high and stared it in the eye.

“Meya…we hope this…letter…reaches…you well.” She screwed her eyes, piecing together each word one syllable at a time, each syllable one letter at a time. “Our…caravan…will join…the May Fest in…Hadrian. Maro…Marcus…Myron…Farmer Hild…Deke and Farmer… Armorheim…will be coming with us. We’ll be staying at the…Silver Jug Inn. Send word…when and where to meet. Love, Jezia and Jason. Postscript…A very…happy…seventeenth…birthday…from all of us.”

Sighing, Meya lowered the parchment and glanced around the circle. Simon smirked, then mussed her hair. Arinel beamed as she clutched at her heart. Meya slammed her fist on her palm in triumphant glee, sliding so far down Coris’s chair her toes brushed Heloise’s dress.

“Finally! Agh, Freda bless me poor ’eart! Jezia’s a-coming! An’ Jason! An’ Deke! An’ the boys an’…Ah, crap.”

Meya groaned, her lowlands accent usurped by the king’s Latakian once more. She pressed her trembling hands on the armrests and pushed herself upright, exhilaration fizzling to pure terror.

“Dad? Aw, Jezia Boszel, why? What have you done? Led the Raft straight to me dock, you have!”

Moaning, Meya stamped Jezia’s letter with her face as she imagined Dad’s reaction to all that had transpired in the past weeks. Christopher picked up the letter he must have read some three dozen times while he waited for Meya to decipher it.

“Who are all these people?” he asked, frowning. Meya surfaced, swaying like a charmed snake, her face smudged with charcoal, eyes crossed.

“Maro, Marcus and Myron are me brothers. Jezia and Deke are me best friends. Jason is Jezia’s dad. He’s a merchant, sells precious stones and jewelry. Farmer Armorheim is Deke’s dad, and Farmer Hild’s me dad, of course.”

She drawled dully, then heaved a sigh. Shoulders hunched, she retrieved Jezia’s letter, folded it until she couldn’t, then slotted it into the safekeeping nook between her pillows.

“Anyways, ’tis no good getting me hopes up, or down. For all we know, Lord Coris might not even let me go see them.”

The door jolted on its hinges after a resounding thud, sending the six troublemakers jumping. Whispered swears filtered through the wood in Coris’s hoarse voice. He’d taken for granted the door to his quarters would open for him without fail.

“Exactly. Perhaps don’t lock your lord out of his room the next time you want a holiday?” Simon suggested.

“Simon! Fione! You’d better not be poking through my drawers, or I swear to Chione you’ll be charcoal by the time I’m done with you!”

Coris roared. Meya rushed over, slid aside the metal bolt and heaved back the shuddering door.

“Lord Coris, I’m so sorry, ’twas me. I dinnae want no gatecrash.”

She tumbled over her words in haste and fear. Coris was livid, eyes wide and blazing silver. Zier was loitering just behind. Clearly, there was something on his mind other than flying braies.

“Summat the matter, milord? You’re spitting fire.”

Coris cursed Meya to stone with a look she privately dubbed the you think so? look, for lack of a better name.

“Ask him,” he snarled through gritted teeth, motioning at Zier and calling all eyes to him. Gulping, Zier raised his hands.

“I…er…” he stammered, eyes flicking between Coris and Meya, then offered a sheepish grin.

“I may or may not have landed you two an indefinite honeymoon in the most coveted country house in Latakia.”

Meya raised her eyebrows. Zier’s grin widened as cold sweat trickled down the side of his face.

“Villa Lapis, in Safyre.”

* * *

As the seemingly contrite Zier gave a disapproving Arinel and the four attendants a debrief of what he’d done to displease dear old brother, Coris soothed himself with lukewarm honey ginger tea as he read Jezia’s letter, retrieved from Meya’s generous chest compartment.

Meya followed his stormy eyes as they glided across the paper. He paused and peered as if he’d stumbled upon traces of a second, invisible letter, such that Meya itched to poke her fingers at his narrowed eyes and trace a line to the object of his intrigue, although she had a hunch what it might be.

Farmer Armorheim kidnapped Coris in the Famine. Had Coris recognized his name? Would he punish Draken and the rest of the party?

Though the thought of Krulstaff, Brodel and Yorfus getting a stint under the drawbridge didn’t bother Meya much (that demented butcher did suggest lobbing her hands off), she didn’t want them to get the gallows or the block for doing what they must for their families. Farmer Armorheim, on the other hand, had always been kind to Meya. And then there’s Deke. What would he do without his father?

Dang it, Jezia. I’d rather it was just you and us young folk. Why d’you have to go and bring the adults, too?

Coris smoothed the letter on his desk. His eyes lingered, but he was no longer reading it. He was calculating, scheming. At last, he leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands, his eyes sweeping over his arguing friends.

Zier stopped spouting sorry excuses, leaving Arinel hanging halfway through her sermon. Simon, Christopher, Fione and Heloise stood to attention.

“You’ve decided?” asked Christopher. Coris nodded, then turned to Meya,

“Meya, you can go see your family and friends. However,” Meya didn’t have time to decide whether to be thrilled or terrified before Coris raised the conditional finger of doom. “I shall be accompanying you. Under a disguise, of course.”

A chill rushed down her spine. Meya clenched her fists, struggling and failing to remain civil.

“Why, milord? Dun you have no pressing matters to attend to?”

“No, I don’t.” Coris’s expression was sour as spoiled milk. “Need I remind you that Father wishes for us to, to put it mildly, stay in this room and copulate as frequently as possible, which we agreed we won’t?”

Coris raised his eyebrows, daring her to contradict. Meya chewed her lips and imagined they were his neck sinews.

“Jason Boszel’s a merchant trading in precious stones, is he not? I’d like to talk to him about the shortage.”

“Then I won’t go.” Meya crossed her arms over her puffed-out chest. Coris blinked, affronted. “I risked me neck for you twice, milord. It galls me that you dun trust me to stray beyond your sight.”

“I’ve just said, Meya, I simply want to talk to the merchant. I won’t be there to keep an eye on you,” said Coris impatiently. Meya gave a barking laugh.

“Simply talk, me stinky foot!”

“So you accuse me of not trusting you when you don’t trust me yourself?”

Coris retorted, eyebrows raised. Meya gritted her teeth in begrudging surrender. His eyes bored into hers, stern but also understanding. Meya avoided his probe, scratching her head.

“Calm down, and think long and hard, Meya.” Coris returned to his gentle voice. “After the May Fest, it’s off to Safyre we go. This might be the last chance you’ll get to see them in a long time. If you have nothing to hide, why must you be so flustered?”

Meya’s heart jolted painfully at the reminder. She turned pointedly away, her breath quickening in desperation. Blood pounding in her ears, she glanced at Coris. He seemed sincere. He might simply want to talk to Jason like he’d insisted, hear things straight from the people instead of through the bailiff.

Still, would he remember Draken’s face? Would Draken give himself away? Would he pardon Draken if she implored him to…or coerced him to?

Meya’s eyes widened at the sudden inspiration.

“If you betray me, I’ll tell everyone where The Axel is, putting Lord Zier in grave danger?”

Always ask for something binding when you strike a deal.

Meya finally understood his advice.

Coris said he abhorred killing. It didn’t seem like him to hold grudges, and he was merciful even when he had suspected from the start Meya was an impostor. Meya longed to believe in his kind heart, but she still held The Axel’s secret over him on the slight chance she was wrong about him.

It pained Meya to play twisted games with Coris, but she had no choice. Not meeting her folk would appear suspicious, drawing even more attention to Draken. And she was longing to see her brothers and friends, of course.

“I…I just…I dun want you to see Dad bury me alive,” Meya steered away, the lie bitter as poison on her tongue.

“All the more reason I should go with you,” argued Coris. “Should the need arise, I’ll reveal myself and explain it all to him.”

Meya doubted her ears. The unexpected offer surprised her as much as it scared her. Would Dad approve of her deeds? Even Coris’s promise to vouch for her couldn’t reassure her. The passing memory of Dad’s cold brown eyes sapped Meya of whatever newfound confidence she had gained. She felt like she usually did back in Crosset, a failure. Her created excuse had become genuine.

Coris leaned in and grasped her arm, his gray eyes delving into hers.

“He would be proud of what you did, Meya. And you should be, as well,” he consoled her. “You lost your virginity, true. You also saved two dozen people from certain death. Any decent father would know to prioritize.”

Meya wasn’t so sure. The cold of his hand seeped through the thin silk of her sleeve. She shivered as she braced for the worst.

“What if he wants me home straight away? What if he dun’t want me to work here no more?”

“He would, Meya,” said the long-silent Arinel. Meya spun around with a frown. The sheer ice glazed over her blue eyes gave way to sorrow as their eyes met. “Father was planning to exile you, didn’t you know?”

Exile? Meya mouthed, eyes bulging in horror. Exile. Oh, Freda. That can’t be true, can it?

Arinel avoided her eyes in shame.

“Your father begged him to put you in my entourage instead, said you’d fit better in Hadrian. He offered to work to pay for your place. Father took pity on him for your mother’s past services to Crosset, so he relented.”

“Services?” Heloise repeated.

“Her mother is Alanna of Noxx,” Arinel replied.

“By Freda!” Simon gawked between the girls. “The Song of May Day? Her mother?”

“You should’ve said something! I’ve always wanted to hear her Song!” Fione cried, indignant and excited.

“You sang that night? We thought the wind was playing tricks,” Christopher joined the uproar. Coris seemed intrigued. Only Zier remained indifferent, as he’d known.

Meya registered none of it, lost in a maelstrom.

Dad wasn’t selling me off? Dad was saving me from exile? Is Arinel telling the truth? Why did Dad lie?

“Mirram cares about you, Meya. And he’ll prove it to you when you need it most.”

The memory of Jason whispered words that for seventeen years she’d longed to believe in someday, but somehow, now that she was confronted with proof, it was all she could do not to flee.

Shivers spread to her legs. She clung to the desk to stay on her feet, digging nails into wood, hoping pain would douse the fire searing her eyes.

Dad had cared? Enough to kneel and beg before the lord of their lives, to risk his wrath to save her from exile? Such things belonged in another’s life, others like Marin or Mistral, definitely not Meya.

“He never said nothing of the sort,” Meya managed, her voice thick and strangled. “He said the lord just wanted me out of Crosset for good, said he’d give him me fine back.”

Arinel shook her head.

“Father didn’t give him a single copper, Meya. He probably lied so as not to scare you. I thought you’d known. You’re free to stay, Meya, but I’ll vouch for your return if you so wish.”

Meya met her eyes. She wished she could believe it, but she couldn’t until she’d seen the truth in Dad’s eyes and heard it from his lips. She couldn’t bear to lift her hopes only to see them fall to the dark. Sixteen lonely May Days were already far too many.

Coris squeezed her arm, his clammy cold rousing Meya from her reverie. She answered him with eyes rimmed in red. He tilted his head with a smile,

“Your choice, Meya?”


Dying Out

After much deliberation, Meya agreed to Coris tagging along to her reunion with her folk. The eavesdroppers and tattlers then left them to their babe-making devices in favor of their training and duties, but not before Coris had set Simon to fetch a venue for their meeting and reply to Jezia, Christopher to help Sir Bayne exhume and arrange a proper burial for the five fallen Crosset guards, and sworn all to secrecy.

Once the last glob of gruel had been stored in Meya’s stomach, reading lessons resumed. Coris led Meya on a tour of his room, pointing out objects for Meya to spell, picking up books for Meya to decipher their titles. Three rounds in, he stood, hands on hips, glancing desperately about him, then admitted defeat.

“I have exhausted my worldly possessions.” He hung his head, tapping his foot. Just as Meya was hoping playtime would be in order, he perked up with renewed fire in his eyes. “We’ll try something new.”

Groaning, Meya slumped to a heap on the carpet. Massaging her calves, she watched as Coris lugged out a gigantic wooden frame with wheeled legs. Strung across the frame was a painting of what resembled flattened dough, scored into six slices, with smaller cracks worming here and there, surrounded by a swathe of blue on the bottom and the right, and white on the top and the left. Scattered amid the chaos were dots tiny and large, all with an ornately carved name.

Coris tapped a wooden wand at the square in the corner holding three words.

“What does this say?”

Meya cocked her head, studying the bizarre painting.

“Map of Latakia?”

“You inferred? Or you read?” Coris narrowed his eyes.

“Perhaps milord should’ve foreseen that problem?” suggested Meya, the picture of innocence with her round, blinking eyes and vacant expression. Her lips twitched, stifling a smirk. Coris swore under his breath.

“Fair,” he ruled, then jabbed the end of his stick into his free hand. “I foresee the same problem should I ask you to find Meriton. Find Hadrian.”

Meya took his command as invitation to explore. She touched the map, tracing cold black lines of rivers and trade routes, marveled at the ornate compass in the corner, breathed the white paint dabbing the peaks of Neverend Heights. (“That’s lead white, Meya.”) Hadrian would be somewhere in the duchy to the left of Aynor, but she was in no hurry to seek it, and Coris didn’t hasten her. He spun his wand against his palm as he watched, in addition to tapping his foot.

Having drunk her fill, Meya scoured Meriton and pointed to the second dot from the western mountain range. Coris nodded.

“Good. Any familiar names?”

Meya squinted at the dizzying multitude of dots, recalling both her letters and what little she’d heard of her country.

“Well, that there’s Amplevale…And Cl…Clar…Oh, Clardarth! Oh, there’s Noxx! Me mother’s hometown!” Meya jabbed her finger at the dot, beside herself with excitement. Coris allowed himself a smile.

“My mother’s as well. She used to be Lady Sylvia of Noxx.”

A funny, yet not unpleasant feeling bloomed in Meya’s heart, as she dragged her finger down the line dividing the duchies Meriton and Hythe. Their mothers were both Noxxian…

“That’s…Truncale. So, this must be Crosset.”

“Very good. Let’s expand our circle. Find Cristoria, Pearlwater and Westrell.”

His challenge took Meya down south towards the sea. She stumbled upon Cristoria halfway between Hadrian and Graye, which sat before the yearning mouth of Galwerth Pass, the other, less traveled route of Nostran invasion. To its right was the capital of Meriton, whence Christopher hailed. At the tip where land meets sea, she located Pearlwater.

Meya measured the gap between Crosset and Hadrian with her forefinger and thumb, then counted how many it took to cover Hadrian and Pearlwater. Almost three. And she thought she was far from home!

“Who would’ve thought Lord Frenix came from so far away. He’s but a wee lad.” She caressed the dot bearing the dreamlike name, sighing, “Pearlwater. Wish it was literal.”

“Sadly, it’s because their most lucrative export are pearls,” Coris added his own sigh.

“I want a lake of molten pearl I could bathe in and wash away me freckles,” grumbled Meya. Coris chuckled.

“Well, you could powder Lord Pearlwater’s seat and make your own.”

“But how many old men have sat on it? And Freda knows what else!”

“Still a pearl. Imbued with the essence of Lords Pearlwater of old.”

Meya stuck out her tongue in protest, as Coris laughed heartily.

Jason had beheld the Pearly Seat of Pearlwater when he traveled there with his caravan. Legend had it the first Lord Pearlwater, his ship having washed ashore after fleeing Nostran dragons, found no forest from where he could carve his seat of wood. So Freda willed a giant clam to wash onto the beach, filled to the brim with water from her caldera lake, coalesced into a pearl grand enough to house his behind, for lack of a better term.

Westrell took Meya longer to find. It wasn’t in Meriton but Aquar, the southern duchy to the right.

Meya stepped back, estimating how many Hadrian-Crosset voyages it took to reach Lady Heloise’s hometown. Coris retreated to her side, waving his wand idly.

“I often wonder why these two would come away so far to train.” He reached out and touched Westrell’s dot, frowning, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever met Lord Pearlwater, let alone Lord Westrell. Frenix and Heloise never visit home after mid-year day. Their fathers don’t seem to miss them, either.”

Meya churned her lips. Frenix left his eyes aglow, but one wouldn’t know Heloise was a Greeneye unless one noticed her Lattis bracelet and peered at her dark, emerald eyes.

“Must be something to do with them being Greeneyes.” She shrugged at Coris’s glance, muttering darkly, “can’t have nobody know you have Greeneye blood, or no-one’s gunna wanna marry into your family.”

Coris sighed in agreement, then stepped forth.

“According to the latest census, Greeneyes make up a tenth of the population, mostly concentrated in Easthaven and Damerel.” He tapped his wand at two duchies to the right of Aynor. “And Easthaven supplies most of the manpower on ore ships with Greeneye men. Many die en route. More withered in Everglen. Many escape for better fortune in Tyldorn. Few return, old and broken.”

His stick dropped to his side. His eyes roamed the map, then he whispered in lament.

“How many will be left by the next census?”

Meya stared at her lord, then the map. On the edge of Easthaven, hung a dot labeled Easthaven Port. In the sea next to it, a hand pointed to the unknown, marked Tyldorn & Everglen.

When boys were unruly, folks would threaten to turn them in to the collector. As the king built and maintained the ships to Tyldorn, Everglen and the Southern Isles, every duchy must contribute men or gold to fuel them. The king’s collectors would travel north to south, west to east, demanding tax from the lord of each manor in exchange for ore and goods.

When crooks were scarce and gold was spent, Greeneye men, strong and impervious to disease, would be singled out for this post. Women weren’t allowed aboard. If the men rebelled and created their own country across the sea, it would last but a generation.

Meya had never seen a collector. Crosset had paid in gold for decades.

“I’m the first Greeneye in Crosset after two Greeneye-less generations. Prolly the last for another few generations, too, once I board the Raft,” she said.

“You don’t want children?” Coris asked, eyebrows raised. Meya snorted.

“Seen enough of mothering from me mother to last a few lives.” Her face fell at the realization. “Even if I did, folks like me shouldn’t breed, don’t you think, milord?”

Coris blinked, his eyes like twin moons on bloodless cheeks. Meya smiled bitterly.

“It could be good that we’re dying out. What’s the loss? ’Tisn’t like Nostra swallowing up tribes, making them forget their tongue and tales and clothes and the like. We dun have no language, no tradition, no legend. No god would rise from the sea to give us a seat of pearl, or cry showers of stars to guide our way if Nostra drove us into the mountains. You don’t breed a cow with a diseased bull, do you? You weed them out of the herd. We’re just that. Disease.”

The word scalded her tongue like acid, but it was undeniable truth. They didn’t belong, like mud clouding water, tainting what was good and pure.

“That’s why we ride dragons. We’re both plagues of Chione.”

Silence descended. The girl required comfort, but what use were words without a solution? Coris willed his restless leg to be still and returned to the map. Distraction would have to do.

“The six duchies surround the capital, Aynor. In the west, we have Hythe and Meriton. In the north, we have Icemeet. That’s where Arinel’s ancestors came from. In the south is Aquar, and in the east, Easthaven and Damerel, of course.”

Meya stood unmoved, mired in sorrow. Coris lowered his rod, his foot tapping faster than ever. He gathered his courage.

“You’re not disease.” He forced himself to face her lifeless eyes as they rose, searching within for the most precise words. “You just…give a little more light and heat than most of us. Never unwelcome in a winter night.”

Meya blinked. She’d never seen it so before. Warmth spread in her heart, chasing away the cold, spilling into her smile.

“Thank you, milord.”

Coris returned the favor, his cheeks coloring faintly.

“Greeneyes are fully-fledged Latakians. Don’t ever think otherwise. So, the king, the six dukes, Barons Hadrian and Graye make up the Royal Council…”

They would no longer fear you, once they have seen past your eyes.

An echo from days past swallowed his lecture, unbidden, unafraid. Meya shook her head and focused on the lesson. Or rather, the lecturer. Coris’s eyes gleamed as he prattled away, tapping here and there with his wand. So vast was his knowledge, and yet he’d never seemed so young.

* * *

When lunch knocked on their door, Coris had moved on to dictating words from his books for Meya to write. Even as Meya scrambled to stuff her papers under tomes and whatever Coris had on his desk, the door opened without their welcome, and in came two children laden with crowded trays. The brown-skinned Greeneye, Lord Frenix Pearlwater, and sullen little Amara of Hyacinth.

“Beetroot soup with beetroot bread. Pomegranate tea to wash it down. Strawberry jelly for dessert. With a sprinkling of Hadrian Rose petals.”

Frenix announced proudly as he slammed his tray before Coris, while Meya hurry to catch her wobbling tray from poor Amara’s trembling hands. He watched the couple marvel at the lake of passion-red, then shone his two rows of white teeth at Coris’s frown.

“They really want grand-babies.”

Meya slapped her mouth to stifle a course of curses. Coris blushed the color of his beet soup. He shook his head in disapproval.

“Goodly Freda, Frenix. You shouldn’t be listening to gossip at your age.”

“Coris, you skipped class three days already!” Amara exploded. She launched herself at Coris’s knee, tugging his trouser. Coris struck his most repentful face.

“Apologies, Amara. My wife’s a handful, as she turns out.” Meya raised her eyebrows. His sly gray eyes slanted her way, and he fired his string of codswallop. “Almost got herself killed twice in the three days we’ve been married. Now I must tend to her night and day.”

“By teaching her to write?” Frenix gawked at a paper littered with Meya’s scribble he’d extracted from a history tome. While Meya tensed in terror, Coris recovered after a blink, lie at the ready.

“When one lacks intellect, knowledge protects against death.”

Frenix froze, then roared with laughter. Meya realized he’d just called her an idiot.

“Those are Coris’s. I’m honing his handwriting as it’s atrocious.” She glowered at the donghead, who smirked as he leaned back in his chair, letting his minions defend him.

“But Bishop Frey always says he loves Coris’s handwriting!” Amara argued hotly.

“Impeccable, he says,” Frenix agreed.

“I hate smart kids,” growled Meya through gritted teeth as Coris laughed his guts out. Frenix’s grin showed more perfect teeth.

“Better learn to love us, then. With Coris as your husband, you’re gunna get yourself a dozen.”

Little Amara began clapping in support.

“Coris and Arinel, sleeping in a tree! B-A-B-I-E-S-G!”

Coris and Meya shared a look of horror, enmity and hilarity forgotten. Ignorance truly was bliss. Sighing, Coris pulled open his drawer.

“For the sake of poetry, I’ll forgive the G,” he said as he rummaged. Meya frowned at what little she could see on craned neck. It was filled with toys. “Regardless, she won’t be making wee-Corises unless we keep her happy, so here’s a deal.”

He caught a treasure in each hand from the quagmire.

“Breathe not a word to anyone, and you have yourselves an early May Fest.”

Frenix and Amara’s eyes bulged on their glowing faces. In one hand, Coris held a wooden dragon marionette, with green glass eyes and carved scales shadowed with silver. In the other, a beautiful stuffed doll with black silken hair dressed in violet satin.

“It moves!” squealed Frenix as Coris rattled the dragon, flapping its strung wings.

“It’s me!” Amara lunged for the doll, her face falling when Coris raised it beyond her reach.

“Amara, you’ll behave while I’m absent and torment my substitute no more?”

Amara blinked, then commenced tantrum.

“I hate Heist!” she bawled, stomping her feet. Coris was unshaken, thundering over her wails.

“If you don’t—and I’ll know if you don’t—miniature Amara goes to live with sweet Serella Amplevale.”

“NO!”

“Promise, then!”

“But Frenix fools around in class all the time and he gets his dragon without promising!”

“And was he throwing chips at Heloise?”

Amara hiccuped, the scream strangled out of her. Fixing Coris with eyes of reproach, she mumbled,

“Fine, I promise.”

Smirking in victory, Coris relinquished the toys to the children’s scrabbling hands. They scampered as if he’d change his mind, their fears realized when Coris loudly cleared his throat. They halted, remembering.

“Thank you, Coris,” chanted Amara with one foot out the door.

“Donghead,” added Frenix as he ushered Amara out. Coris lobbed a crumpled ball of paper after him, hitting the door as it slammed shut over Frenix’s shriek of laughter.

Ten points for Red, thought Meya, remembering the plate-throwing contest last Fools’ Week, in which Marcus missed so far off target, it raised a lump on Gregor Krulstaff’s head the size of his brain.

The children’s giggles faded alongside their footsteps. Coris shook his head as he stirred the crimson soup with his slice of bread. His eyes gleamed silver even with his back to the light, and his smile was true.

“You adore children, milord?”

Coris froze. His eyes dimmed to gray, and his smile turned cold. He pulled the nearest tome to him and rifled through it.

“Teaching them, actually,” he scoffed. “I won’t live much longer, but what wisdom and knowledge I impart will live on in them. So that one day, they may choose to fulfill the destiny I failed. A selfish pursuit born of desperation in a dying man.”

Meya pursed her lips. Coris settled on a chapter and scribbled new words onto parchment for her to recite, all while taking bites from his melting bread. What a peculiar fellow. Why disparage himself so cruelly, interpret so innocent a desire as something sinister deserving of ridicule?

“No, ’tis not,” she muttered. Coris glanced up, shone his empty smile, then returned to his list of words with a shrug.

“To each his own.”

His hand trembled then stilled, though his quill never stuttered. Meya’s fingers twitched, restless to console, to share warmth, but it wasn’t her place. She was no longer his wife, just his subordinate.

Truth spread like a nugget of Lattis, chilling every morsel of her.


The May Queen

Three years earlier…

Spring’s eve painted Crosset’s sky bright blue and neglected to add clouds. Music and laughter flavored the wind as it circled the town square before traveling on. Maidens in white with flowers crowning their hair danced arm in arm with jolly young lads to the tune of blaring bagpipes.

The visiting Baron Hadrian wasn’t mingling with the festive folk, enjoying the May Day celebrations. Neither was his counterpart, Lord Crosset. Both remained in the castle on the hilltop, discussing their children’s marriage.

A marriage that would end soon with his death.

Coris Hadrian clutched a white handkerchief to his mouth as he coughed, his thin frame shuddering and rocking. Searing pain like a river of hot acid sped from his bowels up his throat. He gagged and gasped for breath, drowned by his own bile.

Coris downed the waterskin at his waist to soothe his blistered throat, slopping the last drops on his tunic. He raised the handkerchief gingerly to his eyes, sighing in relief at the absence of shining crimson patches.

Still, it was piddling compared to the three nights of agony, the fate he’d saved Zier from. He would never regret it. He couldn’t.

Coris peered at Crosset Castle. The stone keep looming over the town belied its master’s powerless state. News of his frail condition must have reached Lord Crosset long since, still, old Olivis would be too desperate to worry if his daughter would be widowed young.

At least, widowed young by Lord Hadrian might be preferable to diminishing with Lord Crosset, a dying knight the king had forsaken.

With The Axel (supposedly) resting inside him, Coris should have had no business strolling around in the open, but Mother had besought Father to let Coris tag along, so he could breathe the crisp spring breeze and behold the delightful May Fest. Coris welcomed the opportunity. It might be his last to fulfill his dearest quest.

Four years seemed a lifetime past. A life when he was spoiled fat as a pig for slaughter, when a lady from a powerful family would be honored to be his bride, when all the manors in Father’s demesne were destined to be his, his to take from the moment of his birth.

He thought nothing of his people, his poor little brother, his servants, his dogs, or any soul apart from himself. A disgusting being who would never entertain drinking poison in place of his brother. Until four years ago, during the closing days of the Crosset Famine.

When Bailiff Johnsy invited Coris to hunt game in Lord Crosset’s forest, it had never occurred to him Johnsy was planning to ransom him for food. Coris would probably have been dead, or at least tortured, if not for the peasant girl who helped him escape. All she asked in exchange was bread for her starving little brothers and baby sister.

Coris learned from Mother as he recovered that Bailiff Johnsy was executed, Marquess Crosset demoted to lord and harshly rebuked by the king for neglecting his duties, and Crosset added to Father’s demesne. However, he never learned what became of the little girl. By the time strength returned to him, she had disappeared without a trace, and Father was too busy feeding the whole of Crosset to spare men to search for a nameless, faceless little girl.

Coris closed his eyes as he paced the winding dirt roads. Try as he might, he couldn’t recall the girl’s face, or her name. His memory had been crystal clear that day, but he awakened a few days later with blurry recollections and shattered, disconnected events. Their parting had been brusque and abrupt, but his search for her hadn’t been. Coris feared he’d never get to thank her before he left this land forever.

During his visit to the village square, he’d scoured the happy, dancing, drinking crowd for a familiar face, strained his ears for a voice from his past. Every girl in town would be at the Fest, but she was still nowhere to be seen. Had he been too late? He didn’t know if she survived the famine, even with the food he left for her.

Coris gritted his teeth against the chilling notion, yet he refused to give up hope. If it were the last thing he’d do, he’d find the girl and reward her.

The village was deserted, save for the occasional housewife bustling around completing chores in her daughter’s stead, and the tired old farmer snoring away in his hammock hanging from the ole oak tree by his garden.

The wind brushed by as he neared the lasts of the mud cottages, sharing a snippet of song. A voice like the birds of Neverend Heights, lending a lilt to the dreary silence. So blessed with ethereal grace, he could only imagine the beauty worthy to possess it.

Coris sprinted as he hadn’t done in three years. He skidded to a halt before a small, crumbling cottage of wattle and daub. No smoke trickled from the chimney, but in the little cabbage patch cordoned by a low fence, beside a plump brown sow, sat a young girl of no more than fourteen.

Her round face was peppered with dirt and freckles, her red-gold braid falling undone, her fading woolen dress patched and darned. Her eyes were an unnatural, glowing green. She caressed the sow as it burrowed its snout into the ground, but her song was for the lone thrush which had alighted on the fence. Her beauty was no match for Agnesia Graye, nor Arinel Crosset, definitely not Kyrel Amplevale, but he’d never beheld a more blessed sight.

I’m here to sing a song I own.

I wish to hear the birds sing along.

I’ll sing my heart when none shall heed.

I’ve made my vow to the winds of Mays past.

I’m Meya, Meya. I’m born on May’s Eve,

As my father grieves for my mother’s song.

Oh Meya, they say, what good is a lass,

As unruly and poor as Meya Hild.

The song ended in a sustained reverb. The girl hung her head and sighed softly. Coris braved a step forth, still captivated by the sight. His movement startled the thrush, which shot away into the forest. The girl whipped around, glowing green eyes wide with fear.

“That’s sad.” Coris curiously approached the fence. “Who’s Meya Hild?”

The girl sprang as if she had sat on hot metal. She sped to the back door of her cottage, vanishing inside without a backwards glance. Coris scrambled after her.

“Wait!” he grasped the rocking fence, hollering desperately at the window hole, “I’m sorry I eavesdropped on you. I just wanted to talk.”

Silence fell but for the twittering of faraway birds crossing the sky, leaving Coris in despair.

“Please,” he begged, his voice cracking from the sour tang of acid in his throat, “let me hear your song.”

He’d barely finished when another bout of hacking coughs overtook him. Coris clutched the fence for support as he retched and gasped.

A small, rough hand landed on his shivering shoulder. He surfaced to find unearthly glowing green eyes. The girl handed him a wooden mug.

“Mum always says honey pleases an angry gullet. And I added a dash of Morel’s secret spice.”

Her speaking voice was brusque, snarky, heavily accented. Coris froze with the mug halfway to his mouth, staring warily at the girl. In his haste, it had just occurred to him a deadly ingredient might have made its way into his honey drink.

The girl blinked, her face twisting into a scowl.

“What? You think I have gold to waste on poison to kill some nosy lad passing by?” she snapped. Coris shrugged.

“Well, I did peek on you singing,” he said, his voice hoarse from all that coughing,

The girl snorted, sounding much like her pig, then leaned close.

“If I wanted to kill you, I’d just thwack you on the head with me week-old bread-bowl then feed you to Lady here.”

She whispered through gritted teeth, jabbing a finger at her sow. Coris studied Lady, grunting away as she burrowed, dirt flying about her. How could she possibly devour him whole?

Another wave of coughs overcame him. Coris clung to the fence, bent double as the girl looked on with a smirk. He glared at her reproachfully, but she merely smiled wider.

“Be sure to spew your fluff while you’re at it. I can be here all day. Me chores’ all done.”

Coris’s common sense screamed in protest, but his gullet would burst if it endured another cough. Tears streamed down his cheeks as the bitter taste of blood and bile seared his throat. He couldn’t wait for warm milk in Crosset Castle.

Coris grabbed the cup and downed the drink. So soothing, so cold, like water from Freda’s Lake. Sighing in relief, he set the half-empty cup on the fence, took a moment for his breathing to slow, then resumed pestering the poor girl.

“So, who’s Meya Hild?”

“Nobody,” the girl retorted. She glared at him, her nose inches from his as she seethed, “dun you breathe a word of this to no one, hear me?”

The girl’s nerve amused Coris. Should he let it be known she was talking to the Coris Hadrian? Not that he had power to brag of.

“Why not? You have a beautiful voice. And it’s a pretty song,” he argued with a laugh meant to torment. “I’d love to hear more of little Meya. Is there more?”

“No, ’tis all there is,” the girl shrugged, then busied herself gathering buckets and farming tools scattered about the small garden.

“Nobody knows I can sing. ’Tis me little secret. And I dun mean to let them know anytime soon, neither. Just forget everything you heard.”

Coris said nothing. Considering his health, she wouldn’t have to worry about him knowing her secret for long. Until then, he wouldn’t want to forget such a beautiful voice. Perhaps it would console him on his deathbed as he sailed for Neverend Heights. Or sink in the Black Lake, if these years of repentance weren’t enough to atone for his sins.

“Who are you? You dun seem to be from round here, ” the girl asked, her eyes narrowed with suspicion, shaking Coris from his morbid ruminations.

“I’m from Hadrian.” He saw little point in lying. His accent would betray his hometown. Besides, the people of Crosset loved all things Hadrian. They were their saviors.

As expected, the girl’s distrust melted into delight. She leaned closer.

“Hadrian? That’s six days away from here, innit?” Her eyes sparkling, she dragged over the small stool she’d been sitting on, propped her elbows on her knees and her chin on her fists.

“What’re you doing all the way here? Ain’t there beauties in Hadrian?”

Coris smiled as he lied smoothly,

“I’ve journeyed to countless towns on May Fest. My father’s a merchant.”

“Merchant?” The girl’s eyes widened, then drifted as dreamy bliss brightened her muddied cheeks.

“I’ve always wanted to be the merchant’s daughter like me friend Jezia,” she sighed wistfully. “All the adventures, imagine! What d’you trade?”

Coris thought fast, picking something he knew well enough about. Mother’s favorite food in the three lands.

“Oils. Spices and herbs. We’re importing white truffles.”

The girl was beside herself with excitement. She sprang to her feet, rattling the fence.

“Truffles? They say ’tis food from the Heights! You dun happen to have one in your pocket, do you?”

She bobbed about, scouring him head to toe for a lump in a pocket somewhere. Coris tamped down a twinge of guilt.

“No, I’m sorry.” Her face fell. Coris wished he’d nicked some from home, like he used to when he was a gluttonous brat. All he had was a string of codswallop.

“My father never lets me near the shrooms, never even ate one himself. He said if you eat what you sell, you’re eating your gold.”

The girl looked as if the sun had baked life out of her. She slumped onto her rickety stool, glumly kicking her worn-out straw shoes at the dirt.

“Wish I could eat a truffle ’fore I die,” she mumbled.

“You can dig yourself some with Lady.” Coris gestured at the oinking pig beside her. The girl spared it a glance, then shook her head.

“No, I tried. There’s none in these parts,” the girl sighed as she patted the pig lovingly. “I’m afraid this one’s for the slaughterhouse as usual. We only keep ’em for the year.”

The girl lugged the sow close, leaned down and hugged it, caring nothing of the dirt and mud caked on its wiggly back. It was but a piglet, a snug fit for her narrow embrace.

“You’re so like me, Lady, but at least your meat would help us through the winter. I swear I’d never touch a sliver of you,” she cooed as it squealed and thrashed in her arms, then marveled at the blue sky above. “If only I could be just as useful.”

Coris tasted the bitter in her voice. Harrowing it must’ve been, to plump your pet for the family dinner, year after year. The pointless, endless task no doubt left her wondering how she was different, save for being born human.

Even as she smiled, her glowing eyes were etched with loneliness and long suffering. Coris cast his eyes about him in the loud silence, the heavy emptiness, struggling to strike up conversation.

“What are you doing here all by your lonesome? The whole village’s at the Fest.”

“That they are. Me three sisters, too.” The girl grinned as she freed the pig to its feeding frenzy, gesturing vaguely at the house. “They do the chores round here, so with them gone, someone has to instead.”

“Then why you? Why not your brothers? Your parents?” Coris asked. The girl glowered, disgruntled.

“They gotta be at the Fest, that’s why. ’Cause Marin will get the May Queen Crown again this year. And next year. And the year after that. And every year ’til she’s married off to some rich landlord’s boy. And after that, it’ll be Morel and Mistral’s turn.”

Coris saw three pretty young women at the village square who resembled each other and their mother. The eldest and prettiest sister was laden with twice more flowers than any other lady, surrounded by admiring men.

“You should go, nevertheless. It’s May Day. Boys would want to dance with you.” He shrugged at the fuming forgotten sister. She was feeding acorns to Lady, perhaps to stop her wrecking the garden further.

“Marin, Morel, Mistral. They’re all so beautiful, just like Mum,” she muttered, her face scrunched as if battling tears. “Who’d dance with me? Ugly, dirty, reeking pig, weird red hair full of bugs, and these stupid glowing monster eyes.”

“They would no longer fear you, once they have seen past your eyes,” said Coris gently.

“I hate festivals,” the girl declared, harsh and final. “And someone’s gotta feed Lady. She likes acorns from the forest.”

Coris cocked his head, but the girl said no more as she wiped her hands shining with pig drool on her apron. She wasn’t telling the whole truth. Sighing, Coris decided he should first offer his honesty.

“I’m Simon.” Well, almost honest.

The girl welcomed the change of subject. She grinned, then stuck out her grubby hand.

“Nice to meet you, Simon. I’m May-lah. I can’t spell it, so call me Meya.”

Coris blinked at those sly, glowing green eyes, then laughed heartily.

“So you’re Meya Hild!” He swallowed his disgust as he caught and pecked her hand. He loved dogs, raised an army of them, yet he still rushed to wash their drool off his hands. He leaned against the fence.

“I’ve heard of a word in Glennian—Maelaith. M-A-E-L-A-I-T-H. It means May Queen. Is that right?”

“Told you, I can’t spell.” Meya shrugged, her glowing eyes straying as her face fell. She crossed her arms on the fence, propping her chin upon it, “but that’s probably it. Today’s me birthday.”

The words barely escaped her lips. Coris remembered her song. Suddenly, it became clear why she was left sitting here alone while her whole village was at the Fest.

I’m Meya, Meya. I’m born on May’s Eve,

As my father grieves for my mother’s Song.

“Me mother used to sing at the May Fest every year, ’til the year I was born, when I stole her Song away,” Meya mumbled, shaking her head.

“I can’t be there. ’Tis just too hard. Song Thief, they’d call me. And they’d chuck pebbles and rotten eggs at me.”

She hid her face behind her arms, leaving only her eyes, staring ahead.

A wave of sympathy welled in Coris. How must she have felt, reminded every birthday of the misfortune she brought upon her family with her birth? As if being shunted to the shadow of her sisters wasn’t enough. Yet, hating May Day would mean hating her own birth, her existence.

He understood why she chose to hide her Song from her people. He’d tasted the bitterness laced into its beauty, and it had drawn him to her. Perhaps it would be best for the three lands to hear her at her happiest.

And perhaps, there might be something he could do to comfort her. He was a weak, powerless, wretched creature with little time left. He couldn’t be the heir for Hadrian and her vassals, but perhaps he could be a friend for a young maiden for a day.

“I know a jolly Hadrian song. I’d be honored if you’d give me a dance, Meya Hild,” Coris proposed. Meya perked up.

“You sure?” She gawked, shaking her head like a dog fresh out of a bath. “I can’t dance like they do in the Fest!”

“Dance whichever way you like, milady,” Coris laughed as he offered his hand and smile, adding with a tilt of his head, “it’s your birthday, after all.”

Meya stared, mesmerized, then raised her trembling hand to his. She screamed when Coris instead grabbed her waist then hoisted her over the fence.

Coris overestimated his strength. He toppled back, and the two ended up sprawled on the grass, laughing and rolling about. They helped each other to their feet, their hair tousled and sprinkled with earth, then joined hands and danced clumsily to Coris’s awful voice,

Little Lord Coris Hadrian, as plump as Betty the sow.

Yet he ne’er dig for truffles, for lazy and greedy is he.

His meals are laid on gold, and his belly draped in silk.

His father spoils him rotten, as his subjects sing in praise.

Behold, young Coris Hadrian, these lands you shall ruin.

“You sound like Myron in the bath!”

Meya giggled all through the song. Whether it was his voice, the lyrics or both, he’d never know. Once he was done, Meya serenaded him with Crosset’s local rhymes.

They danced until they both gasped for breath, then moved on to play checkers with rocks on the dirt. Meya taught him simple games the peasant children play. Coris taught her chess from her father’s old chessboard. She almost beat him once. Almost.

In between it all, they talked. Coris couldn’t reveal much about himself, of course. He was content listening to Meya’s endless stories of her daily shenanigans with the church dog Fartmouth, and her dreams of someday becoming great and famous.

He, in turn, recounted the towns he’d visited, the people he’d met, as Meya drank it all in with sparkling eyes. She asked about his violent coughs. Coris admitted he had little time left.

Meya wanted none of it. She insisted he’d live long enough to travel the whole of Latakia and sail beyond Everglen.

Despite his intention to comfort her, Coris was emboldened by her company. Beneath her rough shell, weathered by poverty and years of tilling and plowing in the harsh sun, Meya was witty, humorous, and unexpectedly kindhearted. Her strange ideas, her strong will, her inherent yearning for adventure, her burning desire to be more than what was expected of her, they all spurred Coris to look back on the resigned life he’d chosen since the day he sacrificed his future for Zier.

Cast out by her people for being a Greeneye, struggling to find footing in a family barely scraping by to feed seven children, this peasant girl still hadn’t lost her will to live and her sight of her dream. Given the chance, would she achieve more than he ever would?

The church bell rang. The sun dipped low over the forest’s dark wall of evergreen pine. Coris whipped around to the black spires of Crosset castle. Father had instructed him to return by the seventh hour.

“Goodly Freda. I must go. My father will be leaving soon.”

Coris hastily fished out his pocket sundial, trying to hide its golden gleam. Meya was crestfallen, but soon brightened.

“Well, you know who I am. If your caravan comes ’round again, then come visit! I did enjoy our little spell together.”

She shone him a wide smile bursting with innocence and life. Coris couldn’t help but return the favor.

“I did too. Thank you.”

Meya blushed, although it was difficult to see against the colors of gathering dusk. Wringing her hands, she leaned in with a whisper,

“’Twas the first dance I ever got from someone other than me brothers.” Her breath tickled his ear as she giggled, “so thank you, too.”

Underneath the sour reek of pig, she smelled of fresh grass and honey. A strange sensation took hold of the young man, compelling him to brush his lips against her cheek as she drew away. When their eyes met, Coris stammered out the one truth he was desperate to impress upon her before he left, perhaps for the last time,

“You’re worth more than a pig, or simply your mother’s Song, Meya. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

He clasped his hands over hers, leaving behind a small stone embedded with shards of raw emerald. He’d bought it from a portly Tyldornian merchant and his daughter at the village square for its familiar vert.

However, looking at little Meya, he realized it was meant to be hers. A raw emerald, gleaming courageously in the deepest, darkest cave. Awaiting the day one would stumble upon it, shape it into the crown jewel it was destined to be.

Meya blinked at the gift. She closed her fingers over it, clutching it tight to her heart. For a glimpse, her glowing eyes gleamed with tears, before the fire burned them away.

“I’ll wait for the day you’re ready to sing for the world, but until then—”

Meya smiled. She pressed a finger to her lips, then touched it to his.

“’Tis our little secret.”

Coris closed his eyes at the kiss. He held onto the warmth of her finger for a breath longer, then drew back and trudged away. The heat of her eyes burned steady on his back. He shivered against his cloak as the chilly evening wind overtook him. His body was aching and drained, but his heart was content and refreshed like it hadn’t been in a long time, or ever.

He turned back for one last look, but Hild Cottage had vanished behind rows upon rows of tiny houses. His heart deflated. Then, he heard it again. The most heavenly voice in the three lands, blowing after him in the wind, sending him on his way. The Song of the May Queen.

I’m here to sing a song I own.

I wish to hear the world sing along.

I’ll sing my heart for all who’ll heed.

So lend your ear to the wind as it blows.

Heeding the words of hope, Coris soldiered on with rekindled fire in his heart. He’d comforted a fair maiden and witnessed her song. In kind, she reminded him of the beauty of this land, hidden in the most unlikely, unremarkable places.

He could still be of use to this land, no matter how small. And, if he could stumble onto little Meya, an emerald buried in the mud of her pigsty, one that refused to let her light die, perhaps hope still lived that he’d find the girl whose fiery courage and unrelenting kindness changed his life forever.

He would find her someday, and he’d live on the best he could until then.


Burning Red

One whole week shut in one’s bedroom worked wonders on both the human and dragon psyche. For all their differences, Coris Hadrian and Meya Hild arrived at the same state of mind, crippling boredom.

After the arrival of afternoon tea, a plate stacked high with rose-red syrup waffles, a tea set shrouded in rose-scented vapor, and rose-scented tea candles (“Very subtle, Head Cook Apollon,” said Coris scathingly), the bedchamber was again left to the newlyweds.

In Coris’s opinion, nothing worked better to humor a sour dragon who didn’t want more reading lessons than impressing her with the machinations of a water clock, a tour of your vast gallery of canine portraits and library of rune books, or a gander at the fruits of your dearest childhood pursuit…

“And this…is my rock collection.”

Coris attempted to overwhelm Meya with his niche interests, so she would succumb to education before perishing to boredom, but his plan backfired. Meya marveled at his eccentricities. That or even admiring rocks was rejuvenating after a week of reading lessons, or she’d cottoned on to his scheme, and was determined to win this battle of wills.

“Rich boy rock collection, you mean.” Meya examined an iron bead big as her thumb, smirking at Coris’s raised eyebrows. “Marcus’s got naught but riverside pebbles in his crate. Oh, and some crapstones.”

She returned the bead to its snug bed. Coris pouted.

“I’m sure I have one in here somewhere.” He pulled the box to him and lifted out the layers. “Aha!”

Meya gawked. Coris had offered her what looked like dried dung carved of glittering gray clay, seeming extremely proud of himself.

“You do realize you’re presenting the fair maiden with ancient dragon dung, sir knight?”

“It represents undying love. As time flies, roses wilt. Dragon dung turns to stone.” Coris shrugged with a smile.

“Why, thank you, milord. I shall cherish it. ’Tis a fine specimen of glittery doo.”

Snorting, Meya turned the romantic gift between her fingers. Dragon crapstones were scattered across Latakia, but the gold lay in their bones, scales and eggshells, made of an undecipherable combination of metals.

Historians believed dragons once ruled Latakia before migrating to Everglen. Meya often wondered why. Her current guess was they’d left in fear of Lattis when the cavemen of Latakia learned to mine.

“What do dragons eat?” she posed the debate. “They burn humans to a crisp, so I dun think ’tis us. Wait, just you. I’m a Greeneye. And we ride dragons! Psshaa! One well-done Lord Hadrian!”

Meya brandished the crapstone like a seaman would a helm, gyrating her body to imitate a slaloming eagle. Coris chuckled, wringing his brain for the safest way to slither out of this conversation.

“Lord Amplevale had merchants smuggle Nostran books through the Zarel Pass. One said dragons drink from the sun as they soak in the earth.”

“So…they peck in the dirt like chickens, and bask in the sun like snakes?”

“That’s also my interpretation, yes.”

“Must be easy raising them. Lucky Nostra.”

“Not so fast.”

Meya blinked. Coris caressed his chin, eyes narrowed.

“Dragons are enormous, powerful, intelligent. They breathe fire, fly. Their bones, scales and eggs are metallic. Humans derive nutrients and minerals from plants and animals, and mining. How much earth must dragons mine to absorb what they need?”

Blood drained from Meya’s cheeks, replaced by the chilling thought. Coris paced.

“Perhaps this is why dragons hoard precious metals in their caves and claim large territories. To feed their young. And perhaps, this is why Nostra wants to invade Latakia. Their true end is Everglen. Their land and colonies have been sucked dry. They can’t sustain their dragon army.”

“So, we’ll have to kill dragons off? There’s no way humans and dragons can live together? Not even in Nostra?” Meya slumped against the desk. “Where does that leave Greeneyes?”

The falling silence smothered Coris, as within a battle raged. Should he tell her the truth? Should he console her with a hopeful, far-fetched solution? Should he leave her to wallow?

Meya braced her hands on the desk and hung her heavy head over Coris’s rock chest, peering down its layers of riches.

“You got moonstone in here somewhere? It calms me.”

Coris blinked.

“I didn’t take you for the superstitious sort.”

Meya snorted.

“Me neither, but I’m a believer. Been experimenting with Jason’s goods for years.”

She spotted a drop of polished, opalescent moonstone and held it fast, soothing her roughened skin with its icy smoothness.

“Moonstone makes me calmy. Sunstone makes me sprightly. Lattis makes me dowly,” Meya rhymed as she peeled another layer. Her eyes grew round. “Goodly Freda, is that Rose Crystal?”

“It is indeed, and I’m guessing it makes you lovely?” Coris grinned. Meya was flattered.

“Why, yes!” Then the fireball hit. “Why you—!”

Coris busted a laugh before Meya socked him on his arm. He snickered as he seethed in pain, then froze.

Meya was still admiring the crystal, but her eyes had drifted out of focus as her cheeks flushed and her breathing quickened. As if in a trance, she laid the crystal on her neck, slid it down her shoulders, circled her breasts, spiraled down her tummy, then nestled it at the crest of her parted legs.

“Meya?” Coris whispered, gripped with shame as her soft moans roused the same noise in his throat. He sealed his lips and strangled it quiet.

Dragons soaked in the earth. They absorbed nutrients from rock and soil. Rose Crystal was the stone of lust. It didn’t affect humans, but Greeneyes, half-dragons like Meya—

Meya slid her hands down his back, jolting him from his reverie.

“Meya, what in the—”

She knelt and kissed the dimple on his middle, then journeyed downwards, dragging all thought from his head alongside his braies. Coris gritted his teeth, but the nauseating grate of bones couldn’t tear his eyes from the burning, shining trail her tongue left on his delicate skin.

“Meya, give me the stone, please.” He pried the crystal from her clutches. “We’ve agreed on this. We can’t do this anymore. Meya!”

The crystal fell onto stone with a chime. Coris let his knees fold. Meya sat rooted as her senses returned. Her cheeks flooded with shame as their eyes met. She cooled them against her palms, breathing deeply.

“Forgive me, milord,” she whispered, then shivered with nervous laughter. “Chione must’ve possessed me for a while there.”

Her breath caught, seized by claws of doubt, then she shook her head.

“No, ’twas me entirely.” She held her breath fast as she held his gaze, then breathed through trembling lips, “I want you.”

Coris blinked, then pure joy lit his gaping eyes to life. The grips of fear slackened, her heart had room to beat again. Then, another blink, and his eyes emptied. He stood and retreated. Her heart shriveled and fell through the chasm.

“You don’t, Meya,” Coris sighed as he adjusted his clothing. “You’re confused about your father. You’re scared of traveling far from your hometown. You’re worried about Greeneyes and dragons. Those emotions are exacerbated by Rose Crystal—”

“And you.” Meya dragged herself to her feet, clinging to his eyes to keep her there.

“You’re so good to me, so kind, so understanding, so patient. Yet you lied to me, manipulated me, even while we were in bed. You knew I was an impostor, yet you saved me from Gillian. You spared me so I can serve under you, yet you’re grooming me into a lady by your side.”

Coris pursed his lips, the pain of truth evident in his clenched jaw and wavering eyes, fighting to be free from his rigid code of lies, logic and duty. Meya wondered if she should dare to hope. She braved a step forward.

“You promised I’ll be your last, then you said you’re gunna sleep with Lady Arinel. You said you’ll woo her, yet you’ve never held her eyes the way you held mine. You vowed I’m your first, yet I keep hearing whispers of this Agnesia Graye. Tell me which is it, for Freda’s sake?”

Coris turned away as if desire had set her glowing green ablaze. He reached out a trembling hand, brushing his fingertips on the brooch pinned inside her sleeve.

“You gave me your virginity. You saved my life. I’m bound by name and duty to protect and atone,” he whispered. Meya shook her head, stubborn.

“I want to be more than your duty. And I know ’tisn’t duty alone what binds you.”

She caught his wrist, ran her thumb down the grooves on the back of his hand. So cold, so thin. Her burning skin meant she was seldom touched. When people touched her, it was mostly to hurt her.

Coris was colder than most others, but that First Night, he’d held her so tenderly, so protectively, even in his frail, clammy arms, she felt warm and safe, and less alone.

She longed to feel it again, to be loved, protected, appreciated, desired by his true self he’d revealed that night, untainted by layers of deceit.

“I want you for you.” She smiled bitterly. “I know ’tis been days. And I’m a lowly peasant girl. Not even a maiden at that. What must you think of me? I’ve no clue what my heart needs. I’ve no doubt what it wants. I want you.”

Her hand slipped away. Coris held onto currents of air empty but for her phantom heat. He’d waited for the girl with hair soft as dusk-fall that held the colors of dawn-rise to break this seven-year night, so his raft could sail to Fyr’s Lake. That was all he’d wanted, to meet his savior and reward her. Then die.

He wouldn’t greed for more, wouldn’t taint her with his lust, wouldn’t disgust her with his emotions. She was pure and full of promise, he was a monster drowning in the moat he’d filled with blood.

Yet, she desired him. She, too, had lied to and manipulated him. She was human, imperfection. He should be allowed to desire her.

The fabric of her dress was fine and brittle, it crumpled where the crystal chafed it. He knew what lay beneath, so he raised his eyes so the memory wouldn’t tempt him. Drown that dress and the chambermaid who picked it. The lines of her breasts pushed against the sheer cloth. He’d often rested his throbbing head there, let her heart lull him to sleep, refusing to part.

He urged his hand forward, but Meya’s voice stopped him.

“I know we may never become nothing. I wanna make the most of it while it lasts, find our way as we walk, but if you dun want the same, please, just give me the truth. So I can be on me way.”

Truth…Truth was they had more than days to their history. Truth was this crisis was far more encompassing than roof beams and a Lattis nugget in Zier’s guts. Truth was he wasn’t fit to be her mentor. He was spoiled, cowardly, selfish. A liar, manipulator and schemer with a dozen faces melded to his skin. He wasn’t sure if his real face remained or if there were one to begin with. He didn’t even dare tell her what she must know.

But truth was also that for six years, she’d been his rope to cling to as he strayed between life and death. Although faceless, nameless, fleeting the memory of her had been, the thought of finding her again kept him crawling for life as his body burned from the inside out.

Perhaps, he could at least let her know that. Then perhaps she would stay awhile, and he would crawl a little further.

He trailed his fingers down the curve of her face, pressed his thumb to her lips, watched it pale under his touch. A breath, then he plunged in.

“I’ll give you truth.”

Meya closed her eyes as his lips captured hers. Coris flung her down on the desk, sweeping off papers, rocks, books and stationery to make way.

He slid her nightdress over her head. Meya flinched as the spring breeze dragged its icy sleeve across her breasts. His parted lips traced a winding road just as cold from the dip of her belly button to her nipple. She gasped for breath.

He slid his hand between her thighs, fumbling for a way in, so she weaved her fingers between his and guided him, writhing as her heart hammered a tattoo on his palm. He continued to rouse her, eager to please, but after so long, she groaned and twitched, her patience spent. He chuckled as he loomed over her, tucking stray curls behind her ear.

“Very well, let’s proceed. Don’t forget to relax.”

Meya opened her eyes when his cold retreated. She watched, mesmerized, as he undressed at his leisure, silhouetted by sunshine streaming in through the window. Coris caught her spying. His eyes twinkled silver over his sly smile.

“Hope it dun hurt this time,” Meya whispered, blushing. Coris paused with his shirt shrugged halfway down his shoulders. He blinked, then rolled his eyes.

“Hence why I insist on more preparation.”

Meya shook her head. Smiling fondly, she reached over and tugged his braies down again. Jolts of bliss coursed through him at her playful caress.

“It dun make no difference with how blessed you are. So why wait?”

He blinked in awe and surprise. Her voice was higher, sweeter, the same voice that echoed across the moonlit moor, the Song of May Day. He was blessed, indeed, to have been graced by such a heavenly voice.

Meya breathed deeply and willed her limbs to unravel, closing her eyes. Steeling himself, Coris bent and kissed her yearning lips, then moved to close the gap. He’d barely entered her when he scrambled out with a yell.

“Fyr! It burns!”

Meya’s eyes flew open. She frowned, then swore under her breath.

“My Lattis!” She untied her legs from his waist, sprang up and fell to her knees, rooting through scattered papers and whatnot for her medallion as Coris watched, bewildered.

If dragons kept their heat when disguised in human form, how had they mated with humans to create Greeneyes like Meya?

The answer was Lattis. Meya had worn it all the times he claimed her. The metal must have become known to mankind far earlier, long before Rutgarth, but who was the one to discover its power against dragons? How had that knowledge been lost?

Coris shook himself. He could crack that Miracle Egg later. He wasn’t trying to impregnate Meya. He simply wanted to make love to her.

The sight of Meya still searching desperately for her coin rankled him. This was her first time as her true self. She should be free to be just as she was. She shouldn’t have to put out her fire so she wouldn’t scorch him.

For seventeen years, she was forced to repress a part of her to blend in and survive. It had led her to deride and reject herself, to think so lowly of herself, to surrender her maidenhead on a whim, a yearning to feel ordinary and appreciated, and he was perpetuating that cycle.

Coris mustered his strength, swept Meya into his arms, then toppled headfirst onto the desk. By Fyr, he couldn’t carry an ordinary lass, let alone a dragon lass with metal bones. Cursing under his breath, he grabbed her hips and pulled her close.

“Coris, wait! You’ll hurt yourself!” Meya skidded back. “Coris—”

Her protests melted into a cry of ecstasy as he penetrated her defenses. Her fire repelled his attack, yet he relentlessly came charging back. As he dug his fingers into her cheeks, she clung to his damp hair in anticipation.

Almost there. Almost there.

Sadly, Coris was at his limit. He crumpled onto her, panting.

Meya fell back. As she lay panting, she swallowed the aching disappointment. This was much harder than she’d expected. Coris was just as much a greenhorn as her, and they still struggled to reconcile their differences.

Coris peeled himself off Meya and raked back her wet golden locks, frowning as he peered down at her.

“Did you…?” Meya shook her head, and his face fell. He slid off, slumping heavily onto his chair.

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t last long,” he muttered through gritted teeth, his face hidden behind trembling fingers. Meya smiled as a rush of affection and gratitude swept into her heart. The lad had given his all, which was more than enough.

“Come now, you did pretty good. ’Tis the heat. One more time with the coin?” She tilted her head, suggesting coyly. Coris looked half-dead on his cushioned behind. He shook his head, eyes closed and chest heaving, streaks of dark hair pasted to his forehead with sweat.

“I’m sorry. I don’t think I can go again ’til tomorrow.”

“Dun sorry me. It ain’t no sin.”

Meya climbed onto his lap. Coris gave her a few tired, affectionate head pats as she snuggled close. Her thighs had dried. Not one drop of his seed would survive that oven.

Yes, Zier, I have all these flying around my head every time I bed my wife.

And I can’t tell her any of them, not even that I’d lied most dastardly to her face.

It isn’t Jason Boszel I want to talk to. It isn’t the shortage I want to discuss.

Memories flitted past his eyes of the night he was saved by the very dragon he hunted. He stroked her hair, counted the moments between her fevered breaths, then buried his face in the crook of her neck, shame and anguish burning in his bowels.

It’s you, Meya.


Let Me Hear Your Song

After a long cuddle on the chair, Coris was groggy, and Meya still lusty. Thus, to the bed they retired, giving no heed to the time of day.

Too exhausted to please his maiden fair, Coris implored Meya to admire his glorious physique while he napped. Poor Meya had settled for finger-doodling on his belly when a certain something prodded her loins. A flash of pure bliss rushed up her spine, overwhelming her senses. Strangling back a moan, Meya glared down at Coris, who’d wiped his face blank.

“You said you won’t go again ’til tomorrow!”

“Apologies, my middle brother has his own mind,” mumbled Coris, eyes still closed. Giggling, Meya patted his cheek.

“You rest. I’ll take care of wee-Coris. Well, not so wee, actually.”

Chuckling, Meya took his hands and leaned down with a kiss which slid its way down his neck, over his heart, past his belly button, to his core. She awakened him, then sheathed him within.

Waves of bliss coursed through him. Meya cried out his name as she tilted her face to the Heights, basking in the light at the pinnacle. She showered him with a stream of warmth so soothing, he finally felt safe to let go. He laid back as a pulsating river of clouds carried him into Freda’s Caldera, then drifted down to land like an autumn leaf, knowing he’d miss it sorely when his time came.

Meya fell onto his chest, panting. He raised a feeble arm and caressed her hair. She rubbed her cheek, then her lips against his palm.

“Thank you,” she whispered, her voice choked with tears. It was the first time she crested the Heights with him. “D’you like it?”

Meya raised her face to his, then her smile fell. His wide, pale eyes stared through her at demons only he saw.

“Thank you, too. I’m grateful to feel the Heights before drowning in the Lake.”

“Coris, dun say that! You’re not going anytime soon. And not to Fyr’s Lake, that’s for sure!”

“Yet, part of me wished I’d never known how it felt. Now I’m less ready to die.”

“Coris! Oh, Freda.”

Tears rolled down his cheeks, like stars falling to their deaths. Meya eased him into her arms.

“I’m sorry. Sorry. So sorry,” he muttered feverishly as he rubbed his flooding eyes on her shoulder. He jolted and bucked, struggling to staunch the leak, but for years the whirlpool had festered under still waters. The dam was doomed to burst.

“I’m just scared, every night I go to sleep, scared I won’t wake. I’m sorry. I don’t want to die. Not this soon, not like this. But how can I say when Freda keeps telling me…took my eating…took my sleep…I should just drop dead than live on and on like this…pathetic…invalid…useless…waste of resources. Can’t even pleasure a fair maiden, can’t give her a babe. Mother would cry her last then move on. What’s the point in prolonging her torture? What could I possibly achieve? But I don’t want to. I don’t want to melt away. I’m scared. So, so scared. How would it feel to not feel anything?”

Meya smoothed her hand down his bony back, passing her own tears trickling down his spine. How should she comfort him? Back in the forest when she’d faced death, it was a different brand of fear, certain, urgent, stark white and black. She had control, the choice of fight or flight, but how would one deal with death when it was out of one’s hands? If one’s body was his enemy?

Most folk wouldn’t remember death until it was blinking on the horizon. By that time, they’d be wise enough to accept it. But for all his wisdom, Coris was barely a year older than Meya. And he’d been living like this since he was Mistral’s age. Alone, terrified.

“Coris, ’tis no sin to wanna live. Everybody wants you to.”

The Holy Scriptures featured a few verses ruminating on death. All them hymns lauding the beauty of the Heights, the stoic deaths of war heroes, but why haste to die when Freda’s creation here on land was supposed to be beautiful, to be cherished, Meya had never understood.

“Zier loves you. Your parents love you. The cook, the healer, the bailiff, your friends, every soul in this castle would rather you live. And I need you. You’re me lord, me mentor, me good friend, me whatever-it-is-we-have-now. You keep saying we still have Zier and I dun want to orphan me babe and all that. You’re getting used to them. You shouldn’t!”

His empty eyes stared out of sunken sockets, lost in a pool of tears. She cupped his gaunt cheeks.

“What could you possibly achieve? You’re achieving so much every day, Coris! You saved Arinel and her men. You protected Zier and The Axel once again. You’re always thinking up ways to help your people prosper. You’re giving me the chance to make summat outta me life.”

Coris bit his trembling lips, willing himself to believe. Meya shook her head, frustrated, then shook his face.

“Your father’s grounding you, and you think you can’t do nothing about that, but you can. Try Lady Safyre. Maybe she’d help you with the Ban.”

Coris pulled away, reached under the bed for his chamberpot, then emptied the quagmire in his nostrils. Meya handed him a basin of water. He splashed some on his face, poured some on his soiled fingers, then drank the rest.

“I doubt it.” He dabbed his mouth with the back of his hand, his voice thick. “Safyre is neutral on the Ban. It has no resources of its own and champions living in harmony with nature. Its economy is based on tourism and luxury goods.”

“But they’re still affected by the shortage. Maybe you can talk Norena into helping. You’re good at talking.”

“I don’t know. I don’t have Hadrian’s sway behind me, do I?”

You dun have nothing but dogs in the Heist, neither. Meya made to argue, but Coris cut across with a sigh. He slumped onto his pillows, an arm on his forehead.

“Remember when I told you, Father is now the one soul who knows the whole truth about The Axel?”

Meya nodded slowly, unsure where he was headed.

“When the Baron Hadrian were on his deathbed, he’d pass on Maxus’s memoirs to his heir apparent. It contains all the secrets surrounding The Axel.”

Coris opened his eyes, revealing slivers of dull gray.

“The truth we seek is here, in Hadrian.” He jabbed his finger into the bed, “and Father’s deliberately sending us away from it. To a tourist town with no military significance, no say, no stake on the Ban. I simply don’t see a way to wring optimism from this.”

His arm flapped lifelessly onto the bed. His jaded eyes bore twin holes in the ceiling of the four-poster. Meya watched him, eyes narrowed.

“Whenever Lord Crosset slaps down some new law or tax, I dun grumble as I plow them fields or join them folks protesting at the bulletin. I stay quiet, wait for a loophole, and exploit it. Sometimes I got away with easy gold, most times I dinnae, but that’s what I do.”

Coris opened his eyes, weary. Meya loomed over him, golden locks trailing onto his sunken, ridged chest.

“If the Baron’s word is law, there’s bound to be a loophole, or a way round. We can’t read those memoirs, we find another way. Safyre’s closer to Everglen. We’re traveling to the place where it all started, where the first Hadrians and Hilds came from. If Norena won’t help with the Ban, she can help us get there.”

Coris avoided her eyes. Meya bowed lower.

“You’re always shutting your doors all the way. Leave them open a sliver. You must have some hope.”

His eyes slid back to meet hers, lifeless and bloodshot. Meya grasped his clammy hand, squeezing those spindly fingers.

“Hope got me through the Famine, got me to negotiate with Gillian. ’Tis why I’m still alive. It’ll keep you alive much longer than any elixir.”

Coris smiled his gentle smile, his chapped lips glistening with tears, and she wasn’t sure he believed her.

* * *

The hours that followed saw them alternating between consciousness and slumber, passion and serenity, budding love and ripe lust.

After one such session, Meya was left sprawled at the foot of the bed. Her half-open eyes widened at the spots of blood scattered on the linen. Although pale as rosewater, they were unmistakably her virgin blood.

Meya dragged her fingers over them, then frowned at Coris. Not that she minded, now that the secret was out. His eyes were also fixed upon the stains.

“They say blood and ink never wash, despite man’s best effort,” he quipped. Meya tilted her head, then unfurled a wry smile.

“Them laundry maids must have known everything that happened behind our doors, eh.” She traced imaginary lines from one speck to the next. “You must’ve left a heavy coin on her tongue.”

“Not all these are yours.” Coris laid a tapered fingertip on a spot of stain. Meya’s eyes widened in dawning horror, but he remained smiling. “I have trouble locating my chamberpot sometimes, when my bowels burn in the dead of night.”

“How come I dinnae hear you?” Meya protested after a stunned pause, having just found her voice. Coris snorted.

“I slept sound this week thanks to a lack of Zier,” he sighed, then heaved himself up and edged away. He sank heavily onto his pillow, eyes closed, his face gaunt in the late afternoon sun. “What in the three lands should I do with him?”

Meya churned her lips as she pondered it, then slithered back to her side of the bed, slumping down face-to-face.

“He’s jealous of you, ’cause he dun’t understand. I’m jealous of me big sister, too. I do. ” Meya pressed a hand to her chest. “Let’s swap tales. I’ll make sense of his antics. Give you clues so you’ll be a better big brother to him. Alright, milord?”

She topped off her offer with a tilt of her head and a sweet smile. Coris looked unsure, like a shy tyke before a stranger.

“Try Lexi,” he muttered, his cheeks faint pink. Meya blinked at the command. A wave of warmth enveloped her heart, then rose to capture her face. Twitching coyly, she whispered,

“Lexi.”

A simple smile lit his face aglow. He reached for her cheek, tidying away strands of gold as if they were jealously keeping her beauty from him.

“Aine,” he murmured, tasting the feel of the name on his tongue, then repeated more confidently, “Aine.”

Tears burned her eyes as she smiled. Only Mum had ever called her so. She may never be one of the bright lights of the sky, but perhaps she could be a wee one for his sky. That might be the height she could reach for.

Coris still caressed her cheek, but his eyes now stared through her to memories both fresh and long past.

“It goes against my nature. To leave doors open,” he sighed. “Father chided me for always assuming the worst of everyone. Not that I want to, but my duty is hiding The Axel. I must lie, conceal, manipulate. I trained myself to predict all possible ends for every choice I make. The one time I missed one, I lost a friend and my own future.”

Sapped by the painful memory, Coris plopped onto the bed.

“Noblesse Oblige,” he quoted Ancient West, sighing. “Privilege comes with responsibility. I’ve never known a life outside it, but all these secrets…they’re so heavy, sometimes.” His eyes drooped close. “Why must I be born a Hadrian?”

Meya slid a soothing hand down his arm.

“I’m sure Zier’s of the same mind. He dun know any more than you do why you two must do what you’re supposed to, but he’s not as patient as you, so he did what he thought was right. And he might be right, once the truth unfolds. We never know, do we?”

She leaned down with a whisper,

“Tell him what you just told me. Let him know ’tis hard for you, too. Let him have a friend in you who knows his suffering.”

Meya led a stray sheaf of dark hair across his forehead, tucking it behind his ear. Coris shook his head with a sigh.

“Father expects me to set an example.” He then chuckled sheepishly, recalling the spectacle he’d made. “This must be the first time he saw me yell at Father.”

“And you should let him see more of that you!” Meya shook his arm in earnest. Coris raised a skeptical eyebrow, and she hastily added, “not saying you should yell more at your father, though. He might send us further than Safyre next time. Although I think he kind of deserves it, and I do want to see more of Latakia.”

Coris’s laughter broke Meya off mid-ramble. At the sight of those silvery eyes flickering in amusement, her heart skipped several beats.

“D’you know why I resent Marin? She makes everything seem easy. She never complains, not even once.”

She ran her hand down the ridges that were Coris’s ribs pushing from under his skin.

“Seeing you now, I reckon it couldn’t have been easy for her, neither. Being Dad’s daughter,” she mumbled. “Maybe Zier will understand you more, if you let him see you. Show him some crazy Coris, silly Coris, bumbling Coris—perverted Coris! Oy, stop it!”

Coris was flicking her nipple, his expression gloomy. Giggling, Meya sprang up and batted his hand away. She studied him as she snuggled into her pillow, then shrugged with a smile.

“You’re too…perfect. I’d hate you, too, if you were me big brother.”

“You would?” Coris’s smile widened, revealing a sliver of uneven, yellowed teeth. Meya snorted.

“You and your honorable guts.”

They shared a laugh. Meya found her hand straying to the bloodstains again.

“Blood and ink. Pain and truth. ’Tisn’t right to hide them,” she muttered. “Maybe that’s why they never wash. Freda made them to be seen.”

Silence fell as Meya drew constellations with the stains. Coris’s eyes narrowed into slits.

“And your voice. It’s also made to be heard.”

Meya froze, her intuition tingling at impending danger.

“Me voice?” She feigned obtuseness, cold sweat beading along her hairline. Coris leaned closer.

“You’ve altered your voice.”

“What are you talking about?” Meya laughed, shaking her head.

“You sounded different. On my desk.” Coris motioned towards said desk with a devious smile. Her face burning, Meya rammed her fist against the sore spot on his arm. Once he was done yowling bloody murder, he continued solemnly, “your voice was higher, sweeter. Fits you better, in my opinion.”

“No, it dun’t!” Meya blurted out in her real voice. The two shared a blink of surprise, then Meya broke contact and sat up, annoyed.

“’Tis too dainty. I can’t say fart, crap, dung, or dong without folks giving me the weird eye. Now you’re doing it.”

Meya whipped back and glowered. Jolting, Coris averted his eyes.

“Apologies, that was unbecoming.” He rubbed an awkward finger on his cheek, then plowed on with his argument. “You must know it puts a toll on your throat. You may lose your Song.”

Scowling, Meya slugged her pillow then flattened it behind her back, as if it were the physical embodiment of her Song.

“Good riddance, I won’t have to hide it no longer.”

“Why so?” Coris asked innocently, a shrewd glint in his eyes. “It’s a beautiful voice. Must be excruciating bottling it.”

It’s your Song, now, Meya, but if you don’t let it define you, then it won’t. So, why are you so afraid?

Arinel’s blue pierced into the depths of her heart. Meya hadn’t lowered her voice to suit her character. She had no choice but to for it resembled Mum’s old voice, a dead giveaway.

Meya had never heard Mum’s undamaged voice, of course, but her own voice had always felt… familiar…to her. Mum might have sung to her while she was pregnant, a hand caressing her bump, assuming within was a beautiful baby boy with her ice-blue eyes.

The thought pained her, but was it anyone’s fault? Was it something she should fear so? Was seventeen years long enough, far too long, or too late to set it free?

Coris sat up by her side.

“Zier plays the lyre, you know.” He wrapped the blanket around them, gazing dreamily into space. “Imagine him strumming Corien’s Lyre to your Song of May Day, must be music from the Heights.”

Meya glanced at his wistful face. Perhaps the silence had become overwhelming, confining, so the Song flowed out of her,

“I’m here to sing a song I own.

I wish to hear the world sing along.”

Coris froze as a voice echoed deep in his shattered memories. He stared, wide-eyed, as Meya’s song built in courage and vigor.

“I’ll sing my heart for all who’ll heed.

So lend your ears to the wind as it blows.”

“I’m Meya, Me—”

“—ya. I’m born on May’s Eve, as my father grieves for my mother’s Song.”

Meya whipped around, eyes wide as saucers. Coris’s cheeks were bloodless, his eyes clouded with resurrected memories. He turned away, his lips moving hesitantly as he stammered out the lyrics he for some reason knew, remembered,

“Oh Meya, they say…what good…is a lass. As unruly and poor…as Me…ya…Hild.”

Silence drifted in, swallowing the last echoes of his cracked, dissonant voice. It was out of tune, vaguely recreated. Yet, there was no mistaking. It was her Song.

Tremors spread through her. Meya fell limp against the headboard.

“No way.” The words left her in a hoarse rasp. “H-how?”

“I’ve heard this song before,” said Coris, his voice strangled and his eyes unblinking. “Three years ago. In Crosset.”

His faraway eyes returned to Meya. For a breath, the whole world fell out of existence. Shards of memories coalesced into flashes of sharp images and distinct voices.

Meya scrambled off the bed. Her toe snagged in the silk blanket, almost tripping her. Coris watched as she sped to the adjoined solar, still in her birthday robes. The door still swung when she came hurtling back through, hands clutched over her chest. She skidded to her knees and reached out her arms. On her palms sat a stone beset with glinting shards of green crystal.

“You gave me this, remember?” she panted, rattling her hands.

Coris studied the twinkling pebble. Flashes of strange yet familiar surroundings. Snippets of voices, the warmth of spring. He knelt before the simple carpet stall of a portly Tyldornian merchant and his daughter, selecting raw ore stones as souvenirs for Zier. Large, acid-green eyes shimmering with tears glowed in the descending dusk, as he entrusted the emerald stone in her hands.

He withdrew to find the dragon’s eyes awaiting his return, similar to the last dewdrop of bitter joy clinging to her lashes. When his frown made way for a faint smile of remembrance, Meya launched herself into his arms.

“Meya!”

Coris lay sprawled on his back, Meya ironing air from his lungs. It wasn’t her vigor that had caught him off guard, but the boiling tears seeping onto his shoulder.

“Oh, Freda.” Meya tightened her arms, her voice thick with tears, breathless with joy. “Three years I’ve waited…for you to come visit.”

New, old memories settled in his head. Coris ran his hand down her wiry back. Tremors traveled from her body to his, as she sobbed out her tale.

“Every bazaar day, I went looking for you at every spice stall. Asked every merchant I came across if they knew Simon of Hadrian, but no one ever heard of you. You looked so ill back then, I thought you must’ve died. You lying, fish-brained, donghead!”

Meya landed a blow so resounding his ribcage rattled, then crumpled into his arms, her sobs muffled by his shoulder, her skin hot iron on his.

“Why didn’t I recognize you?” She drew apart, drinking in the sight of him with red-rimmed eyes, her fingers tracing the shape of his face. “You haven’t changed.”

Coris smiled in reply, a melancholic, mourning smile as he raised his hand to catch her fountain of golden locks caressing his chest.

“You have.”

Meya’s breath caught. His pale finger traveled down a blonde curl, unraveling it to its length. His soft voice hammered reality into her heart like a stake of ice.

“You had braids like bundles of silk, rose gold like the dawn. A wee nose, pouts exactly like your mouth. Full cheeks, full of freckles, and your ears stuck out. Such an adorable little thing.”

Meya closed her eyes to the scrape of her coarse hair against her bare skin. The bleach, the dye, the curling potions had sapped its moisture and scraped away its luster, merciless as blazing sunlight, leaving it brittle and frizzled.

“’Tis for the disguise,” she muttered, struggling to fill the silence, although it wasn’t the whole truth. Coris nodded absently, still enamored with her fading memory.

“Wish I’d live to see you return,” he lamented softly. Meya’s heart lurched. She perked up, fury and fear flooding her veins.

“’Course you will! You just got yourself one more reason to!” she snapped, but Coris’s sad smile only crept further up his cheeks. He shook his head, whispering,

“Will you?”

His simple retort stole the breath from her. Meya’s eyes widened, then averted in shame. Like she did her name, her maidenhead, she’d traded her face for another’s without second thought. Good riddance, she scoffed, to her oddly-colored hair, her swollen cheeks, ears that stuck out, her bridgeless nose, her crooked teeth, and eyes that were too round and large as if to shamelessly display her unholy glow. For how would any eye ever see in them what for seventeen years she herself couldn’t find?

But hearing Coris recall her, describe her with words of poets, seeing his eyes overflowing with nostalgia, she’d just realized how much she, too, missed what could be forever lost, despite how she once disparaged them.

Ironically, the voice she so despised was now the one thing of the true Meya she had left. Like blood and ink, Freda had not made her blessing—or curse—to be erased.

“I will,” Meya admitted. Tears fell from her eyes, collecting like dewdrops on his chest. “I love me hair. I love me face. I love me voice. I love to sing. ’Tis torture hiding it. Every breath of it.”

Coris reached out again. His thumb tracing her lips, he repeated words from years past that had solaced the embittered May Queen of Crosset,

“Then please, let me hear your song.”

And so Meya sang. As the young lord laid his weary head on her lap, she sang the tales and lullabies of Latakia. Of peoples of old from the far western lands, driven from their home, forced to walk through the Zarel Pass to an unsettled country. Of how First King Latakas had united the scattered tribes, dealt a decisive blow to Nostra’s fledgling dragon army that sought to reclaim them. Of how Latakia had then enjoyed peace and prosperity, with six duchies of varied peoples flourishing under one king.

From noon ’til sundown, for the first time in seventeen years, the Song of May Day echoed within the solemn stones, carrying on the gentle spring wind throughout the castle’s hill.

And, for the first time in seventeen years, Meya Hild was free.


A Tale of Two Sisters

Meya Hild may be unique in various ways, but like most folks, she’d also been at the mercy of the whims of love.

The year before she landed herself a sickly young nobleman, she caught the eye of a handsome, kindhearted merchant from Meriton. In the days leading up to the Fest of Freda, they enjoyed many a game of chess in the alehouse, as outside the snow wind howled and screeched to be let in, raring to gnaw on digits.

When Meya didn’t come home one night, Farmer Hild mounted a search party. He found Meya stowed away in the merchant’s caravan, knocked unconscious and trussed alongside Greeneye girls and boys from nearby manors.

The man was a Greeneye trafficker, tipped off by a debt-ridden Crossetian peasant of potential prey. Once the Greeneye children had been drugged senseless by Rose Crystal, he’d sell them to rich men with unusual tastes.

Prostitution wasn’t illegal. Selling children into prostitution was, even Greeneye children. Both trafficker and informant were hanged in the trench the next day.

Meya had been warned from childhood of the ordeal that befell careless Greeneyes. Sold into prostitution or dissected, eyeballs slung onto amulets of luck, blood cast upon altars in Chione’s name were but the signature few among many.

Being the only Greeneye in her town, Meya assumed it was a matter of time, but she survived, didn’t remember a thing, and learned an awful yet necessary lesson. Though it gave her nightmares for the good part of a year, she didn’t take it as a personal slight.

The incident in her fourteenth autumn, however, was a different matter. Meya was teetering on the cusp of womanhood, and she found herself with something in common to Crosset’s maidens for once.

Terron Neale. First of his name. Seventeen. Son of a bard. Slayer of flutes and shawms.

As the sound of his flute reverberated through the desolate Crosset dawn, maidens of all classes would burst out their windows, a floppy hand to their feverish foreheads, before being dragged back inside by their weary mothers, although the fortunate few might find their mothers swooning by their side. Meanwhile, paranoid fathers and desperate local suitors would whet their sickles to a sparkle and mount them on broom handles.

Mirram Hild was no exception, the most demented of them all, even. He imprisoned Marin in Hild Cottage, kept two beady eyes on Morel and even little Mistral.

Being a breadwinner, Meya wasn’t included in the house arrest, as she must venture out to toil in the fields. On her way to the pasture with her chicken, she caught a whiff of Terron’s whistling nightingale flute. She followed the song to find the finest young lad in the three lands, perched atop a rock on a grassy hillock overlooking fields of swishing golden wheat.

As was the case with the fake merchant (and Coris Hadrian), all it took was one gentle smile, and the spell upon Meya was complete.

A week later, once Mirram and the boys had left for the fields, Meya to the pasture, Alanna and Morel to the market, and Mistral to Old Silmaryl’s house, Marin would answer the door to one Terron Neale, carrying an armful of sunflowers. He handed them to her with a flourish, then regaled her with a resplendent flute rendition of Tricia of Haventoth, as she clapped along in pleasant surprise.

Of course, he wouldn’t have found Marin on her own and picked the perfect bouquet and tune without the information he’d gleaned from Meya.

Meanwhile, in the woods beyond the wheat fields, Meya curled in her hollow hole, rubbing earth into her watering eyes, vowing never, ever to forgive Marin.

Yet, deep down, she knew it wasn’t her eyes nor Marin. She was distracting herself from the obvious, much harsher truth. How could she ever hope to be loved by any man, if her own father didn’t adore her?

It was once she was banished from Crosset, the only home she’d ever known and thus where her worst memories were made, far from the judging eyes of her people and the shadows of her sisters, that Meya found cause for her rebellion in the need of others. She glowed soft and warm from within, no longer smothered by the sun’s fire nor reflecting it with a vengeful, blinding glare.

And once she’d learned of her father’s desperate attempt to save her from exile, she finally believed she might, after all, be worthy of love. So she mustered her courage and professed her heart to Coris Hadrian, and they agreed to give their budding romance a chance.

However, old resentments are hard to kill. Barely a week into their whirlwind courtship, Marin denied Terron’s offer for her to join his troupe as his wife and travel Latakia with him. She continued to live the one life she’d known, bolted up and alone in Hild Cottage.

Meya would never know Marin’s reason for that, but one thing she knew was she would never, ever forgive her.

* * *

The Crimson Hog was Hadrian’s oldest, most popular nighttime destination for merrymaking. Ale-induced laughter of raucous diners spilled through cracks in the walls. Mouth-watering fumes of meat and cheese billowed out the chimney and windows.

Despite its age, the rickety old tavern was always worked to full capacity, pushed to bursting point during the week of the May Fest. Peasants for the most part traveled only during long holidays, and anxious tourists who’d been miserly for half their lives queued up at dawn to have their names down for a bowl of Old Mother Gelda’s famous sausage-and-ale stew in the wee hours of the night.

Thus, it came as no small surprise to Jason Boszel when, once he’d asked for Meya’s reservation, the Greeneye waiter boy led his group through the aisle between crammed tables towards a room at the back of the tavern. For how could a young scullery maid snatch a private room in Hadrian’s most famous alehouse during the Fest?

Draken was of the same mind. Even the young ones blinked blankly at the door with bulging eyes. They all turned to Jason, their de-facto spokesperson.

Gulping, the portly merchant beckoned the waiter boy to lean his ear towards his mouth.

“Lad, I don’t mean to be rude, but are you sure this is Meya Hild’s reservation?”

The waiter, who was Old Mother Gelda’s grandson, looked just as bewildered as Jason. He didn’t even double-check his ledger,

“Yes, sir. Lady Hild requested privacy for her attendants, and paid with a bill,” he said slowly, glowing eyes studying Meya’s motley attendants. Jason’s eyes nearly popped out.

“A bill?” his voice arced an octave higher than normal. The waiter nodded like a tired marionette.

“Yes, sir. Stamped with the Hadrian crest.”

“Did she come by here herself? Greeneye? Red-gold hair? Sunken nose?” Draken gestured about his face. The Greeneye boy scrunched his similarly bridgeless nose, then shook his head.

“No, sir, ’twas Baron Hadrian’s squire. But there’s a lady with eyes like mine inside. She arrived with three companions a quarter-hour ago.”

Jason gawked at the boy a bit more, then shared a look with Draken. With a heavy sigh, he reached for the doorknob, turned and pushed. There was a blur of golden hair, then the body attached to it slammed into him, knocking air clean from his lungs.

“Meya!” Jason cried in glee, recognizing that vigor before all else. The girl surfaced with glowing, acid-green eyes and a wide grin, but her face belonged to another.

“Meya?” he repeated, his smile melting. The girl was beautiful, with golden locks, an oval face, a high nose and sharp, tapered eyes. It was as if Meya were staring out from Arinel, inhabiting Lady Crosset’s body.

Meya had probably anticipated his and the others’ confusion. She raised two placating hands, explaining in a rush,

“I changed me face. ’Tis a Greeneye trick I picked up along me way. Dun worry, I’ll change it back once I’ve had me fun.”

Seeing them all still blinking and frowning, she jittered in desperation, then abandoned the effort entirely, squealing,

“Jaysey-Daisey! How I missed yooooou!” she threw her arms around and squeezed Jezia, who thawed just enough to awkwardly pat her back, snatched Deke’s limp arm and clapped her hand to his, then grinned at Draken, who managed a halfhearted response then stepped aside to reveal the Hild boys.

“Maro! Marcus! Myron! Mo—”

Meya hiccuped mid-syllable, only just realizing which M of the family she was about to address.

The young woman stood with an arm akimbo. Her straight hair skimmed her shoulders in rippling blonde curtains under her frilled headdress. Her signature brown dress was spattered with old blood. Her ice-blue eyes resembled Marin’s flavored with cranberries instead of honey. She stretched her lips into a sneer.

“What’s with the blonde tresses, Lady Dung? Myron still wore it best, so better get shaving.”

“Morel?” cried Meya, too dumbfounded to take offense. Morelia Hild raised a well-practiced eyebrow then let loose, as if she’d been rehearsing for this exchange throughout her six days on the road,

“What? Do I need another permit to be in your presence, Lady Hild?”

Meya emptied her face, throwing up her hands in seeming surrender.

“Dun ask me. I dunno nuts about permits.” She extracted a tiny lace pouch from her brassiere, waggling it before Morel’s flaring nostrils and crossed eyes. Slivers of gold peeked out between its fine mesh—her monthly stipend. “Does coming to gloat but getting your arse shoved in your face count as family business?”

“Girls, lay off the rotten eggs! Morel, you promised to be civil!” Maro shot the seething Morel a warning look, then turned to Meya, his expression pained.

“There’s been…er…a final-hour change.”

“Second born, always second choice,” Morel griped just loud enough to distract Meya.

“Oy, if I recall correctly, I told Dad to send you instead and you sniveled at his feet for him to send me?” she sneered, eyes glowing twice as bright. Morel smirked.

“Oh, I know he’ll never send me. I’m needed.” She curled a sheaf of her hair, a maniacal glint of glee in her eyes. “I just did it so you’d hear him say it to your face.”

“You bi—” Meya bared her gritting teeth and marched in.

“GIRLS!”

Maro snatched his sisters’ shoulders, keeping them from tearing each other’s necks. Peering over Meya’s head, he saw her three friends at the table gawking in bewilderment, and his cheeks burned in shame. One hand patting the cowering Myron to let go of his arm, he glared at Marcus, who looked sullen the wildcat prizefight was canceled.

Fuming, Meya stashed her gold away, then scoured the little crowd.

“Where’s Dad? At the inn?”

A chill swept the throng. Meya stood on her toes, craning her neck to see behind Maro, then pulled back to stare at him, her large, glowing eyes brimming with hope. Maro cursed under his breath. After a heavy sigh, he shook his head.

“He’s not here, Meya.”

Her eyes widened in disappointment and pain. Meya mouthed, speechless, then found her voice.

“What?” she croaked, demanding indignantly, “why? What have I done wrong now?”

“No, Meya, listen,” Maro held up two calming hands. “He’s been planning to come, but something came up, real dire. Let’s go sit, I’ll explain.”

Maro held her arms and her eyes in plea. Trembling, panting, Meya flounced off, taking her seat on the far side of the table. To her right was a burly, handsome young man with brown hair, and a pretty young lady with curly brown hair who looked unnervingly familiar.

“Wait, isn’t that…?” Marcus whispered to Myron, who shook his head.

“Nah, she’s got golden hair. Mighty similar, though.”

“Right? Thought for a blink she’s the lady,” Jezia joined the gossip. Although seeming unperturbed, Jason secretly agreed. The similarity was uncanny.

The Armorheims were occupied elsewhere. Deke glanced furtively between Maro and Meya, fidgeting with his hands. Draken stared at the last occupant of the room. To Meya’s left at the table’s head sat a sickly pale, gaunt young man with lank brown hair and piercing silvery eyes.

Draken momentarily lost control of his feet. The boy returned his scrutiny, a small smile upon his pale lips. Draken averted his gaze, drew a chair and settled beside Deke, his heart thundering.

He knew that smile, those eyes. He’d known for seven years. Repressed memories stirred from their sleep. Flashes of the past he struggled not to dwell on flitted before his eyes.

Streaking through a forest of dead trees. Sprawled on his belly inside a ring of raging fire. A lizardlike ironclad monster with glowing green eyes and gigantic wings. Silvery eyes flashed in the dying lamplight as the little boy leered. The same eyes. The same smile.

Meya and the mysterious youngsters eyed them as they took their seats. Jason and Jezia, Draken and Deke. Maro settled next to Deke, then gestured for his reluctant brothers and Morel to go sit on Meya’s side.

After Morel had settled uneasily between Marcus and the brown-haired girl, Meya huffed a sigh of annoyance and threw out her hand to introduce them.

“Everyone, meet the Joplund brothers, Silvan and Sanvell.” She indicated the thin boy, then the burly boy, and finally the girl, “and Diana Crestine. They serve at the castle with me.”

The newcomers gawked at Meya. If there were a tally of ill-fitted pairings, castle servants and private room in the Crimson Hog would rank in the top ten.

Meya ignored their suspicion, turning next to pale, thin Silvan Joplund.

“This is Jason Boszel the Merchant. His daughter Jezia. Draken Armorheim the Farmer. His son Deke. Me brothers Maro, Marcus, and Myron. And me sister Morel.”

Sanvell was the only one fully attentive, or pretending to be, smiling and following Meya’s hand as she talked. Diana avoided their scrutiny, hung her head so her hair would obscure her face. Silvan nodded along, but his eyes were on Draken, and Draken began to suspect Meya was the only one still standing by this futile charade.

Silvery eyes twinkled at him in the lamplight.

It cannot be. Wasn’t he fat as a pig for winter?

There’s no mistaking those eyes. He escaped back to his father. He survived.

Coris Hadrian. That’s his name.

The boy watched his every twitch. Draken wondered if he should risk sending a signal. A quick survey of his companions proved it wasn’t worth it. They were all puzzling over Diana, the Lady Arinel lookalike. Except for Deke, who seemed to be hosting a mental prizefight.

Concern for his son overtook fear for himself. Before he could ask the lad what was wrong, however, Meya finished her roll call.

“Got all that in? Good. What’s up with Dad?” She snapped back to Maro, who jolted. “He sick? Or was it Mum? Couldn’t be that bad, could it? Since you're all here.”

Meya raised her eyebrows, her glare boring holes into Maro’s eyes. Maro shifted uncomfortably.

“Er…no. He…” Maro hung his head, scratching his nape. He surfaced after a heavy sigh, “Marin’s pregnant, Meya.”

Solid silence. Draken whipped around when beside him, Deke tensed. He followed the boy’s anxious gaze to Meya. The girl sat stock-still, freckles stark against colorless cheeks.

“With who?” she cried, eyebrows tied in disbelief.

“That’s the thing. Nobody knows.” Marcus shrugged glumly, “and Marin won’t tell until Dad promises to let her marry the father.”

“The whole village’s been hounding her. Flinging mud. Calling names. You know, your usual pariah set. So she’s hiding out at Draken’s for now,” Myron mumbled, adding another shrug to the pool.

Meya’s reaction was more incredulity than sympathy.

“Mum sneaks out to bring her food, but she’s not talking to anyone but Dad. And she’s refusing to eat.” Marcus shook his head, his faraway eyes rife with frustration and worry. “Never seen Marin act up like this before.”

“Me neither,” Maro admitted, “and I’ve seen her since we were babes.”

“Must really love that donghead,” sniffed Morel, topping it with a smirk.

Silence fell again, but a storm of charged air crackling around Meya kept all eyes glued to the middle Hild girl in fearful anticipation. Her face was blank and flat, yet her eyes grew icy as her fist clenched tight ’til her knuckles shone white. A sardonic grin twisted her lips.

“Should’ve expected this. ’Tis always her, isn’t it? Just has to be her,” she chuckled.

“Meya…” Maro trailed away. Meya cocked her head in scathing amusement.

“I must say, though. That’s one heck of an over-do. There’s no need to get knocked up. Good old fever would’ve done it.”

Maro bolted to his feet.

“You dun seriously think she meant for this to happen, do you?” he loomed over his sister, hissing fiercely. At Meya’s insolent shrug, he exploded, “SHE’S YOUR SISTER, MEYA! DAD’S GOT NO CHOICE!”

“YES, HE HAS!” Meya sprang up, snarling into his face, a finger jabbing in Crosset’s direction, “AND HE CHOSE HER!”

The normally loving siblings locked eyes, their heavy breaths echoing as if in a void.

“You have no bloody clue what I’ve been through since I left,” Meya hissed through gritted teeth, then unfurled a sardonic grin.

“So, forgive me for not giving a fart who Marin’s been whoring with, or what names they’re calling her, or what shite they’re throwing at her, or how many days she can go without food. I’ve had it for seventeen years, and I dun see you lot giving shite.” Meya shot a poisonous look at Marcus and Myron, who tensed and paled, respectively, then sneered at Maro.

“She—and her kid—and that bastard—CAN ALL DROWN IN FYR’S DANGED LAKE!”

Meya kicked her chair aside and stormed to the back door, shutting it with a slam, snuffing out Maro’s desperate voice calling after her.


Everything In Between

“Meya! Meya, wait!”

Maro scrambled out of his chair, but Meya had disappeared with a crash of the door. Knowing Meya and her temper, it was futile to pursue, especially when it concerned Marin.

“By Fyr, Marin. Now she hates you for life.”

Maro collapsed, raking his hands through his hair. Before any of his siblings could offer consolation or counsel, a serene voice pierced the silence.

“It’s you, isn’t it, Deke Armorheim?”

Everyone spun to Silvan Joplund, then the accused farmer boy. Deke had gone ghastly pale to his trembling lips, looking as if he wanted nothing more than to reappear in Crosset a week earlier. Truth was evident in his eyes.

“’Tis you, Deke?” Maro croaked. Deke glanced at him on impulse, then turned away, bulging eyes darting in their sockets. “You lay with Marin?”

“All this time! Why haven’t you fessed up?” Marcus bolted to his feet. “You left her to suffer alone while you enjoy the Fest here?”

He slammed his fists on the table, sending his utensils bouncing and clattering. Deke cowered lower. Myron stared, pale and speechless. Morel was solemn.

“Is it true, Deke?” asked Draken, his steady voice undercut with spine-chilling, simmering fury. When Deke didn’t oblige, he exploded,

“IS IT TRUE, DEKE?”

“Yes, Dad,” Deke confessed in a passing attempt at mouse talk, curled like a babe in its mother’s womb.

“Of all the things!” Draken paced, arms flailing. “What in the three lands were you thinking? Or you weren’t?”

Deke squeezed into the corner of his chair, wincing at Draken’s trembling finger jabbing into his face.

“You know what your mother suffered, what you suffered! You damned Marin and your child to the same fate, then fled like a coward? Me only son! A coward?”

Draken cried at the ceiling, protesting Freda for plaguing him with such a spawn. The unfiltered disgust in his voice spurred Deke to explain himself,

“I’m younger than Marin. I’ve no idea how to provide for a child.” He looked pleadingly at Draken, shivering, eyes rimmed with red, “and Meya hates Marin! What am I to do, Dad?”

“Only the right thing, Deke!” Draken rolled his eyes at the Heights. “Are you a man enough for that?”

Echoes faded into silence as father and son locked eyes, freezing rage against paralyzing fear. At last, Draken turned aside.

“You know what to do.”

Deke studied his father’s stony profile. His eyes hardened with resolve for the first time since entering the room. Or perhaps, since the ordeal began.

“Here, lad. I’ll be right beside you.” Jason ambled over with a gentle smile. A warm, firm hand on Deke’s shivering back, he and Jezia led the troubled young father to redemption.

The door closed with a soft snap. Draken crumpled as if his strings had broken, head in his hands. Maro rested a hand on his shoulder, a gesture of forgiveness he didn’t deserve.

“I’m so, so sorry, Maro. I was a good-for-nothing bastard, and I raised me son to be me,” he whispered through brimming tears and trembling fingers.

“’Tisn’t your fault, Draken.” Maro shook his head, sniffling back tears.

Draken clasped his roughened palm over Maro’s less weathered hand. All through the exchange, Silvan Joplund observed the fair-haired farmer.

“Now that that has been dealt with, let’s cut the pretense, shall we, Draken Armorheim?”

He steepled his fingers, smiling serenely. The Crossetians turned, eyes bulging, just now fully aware of the three locals at the table.

Silvan cracked a sly smile as he honed in on Draken, who’d just remembered his initial worry, now that the family feud was behind him.

“You remember me, I believe?”

Eyes fixed upon his erstwhile foe, Draken resigned himself for his last. Drawing a deep breath, he nodded heavily.

“Yes, I do, Lord Coris Hadrian.”

A pause, then the room erupted.

“Coris Hadrian?” Marcus cried.

“Th-th-th-the one you kidnapped in the Famine?” Myron pointed a shaking finger at Coris.

“The very same,” confirmed Coris. Amid their stares of horror, he flourished his hand at his companions. “This is my brother Zier, and my betrothed Arinel.”

Marcus and Myron blinked at the now brown-haired Lady Arinel, then exchanged looks. Maro had more sense of priority.

“Does Meya know, milord? Has she summoned us here on your orders?” He laid a fist on the table, round brown eyes and dark freckles stark on colorless cheeks.

“Yes and no.” Coris leaned back in his chair. “I believe she does know of our history, but isn’t counting on my recognizing Draken, and vice versa.”

Draken shook his head, eyes wide.

“What is going on, milord? How have you come to know Meya?”

“It’s a complicated and astonishing tale. Makes me secretly glad Farmer Hild couldn’t join us this evening,” Coris replied.

“Arinel’s entourage was held hostage by mercenaries seeking a certain Hadrian treasure. Meya assumed Arinel’s identity and wed me in her place to spy on me, but she underwent a change of heart, alerted me of danger, and together we drove the mercenaries away. Yet, I’m sure the threat is far from over, so I have Meya remain in the masquerade to assist me.”

“She…she wed you, milord?” Maro squeaked, an incredulous look on his face. Coris blew a soft sigh of brewing annoyance.

“Yes.”

“And did she…I mean, did you two…” Morel pointed one finger at the door, then another at Coris. Coris sighed again.

“Yes, we did. Multiple times,” he added out of petty spite. Ignoring their flabbergasted reactions, he closed his eyes, tamped down his fit of pique, and turned to Draken. “You’ve guessed why I’m here, I presume?”

Draken clenched his shivering hands. As the children watched with bated breath, he touched his forehead to the tabletop.

“Milord, if ’tis me life you want, I am willing. All I ask is safe passage for Jason and the young ones, and that you spare those under me command that night.”

“Draken, no!” Maro gasped. He grasped Draken’s shoulder, but his eyes were on Coris, wide and scared as those of his siblings.

Coris observed their fear as they stood in solidarity with their good friend. Seven years ago, he would have proudly basked in it. Now, the sight suffocated him. He welcomed the agony.

“Farmer Armorheim. Draken.” He willed his voice to be tender, his gaze to be sincere as he leaned in. Draken flinched back. It was a mark of how repulsive a creature he’d been, that a man who kept a dragon hidden for seven years was unnerved by him.

“If I had intended to take revenge, I would have done so the moment I reached safety seven years ago.” Coris quirked a bitter smile at the memory.

“Yes. The old me would have done that, but I knew I was never in actual harm. Even if I were, you were carrying out your bailiff’s command, with your family’s survival on the line. When I understood that, I forgave you.”

Draken gawked. Maro’s hand on his shoulder relaxed. None of them seemed inclined to respond just yet.

“That is the reason I am here.” Coris tapped a long, pale finger on the wood, eyes locked with Draken. “You are saved by the same peasant girl who saved me. I made a pact with her. Clemency for my captors, bread for Crosset, in exchange for safe passage to Truncale.”

He fell against his chair, looking suddenly grim and withered.

“I resolved to find her and reward her, but my memory has betrayed me.” Coris’s eyes wandered the thin air, watching his lifeline eroding away before him, sliver by sliver. “I don’t have much time left. When I saw your name in Jezia’s letter, I knew this to be my last lead.”

At the sight of those weary silvery eyes, a lone drop of trust blossomed in Draken’s whirlpool of terror, scattering it to reveal his lingering shame.

He bore no ill will towards the boy. He’d been ready to accept his punishment, that night he reluctantly offered to lead the kidnapping party, as Friar Tumney implored him to, lest the task landed upon hotheaded Grogan Krulstaff, who might inflict more damage than was necessary. Although young Lord Coris had shown sympathy, a famine did not excuse threatening an innocent child.

Coris rested a corpselike hand upon his heart.

“I swear by the honor of Hadrian, no harm will come to all involved,” he pledged, his voice grave. “To show good faith, I shall share first what I remember.”

Coris’s eyes traveled as he rifled through shattered memories. He settled upon the flickering flame of the candle on the table. He saw the past through flickering eyes, glancing between Draken and Krulstaff occupied with their altercation and the feeble lamp in Draken’s hand. The noose burning against his neck loosened in Krulstaff’s hand. Should he seize the light before making his escape?

“You were arguing with Grogan Krulstaff. The butcher, Brodel, was about to clobber me when we heard movement in the trees. You readied your crossbows, then Krulstaff shot.”

Coris frowned as his stream of recollections stuttered.

“There was…a scream. A girl’s. You hurried to see to her, but a gust of wind knocked you back.”

The room had fallen so silent, one could hear the draft teasing the candlelight. The Hild siblings glanced between Coris and Draken. All the times they’d nagged Draken to retell his kidnapping mission, Draken had glossed over exactly how Coris escaped.

“Bright light blinded us, then all fell dark. Then there was a…roar.” Coris shook his head, dissatisfied with his chosen word. “A cry unlike any sound I’ve heard. Fire was everywhere. That was when I saw it.”

Coris stared at the empty air above their heads, where it had been. His breathing quickened.

“It was covered in silver scales. Enormous leather wings. Sharp silver claws. A snout lined with silver fangs. Like the creature on the walls of the chapel, one that carried my ancestor over the sea. A dragon.”

Myron shivered in Marcus’s arms. Arinel and Zier sat frozen in their seats. Though Coris’s kidnapping was known throughout Meriton, his wondrous escape was credited to his prodigy. No-one knew how he did it. Coris had been elusive with details, and folks assumed he was ashamed of being taken hostage.

“The dragon snatched me, flew me beyond the forest to an outcrop of rocks, Krulstaff’s arrow buried in its leg, rotting its very flesh. It refused to relinquish me even as its strength faltered, even to rid itself of the bolt. To save us both, I pulled it out for the wretched thing just as we landed in a cave.”

“I fainted from the impact. When I woke again, a little girl was beside me, naked, with a rotting wound on her arm.”

“Her arm?” Maro mouthed, his sweaty hand trembling on Draken’s shoulder. Coris nodded, his eyes setting upon each Hild sibling in turn.

“She had glowing green eyes, exactly like the dragon.”

Morel’s cheeks lost whatever color remained. The only moving parts of Marcus were his blinking eyelids. Myron’s stayed folded up.

“I cleaned and dressed her wound the best I could, then we huddled under my cloak through the night. She sang lullabies to comfort me, her voice like birds of the Heights. Her heat kept me from freezing to death. Next morning, we climbed down and crossed the moor to Truncale.”

“She retreated into the woods while I ventured on to the outpost. I showed the guards my insignia, asked them to leave a sack of food at the neck of the forest. Father and Mother arrived. I alerted them of the famine, begged for them to send aid. Days later, I barely remembered what happened. All I had left of her was this arrow.”

His voice breaking, Coris slid his hand under his cloak, and deposited a broken, bloodstained arrowhead on the table. It bore the Krulstaff insignia, a scepter mounted with a sun, distorted in the candle’s glow. As the Hilds leaned in and examined it, he continued,

“The day before my marriage, I met Meya, disguised as Arinel. When we lay together, I saw a scar on her arm, exactly where the dragon took the arrow, and a medallion she wears, plated in the same metal. While she slept, I stole it for a look. She stirred and opened her eyes. They were glowing green.”

Coris glanced at each of the Hilds, then settled on Draken.

“I must be sure. There may be other Greeneyes,” he whispered, pleading.

Draken pursed his lips, his clenched jaw and throbbing temple vein betraying inner turmoil. At last, he sighed and nodded.

“There is no other, milord.” He shook his head. “For two generations, she’s the only Greeneye in Crosset.”

Although he’d anticipated it, the revelation threw Coris against his chair like a battering ram. Draken’s arms shivered.

“Your memories are accurate. You have me word, and the words of me men. You weren’t hallucinating. ’Twas a dragon what rescued you. ’Twas Meya what Grogan shot.”

Draken sighed, disturbed yet also relieved, for the weight of the secret, once borne alone, was finally shared. Tapping his fist on the wood, he licked his dry lips.

“Her father and I are close. Close as Deke and Meya are now. I heard her in that scream, saw her eyes on that dragon.”

“After you escaped, we ran for our lives. Found our way back to the village somehow. After we’d contained the fire, we went back in to find Meya. For days we searched in vain, surviving on squirreled acorns and snow, until Truncale’s search party found us. They found you, but not Meya.”

“Soon as we were freed from questioning, I fetched Grogan and headed to Mirram’s house to tell him the bad news. He was searching for Meya, then, you see. Folks were raring to lynch her, so she’d fled into the woods. I found him and Maro home, Meya inside, unconscious.”

Draken turned to Maro, who nodded stiffly.

“Dad and I had just returned home the night before, when we heard a knock at the door. Mum answered it, then she shrieked the house down. It was Meya. She was naked but a red cloak, covered in blood. She dragged a sack full of food behind her. She was clutching her arm. Then she looked at Morel and said—”

He glanced at his sister across the table. Morel’s wide blue eyes were transfixed at some point above Maro’s shoulder.

“’Tisn’t growin’ back, Morrie,” she whispered, her accent thick. “Then she fell onto me. She was burning hot.”

“We fetched the healer,” Maro continued. “She carved out a good chunk around the wound because it was dead. Lucky it dinnae sink too deep, so we could save her arm. Next day, Draken and Grogan came to visit.”

Maro shot a reproachful look at Draken, his fists clenched.

“Grogan said he thought Meya was a hog, that’s why he shot. Said she just happened to be hiding ’round there. But she was trying to help Lord Coris escape, wasn’t she? She must have been following you. She thought the Famine was her fault. It was just like her to do so!”

Maro exploded. Draken hung his head.

“Mirram’s me best friend,” he confessed to Coris with a sigh, cocking his head at the youngsters. “I’ve known these kids since they were in their mother’s womb, but I had no idea what to tell them. I decided to leave out the dragon part. Wasn’t sure I believed it meself. Then Meya woke up and remembered nothing. Dinnae notice the days in between were lost, even. Her memories betrayed her, like yours.”

Draken fell silent, mulling his turbulent past, then looked to the boy who shared it.

“What should we tell her, milord?”

Coris sat petrified, lost in thought.

“I…I have no idea, as well.” He wrung his hands, cocking his head at Arinel and Zier.

“We’ve encountered other Greeneyes who could transform into dragons when struck by Lattis. I think it’s safe to assume this to be proven fact. Of course, Meya deserves the truth, but I don’t think I have the right to tell her.”

“If not you, then who, milord?” Draken argued. Coris still seemed unconvinced. “You’re the only witness of the full events. You must be the one to tell her!”

Coris closed his eyes, sagging under the weight of the secret,

“How will I convince her when she remembers nothing?” He dragged a hand through his fringe, clutching at his temple.

“Milord, so, to conclude, you’re telling us…” Maro interrupted, his head finally wrapping around the whole notion. He stared at Coris, begging him to deny, “me sister…me little sister…is a dragon?”

“Not just her, Marovel,” Arinel whispered, her face pale and faint. “Every Greeneye in Latakia.”

Maro turned sharply away, shaking his head, his eyes wide and disbelieving.

“No, it can’t be. It just can’t,” he chanted.

Coris shot Draken a weary look as if to prove his point. Morel reached behind her neck. She detached the fine silver chain tarnished by sweat and grime, coiled it up in her palm, then slid it to Coris.

“You should have this. Might give you a clue what me sister’s made of.”

She flipped her hand over. Underneath lay a quaint handmade amulet. A distorted crescent curl of iridescent metal encircled another piece of thin, tapering, curiously shaped metal with a dark gray sheen, forming a passable M.

“What’s that?” Myron asked.

“Meya’s fingertip. The old one she chopped off when she was nine. The healer told me to chuck it in Yorfus’s furnace so I’d get a nice Greeneye bone amulet.”

“And you did? You’re sick, Morel!” Marcus flinched, not bothering to hide the scandalized look on his face. Morel started, evidently hurt, then flushed crimson with rage.

“Oh, I’m sick, aren’t I?” She rounded on Marcus. “She was thrashing and screaming and bleeding all over the place. I wrapped her hand in this dress,” she tore up her bloodstained skirt and shoved it at Marcus’s nose. “Then rushed her ’cross the village to get help. Mum came home from the bazaar with Marin, found a bloody knife, and she was ready to bury me alive. Thought we were fighting and I used the knife on Meya. And Meya defended me.”

Morel’s fingers trembled as she pinched up the tiny bone. She tapped it compulsively on the table, as if its icy chill calmed her.

“’Tis gross, but ’twas a part of me sister. Meya dinnae ask, so I just kept it. Because it reminds me of the one time we were sisters. Am I sick for holding on to that?”

Morel snapped, tears gleaming in her eyes. All his life, the only sister Marcus had ever seen so much as sniffle was Mistral. He didn’t know if that was good.

“Sorry, Morel.” He blanched in shame, scratching at his head. “It just…it dun’t seem like you. Dun cry…”

Marcus tugged at her raggedy sleeve, pleading with his round, brown eyes. Morel breathed deeply, lips pursed and eyes sealed as she willed her tears back. She returned to Coris, laying a scarred finger on the twirl of metal embracing the silver phalanx.

“’Tis the ring I was wearing. ’Tis melted through.”

Coris held the twisted metal up to his eyes. It gleamed rainbow in the candlelight, Morel’s necklace trailing from it.

“Lattis,” he breathed. Morel nodded.

“Like her collar. Took me a while, but I pieced it together. Knew ’twas more than her eyes.”

Morel turned to Maro, her fists clenched.

“Come now. Her body radiates heat like a furnace. Her bones are metal. Her blood melts Lattis. Her limbs regenerate. Like them lizards when we snatched their tails. And our clan’s insignia is an honest-to-Freda dragon!”

“But why aren’t we dragons, too, then? Why’s Meya the only Greeneye in our family? In our whole manor?” Myron argued.

“We don’t know any more than you do.” Coris shook his head as he slung Morel’s amulet around his neck. “All we have is a hunch that this has to do with the metal shortage we’re having, and we’re hoping Meya might lead us to the bottom of it.”

Coris leaned across the table to Maro, who still cradled his head in his hands.

“Once this is over, I will see to it that Meya returns safely to Crosset.” He laid a soothing hand on his arm. “Your family will be rewarded greatly for her service to Latakia. I understand. It’s a great risk, but we’d be grateful if you let her stay awhile.”

Maro’s fingers slid from his face, revealing tortured brown eyes.

“You’re her family. You have the right to decide.”

Maro shook his head.

“No, I can only guide her, not decide for her.”

He cocked his head at Coris’s puzzled, admiring look. In Meriton, the father or eldest son usually had final say over family affairs.

“The choice is up to Meya. No matter how it turns out, she won’t have it no other way. Neither will I. Same goes for all me sisters.”

He sighed and dropped his head back onto his palms, massaging his worn-out brain.

“But how in the three lands will I explain all this to her? By Fyr, what a coward.”

“Join the guild,” Zier commented in his first reaction of the day. He tilted his head at his brother, who appeared just as deep in a dilemma. Draken studied the tormented children, then cleared his throat.

“Lord Coris. If I may,” he said. Coris met his gaze.

“I’ve seen Meya since she was a wee babe. She was…is…a lonely, wretched thing. Mirram’s a good man, but he isn’t good at showing his daughters the love they need to see. ’Tis the same with Marin and Morel. Turned them against him and each other.”

He nodded sadly at Morel, who tried and failed to sob without a sound, her shoulders in Marcus’s hands.

“So poor lass poured her heart out to them scoundrels what showered her with affection. They betrayed her, exploited her trust, left her to bleed out and harden on the wayside.”

Coris dipped his head in shame. He understood now, somewhat, Meya’s chagrin at his secretive, deceitful ways. He must have reminded her of the men who charmed her with their benign facade, only to reveal their dark ends, but what was it about him that was different? Why had she chosen to stay by his side? Was there more than naivety that had driven her to trust him and Gillian, like he’d reprimanded her for? Meya was half-dragon, after all. Was it…instinct?

“I believe she has good reason for choosing you. Even as she knew you might not live long. Or ever be destined for her. She must have sensed summat in you, different from them men before you. Could be your pure intentions, milord.”

Coris blinked, astonished. The old farmer creaked out a melancholic, hopeful little smile, then bowed his head.

“You possess a virtuous soul, a sharp intellect. I believe you’ll find a way to retrieve her lost memories, and help her to accept them. I ask of you, milord. Guide her to the truth.”


Marin’s Secret

“Mistral, pick one braid and get it over with! I haven’t got until Miracle Fest!”

Overall, it was an ordinary day in Hild Cottage. Except for today, Mistral was doing up Meya’s hair instead of Morel. As a result, Meya’s daily morning whining was more melodramatic than usual. She bobbed to the rhythm of her rant, which only slowed Mistral down.

Mum sighed over the acorns she was pounding.

“Meya, the fields are just a little way away. A quarter hour won’t make much of a difference.”

“And Meya is also only a little way away from lynching.” Meya spun around and sniped at Mum. Mistral combed out the ruined braid and redid it from the top. Luckily, Meya was too busy giving Mum a piece of her mind to notice. “Beautiful hair won’t make much of a difference. If at all. So, remind me again who this is for?”

Meya glared upside-down at Mistral, who was working too feverishly to respond. Mum was losing her temper fast, so Marin hastily pitched in,

“Let Misty have some fun, Meya. Your hair is rich and strong, and it’s such a rare color.”

Meya’s glare changed target to Marin. For someone so impatient and impulsive, her eyes were paradoxically cold. Marin barely had time to prepare for the barrage of acid her middle sister usually reserved for her, before the girl let loose.

“So I should lend me head as her loom? Me time is gold. And what’s under me hair is how I mine it. Will you decide on one already, Mistral?”

Mistral jolted and dropped her attempt at the elaborate lace braid. Poor girl was on the verge of tears. Mum abandoned her pestle, her well of patience drying.

“Meya, workday or rest day, you’re scarcely in this house. Would it kill you to play with your sister for a quarter hour?”

Meya sneered at Mum.

“Because that’s me job. Feeding all your pretty mouths. And this is your job. Braiding each other’s hair and matchmaking the May Queen.”

Meya snatched her lunch and straw hat then sprang up. Mum bolted to her feet.

“Maelaith Hild, you apologize to your sisters!” Meya strode pointedly to the door. Mum stormed over her pile of acorns. “Don’t you dare walk away, lass! Get back here this instant! Meya!”

The door slammed shut. Mum stood panting, red in the face, her chest heaving. Mistral dashed in and clung to her dress. Mum draped an arm around her.

“Does she know she’s the reason we can’t work?” said Morel, who’d been silently cracking acorns for Mum.

“Morel,” Mum growled in warning.

“You know it’s true, Mum!” Morel stood. “We’re all carrying Greeneye blood! We’re dirt poor! Who’d want to marry us if we weren’t the prettiest we can be? Why d’you even marry Dad, for that matter?”

Marin’s heart skipped several beats. Mistral clutched Mum’s leg tighter. Mum raised a trembling finger.

“Morelia Hild, you stop right there, or Freda help me I will beat your calves raw!” Mum snarled. Morel flinched, eyes wide in fright and guilt. “There are Greeneyes on my side as well. There are Greeneyes in every family in Latakia!”

A suffocating silence fell. Morel stood frozen, unblinking, breathing gingerly as she watched Mum. Marin rose and went to her, laying comforting hands on her shivering arms.

Mum calmed with a long, slow, silent sigh.

“You’re not working outside not because Dad’s afraid the sun will steal your beauty. And what we do here isn’t any less important than the work Meya and the boys do in the fields.”

Mum glanced at each of her daughters in turn.

“Who will tidy the house? Who will do the shopping, the cooking, the laundry? Who will mind the vegetable patch? Who will weave and mend clothes? You’re needed here. And you’re happy being here. That’s why you’re here. Your father and I decided five breadwinners are enough. And you’re earning your own dowries.”

As Morel nodded meekly, Marin looked away in shame. Having taught herself to read and write from Myron’s books, she copied church manuscripts with her beautiful penmanship, and sold stories, songs and poems she wrote at the bazaar for a copper or two.

But, being Gold, she didn’t need to do this. Her real end was to buy her freedom. Travel the world like Tricia of Haventoth. Write fresh stories based on her real experiences instead of stale, wishful dreams, but her beauty also meant she could marry into a rich family, give Mum and Dad a comfortable life in old age. She was torn, had secretly been for years.

“You asked why I married your father,” Mum continued. The girls perked up, sensing a story that would not be told twice. “Yes, he’s always been poor, and he was open about it. He has Greeneye relatives, and he was open about it.”

Mum settled behind the pile of acorns, her face bitter and jaded.

“By the time my troupe came ’round to Crosset, I was quitting even before I realized I wanted to. Ten years on the road, every village in sight, singing from morn to dusk. That ringmaster milked me like cattle. My Song was dying even before I had Meya.”

The girls gawked in horror. Mum sniffed, fidgeting with an acorn shell.

“Your father was the one man who’d never asked me to sing. All the times he visited, he’d bring me honey he’d hunted to soothe my throat.”

“I told him I’d never done a day of housework, that I was about to give up singing. He vowed he’d never force me back into it. He’d laugh with me when he came home from the fields to our messy house.”

Mum smiled through her tears, her three daughters mirroring her, then turned to Marin.

“This may be harsh on your ears, especially for you, Marin, but know that Freda’s blessings will not last. My Song, my beauty, my youth, even these naughty lasses.”

Mum betrayed a devious grin, motioning to her still generous bosom. The four women chortled, then Mum glanced at each of them, solemn.

“Your time to choose will come someday. When it does, look not at how the man treats you, but how he treats someone less blessed than you, someone like Meya.”

The young women exchanged looks at the strange advice.

“That is how he’ll treat you once your flowers have withered, once your fruits have fallen.”

Marin’s hands clenched into trembling fists as the past faded from the present. Terron Neale stood with overflowing mug in hand, surrounded by his admiring troupe as he drunkenly boasted of how he managed to land himself the prettiest young maiden in Crosset. The throng erupted into another round of cheers following yet another clever punchline.

He spotted Marin’s blue eyes peeking from under her hood. She stood just beyond the crowd, waiting with Maro.

“Marin, my love!” He staggered over and slung his arm around her. “Been tellin’ my merry men the merry news. So, have you decided?”

He leaned in, ale-smelling breath blowing into her nostrils. Maro clenched his jaw. He kept silent, but didn’t budge from Marin’s side.

Marin peered into Terron’s bright brown eyes brimming with hope and joy, then swung her hand and let fly with all her might.

Terron pirouetted on tipsy feet and keeled to the floor with a crash. Clawing at his stinging cheek, he stared wide-eyed at Marin, as did all the men in the rowdy tavern, which had fallen graveyard silent.

Marin pulled the hem of her raggedy dress outside his reach, staring serenely down her apron at his pathetic form at her feet.

“Marin! What was that for?” cried Terron, snatched from drunken bliss. Marin’s blue eyes were a winter lake.

“Oh, you know what for.”

With that, Marin swept outside, never once looking back.

The bastard didn’t deserve to see her tears.

* * *

The sun had fallen, and night drifted after it upon Hadrian. Merchants sat under multicolored cloth strung across crooked sticks. Locals and tourists milled on the dirt road. Harried families, clinging couples and squealing youngsters flock from shop to shop, adding goods to their overflowing hands, storing some in their engorged bellies.

Meya watched the scene from the shadows behind Old Mother Gelda’s tavern. She rested her hand on the low fence, scratching behind the ears for the snoozing doomed sow in its pen. A lone cricket chirruped somewhere in the vegetable patch, its shrill call keeping time for the steady low hum of the passing crowd.

A pair of father and daughter entered the stage. Wee lass looked not a day above six, with long brown hair that shone like the silk the Tyldornian merchant was advertising, and brown eyes that twinkled in the lights of the roadside lamps. She led her dada with an eager hand, cherubic lips flapping as she babbled in excitement. Her father nodded along, his eyes filled with pride, his smile with adoration.

Meya couldn’t remember the last time she had an amicable talk with Dad. Perhaps it was too long ago, when she was too young to recall, when her heart wasn’t yet cold and bitter, when her smile was not yet a sneer. Perhaps it had never happened. And, thanks to Marin, it might never will.

A wave of resentment surged from her twisted stomach. Meya bit hard on her lips to hold back rebellious tears, her hand on the pig trembling from the painful effort. The rational part of her knew it wasn’t Marin’s fault. She couldn’t have possibly intended for this to happen, but then where was this grief and disappointment supposed to go?

Ever since she saw Dad’s name in that letter, she’d imagined countless renditions of their reunion, rehearsed her summary of everything that had happened since she left Crosset, anticipated his reaction to each revision.

Again, Dad was supposed to be here not for her family or for one of her siblings, but for her and her alone. And again, Freda struck her with a harsh reminder that it was never to be. She’d never be worthy of even that. No matter what she’d achieved, what she’d been through.

Should it bother me this much? Does whether Dad knew or approved of what I did make it right? I knew what I did was right. I knew I succeeded. Arinel thought so, too. Coris said I should be proud. Gretella and Jerald are friendly with me. Shouldn’t that be enough? Why do I not feel enough?

The answer wasn’t obvious, so Meya dug deeper within herself.

It’s not enough because I want Dad to be happy for me, too. I want him to hear good news from me. I want him to know I’m doing fine…well…great.

Heavy, dragging footsteps approached from the tavern, followed by two more pairs of feet. Meya smirked when all went as anticipated.

“Well, that dinnae take long.”

Deke paused, then resumed walking. He stopped for good a little way away.

“Meya, I’m sorry.”

“For what? Knocking up me sister and ditching her, or keeping it from me?”

“You knew?”

Meya quirked a wry grin, then shrugged once she remembered he couldn’t see her face.

“You’re not hard to read compared to folks I met on me way here. You flinched every time I mocked Marin. I’m not blind.”

Silence, then Deke sighed and clomped over to the log Meya was sitting on. Meya ignored the urge to edge aside and make room.

“Well, both.” Deke settled down, striving to look dignified and somber even with one butt cheek dangling in mid-air. “I should’ve told you, but I was afraid you’d get mad. And I shouldn’t have been. Because you shouldn’t have dangled our friendship over me head.”

Meya tensed. Now Deke would choose between her and Marin. Didn’t take a brain of Coris’s caliber to predict who he’d choose.

Meya chanced a glance at Deke, then turned away when she caught his mouth moving, holding in shivers.

“Why d’you hate Marin so much?”

Meya whipped around in surprise. Deke’s cold eyes signaling the end of their friendship turned out to be melancholic, anguished, almost pleading.

“I dun hate her.” She shook her head wearily. “I just…wish she’d do more with the blessings Freda gave her, is all.”

“Do what?”

Meya huffed, annoyed.

“You know what I mean. She’s Diamond class,” she spat. “She dun need to save up for her dowry. Could’ve sold all those gifts them idiots piled on her then bought her permit ages ago. Travel wherever she wants. Marry whoever she wants. Live whatever way she wants. Like that Tricia of Haventoth she worshipped. How many chances you think arrived at her door on a silver platter? That she turned down? Some at me expense?”

Meya glared at Deke, but he hadn’t cringed back. His face was blank, and his eyes flashed with defiance like they rarely did before Meya.

“Wanna know exactly why Marin turned down Terron Neale?”

Meya blinked. Deke pulled up a blade of grass, twisting it idly.

“Marin made me promise at pencil-point never to tell. Well, she could shove that up whatever orifice of mine she wants.” He tossed the grass away with a vicious flick. “I can’t let you go on resenting her when you dunno diddlysquat about her even when you’ve lived in the same house for seventeen years!”

Deke let loose in a single breath. Meya gawked, her battalion of pithy comebacks scattered by shock.

“Maro heard the bastard bragging to his friends about how he played the gentle lover to wheedle out secrets on Marin from other girls. Mostly you. He told Marin, and she went straight to the tavern and slapped the daylights out of the git.”

Meya’s freckles stood out as blood drained from her cheeks, her eyes swimming with tears. Deke leaned in and grasped her shoulders.

“You think she dun wanna leave Crosset? To be like Tricia? Why d’you think she stayed for this long? Why d’you think she turned down her only chance for freedom? Because being the big sister means sacrifice! For your parents. For you. For Morel and Mistral. That’s why she never complained. That’s why she never did what she wanted to. Because, unlike you, she’s never put her own needs before everyone else’s!”

A teardrop threatened to fall from Meya’s eye. Deke turned away with a sigh, leaving one hand on her shivering shoulder.

“You know you can earn more selling food or embroidery or writings like your sisters, or singing. Yes, we know you’ve got the Song,” Deke added wearily when Meya made to argue.

“But you insisted on working the fields for half the pay of normal folks, then you break the law so you can earn their rate. You’re too proud to use your Song. Too proud to practice the work you’ve insulted. You said your sisters were born blessed. All they did was keep doing their stuff while you gave up on the first try.”

Meya stared at the ground, chilled by the truth.

Despite her appearances, despite her poverty and seeming lack of choices, Meya had always been spoiled. She’d always chosen the choice she preferred, stomped tall grass and paved shortcuts where there shouldn’t have been any, outsmarted laws and wriggled through loopholes for her own gain. Without the slightest thought for the consequences to the people around her. And it was more for that than her glowing, monstrous eyes that Dad resented her.

It’s not the outcome that matters, Meya. It’s your selfishness.

Meya closed her eyes as her heart weighed with guilt.

“Sometimes you gotta swallow your pride, Meya. Do some things you hate. For the people you love.”

Silence descended. Meya nodded, not wishing to disturb it just yet. The lone cricket was still chirping, further off now because of the human presence, its song a warm balm nursing the sores on her heart.

“So, this is it, then?” she croaked. Deke raised his eyebrows. Meya unfurled a bitter grin.

“You gotta go home and marry Marin then raise your babe, dun you?”

Meya scratched idly at the flaking bark of the log. Deke squeezed her shoulder.

“We’re still friends, Meya. We just…we all have to do our things someday. We’ve been over this when you left. You bungled up, so you’re banished. I bungled up too, now I got me wife and babe to fend for. ’Tisn’t like you did me nothing wrong so I’m leaving you. ’Tisn’t as if we won’t be friends no more.”

“I know. ’Tis why ’tis so awful.” Meya dropped her head into her hands, “’Tis nothing I can do.”

“Same, same.” Deke patted her head, “but you got new friends now, and a new job, and I’m still your best mate. We just…won’t be together so much anymore. I’m sorry.”

Meya plunged her hand under the wide collar of her dress (it was proof of their long shared history that Deke didn’t blush or cringe), and fished out the tiny pouch, the one with her allowance she’d used to taunt Morel earlier. Without a word, she held it out to Deke.

“Meya, no. I can’t.” He backed away.

“I’m leaving for Safyre in a few days with Lord Coris and Lady Arinel,” Meya sniffed, her voice thick as she lied. “I got everything I need here. You folks need this more than me.”

“But—”

Meya snorted.

“So you’re putting your pride before your family’s needs?” She raised an eyebrow. Deke froze in his tracks. Meya laughed as she tucked the bag between his slack fingers. “’Tis all I have on me now, but I’ll keep sending more. You’re part of the family now. Dun overthink it.”

She pushed his shoulder as one might a cradle. Deke’s eyes reflected the golden gleam as he held the tiny pouch to his chest.

“Thank you, Meya. So much.” He looked up with a trembling smile. Meya smiled back.

“You take care of Marin.” She threw her arms around her best friend, now a father, husband-to-be, and her brother-in-law, feeling unavoidably weird about it all. “How far along is she? I’ll try to be back for the birth.”

Tinges of pink blossomed on both sides of Deke’s long face. He scratched one absently.

“I’d say two moons since…well…” He avoided her eyes, shrugging. Meya snorted.

“You two shagged, yea.” She nodded in jest. Deke chuckled through his embarrassment.

Bracing her hands on the rough log, Meya leaned back and tilted her head to the sky, where the first constellations had just peeked out from lazily drifting sheets of dark, powder-blue-gray clouds.

Unless she had misremembered, the twinkling yellow star was said to be the light reflected from the forehead-horn of Gyrinae, the fabled water dragon terrorizing the seas around Everglen.

“To be honest, I’d always thought I’d rather ’twas you than all them louts. Just never dreamed it would happen,” she confessed with a faint smile and a shrug. Gyrinae’s light blinked down at her as if in response. “She’s deeper than I thought.”

“Well, she’s Marinia,” Deke agreed, brown eyes clouded with admiration and adoration. “Deep and generous as the blue sea.”

Meya couldn’t help agreeing. She realized she no longer minded that Deke had that look of cherishing in his eyes as he thought of her sister. And she realized she didn’t mind that much, anymore, about Dad not being here for her today.

She would have the chance, someday. Like Jason said, it wasn’t that Meya’s need wouldn’t ever be enough for Dad to care, but now, it was Marin who needed Dad more than she did.

Marin had always put her little sisters’ needs before hers. Perhaps it was time for Meya to be the big sister for once.


Creeping Drought

Having fulfilled his goal of meeting his kidnapper, Coris left with Zier and Arinel for Hadrian Castle, and arranged for the Armorheims to hitch a ride on another merchant caravan back to Crosset the following morning.

Meya spent her last week in Hadrian with her siblings and the two Boszels, enjoying her first May Fest, while Coris supervised preparations for their voyage to Safyre.

His parents had seen fit to add Fione, Heloise, Frenix and Amara to the entourage. For Fione and Heloise, it was simply their training. For Frenix, it was also because being a Greeneye, the young page would burn Hadrian to the ground if he weren’t allowed on such an adventure with the big boys. Figuratively and literally. (One never knows with that kid.)

Little Amara was less than thrilled to drop by her hometown, Hyacinth, the last stop before Safyre, but her mother, Lady Amoriah, insisted Amara visit. Coris suspected she was missing her daughter, although based on his experience of the Hyacinth women, this would be a surprise. However, it was nothing compared to the one he would encounter at Bishop Riddell’s lab.

* * *

Bishop Riddell prided himself on his ability to focus on several tasks. His eyes fixed upon the rows of glass beakers on his cluttered workstation, he explained the complex procedure to his young assistant ‘Meya’, who hovered beside him scribbling down notes. His ears were honed in to the drip of the water hourglass as he timed his experiment, but he caught the gist of what the two men beside him were discussing.

(If you must know, it was the weather, then their children’s unsatisfactory choice of marriage partners, then the weather again, and whether it was just one of them or the other also caught a whiff of a burning smell. No one tolerated silent waiting like an alchemist).

The soles of his feet also felt tremors of approaching footsteps. The door to his lab swung open. His assistant and the two chitchatting audience whipped around, but he remained bent over his alchemy vials.

“Sir Apollon, you sought my audience?” said Lord Coris in his cool, cracked voice.

“My lord, you shouldn’t have,” Head Cook Apollon protested as he smoothed his bald crown sheepishly. He hadn’t expected Coris to visit the alchemist’s lab himself, let alone right away. Coris cocked his head, his eyes twinkling.

“’Twas a choice between review the budget for my honeymoon and fob it off on Zier as I watch Bishop Riddell singe his other eyebrow off. I chose revenge.”

Coris’s smile widened in relish, although he had the sense to at least seem apologetic when he caught Arinel’s eye.

“Bailiff Mansfuld. Sorry for the wait,” he turned last to the most senior man in the room.

“Agh, nonsense,” hunchbacked old Frentis Mansfuld lifted a veined hand from his knobby cane and wave it aside. Traces of affection lurked in his smoky gray eyes, while the lines on his face formed his usual scowl. “We’re still waiting for the results.”

“Results?”

Mansfuld nodded at Riddell’s workstation. Blinking, Coris craned his neck, and Apollon obligingly edged his voluminous self aside. With Riddell still occupied with timing the experiment, Arinel stepped up to explain.

“My lord, these three beakers contain soil samples from Amplevale being tested for nutrients.” She swept a graceful hand and introduced the glass containers, which held dark brown soil steeped in different colored liquids.

“The fortress’s cropland has been performing poorly this year, my lord,” said Bailiff Mansfuld. He raised his withered hand and counted.

“Weather ideal. No pest nor disease. No brimstone in the air. No acid rain. Tenorus tested the air and water. Nothing out of the ordinary. That leaves the earth.”

The water hourglass emptied, and Bishop Riddell straightened as if jolted by hot metal. He took a roll of parchment from Arinel and unfurled it, revealing instructions in black ink interspersed with illustrations, followed by a row of paint daubs, which he held against the beakers.

“Very well. Ten minutes for Dragon Crystal, fifteen for Alum, twenty for Mephitic Air.” His narrowed eyes flicked back and forth as he compared the colors. “No visible change. That means none or trace amounts.”

Coris’s heart sank. Those three minerals were the essential nutrients for plant life. Without them, nothing would grow. And Amplevale, built on the volcanic soil of Neverend Heights, blessed by Freda herself, had always been ample with them.

Arinel pushed aside the three beakers, revealing two more rows of similar beakers.

“What about these?”

“These three, my lord, contains the soil I had the bailiff took from our croplands.” Bishop Riddell touched a disheveled finger to the first beaker in the front row, then moved to the back row. “And these three, the soil from the castle’s estate the cook brought in.”

“I noticed our experimental vineyard is growing feeble,” said Head Cook Apollon. “The bailiff’s also received reports from the reeve that our crops are withering.”

“So are Clardarth’s and Noxx’s.” Bailiff Mansfuld thrust an opened letter from inside his cloak at Coris. “Came from Bailiff Hutten just now. I’ll report to your father straight away.”

Coris’s eyes widened as he scanned the short letter. At the sound of rustling paper, he turned back to the experiment. Bishop Riddell compared the color chart against the six remaining beakers, his face scrunched in deep concentration. He sighed, laid down the chart, then shook his head.

“Slight change. Better than Amplevale, but much less than normal.”

A foreboding knot tightened in Coris’s bowels. After a moment of rapid thinking, he turned to Bailiff Mansfuld.

“What is Father’s directive for Amplevale? Has he sent word to Meriton?”

“The Baron arranged for manure and marl in our stores to be sent to Amplevale for now,” said Mansfuld, a frown brewing between his bushy white eyebrows, “but have a look at this, my lord.”

He slid a piece of parchment before Coris. A map of Latakia, unmarked. Coris touched a pale finger to the dot marking Amplevale Fortress, tucked away in the mountains to the west, then dragged it slowly to the east.

“Amplevale. Hadrian. Clardarth. Noxx…”

His finger skidded to a halt as he noticed the largest dot at the heart of the map. Aynor, the capital. Then, a smaller dot just above, lurking within the shadows of a mountain range, Safyre.

“I see, so this is why you wished to see me.” Coris nodded. Head Cook Apollon bowed.

“We’re noticing the start of a pattern, my lord. One that leads to Aynor.”

“Inconsiderate of us to trouble you with such matters during your honeymoon, my lord,” Bishop Riddell continued, “but if you would instruct your men to take soil samples along the way and deliver them back for testing?”

Coris shook his head.

“Wouldn’t it be more efficient if you came along? Bring whatever equipment you need. And your assistant, too.”

Oh, Zier would love this.

He shot a sharp look at Arinel, who nodded fervently, then returned to Bishop Riddell.

“You made the right call to report to me. If your guess is correct, we may be looking at a countrywide famine.”

He turned to Bailiff Mansfuld. The old man gave a single, heavy nod. Bishop Riddell nodded vigorously, looking as anxious as enthusiastic.

“Very well, my lord.” His eyes were already darting across his lab, dithering on what to bring along. Coris nodded and turned to leave.

“I’ll notify Sir Jarl of the change.”

Coris was closing the door when Head Cook Apollon’s booming voice floated through the narrow gap,

“Just my crazy hunch, but I’d say Nostra’s behind this.”

Coris stilled his hand on the doorknob, pulling the door in place.

“This?” said Bailiff Mansfuld’s shrill croak. “My good fellow, you must have inhaled too much mushroom fumes in that kitchen! What monstrous contraption would allow man to suck the elements straight out of the soil?”

Coris imagined Apollon shrugging the remark off his massive shoulders.

“Like I said. Crazy hunch. Why so stern, you old thing?”

While Mansfuld huffed and grumbled under his breath about the folly of youngsters, Coris stood numb as the passage from the Nostran book floated to the forefront of his mind.

Dragons drink from the sun as they soak in the earth…

Could it be?

Coris raised his eyes from the bustling courtyard to the sky. The sun had drifted below the horizon, leaving behind glowing, fiery pink streaks in the darkening powder blue.

Meya would be back soon. Perhaps they could discuss over dinner. She’d have outlandish theories for him. That was how he explained the unbidden leap in his heart. He was definitely not thinking of what usually comes after dinner this week.

Grinning to himself, Coris released the brass doorknob, careful not to prod the creaking door, then started towards the stables, keeping his head low to hide his burning cheeks in the collar of his cloak.

* * *

Night had fallen by the time Coris made his way back to his bedchambers, dabbing at his red-rimmed eyes with the shoulder of his cloak, to the alarm of servants who spotted him.

The door was unlocked, but on the high chance the other occupant was inside, he knocked. A small squeal, a clunk of something hard colliding with the floor, a rustle of clothes, approaching footsteps, then the knob turned, and the door heaved back.

Meya stood panting, her cheeks flushed, the voids of her pupils swallowing her glowing irises. Her fringe was plastered to her forehead with sweat, the collar of her dress askew, the skirt rumpled.

Over her shoulder, Coris saw the contents of his rock chest sprawled on the flagstones. A hunk of pink crystal winked at him in the lamplight, and his grief subsided in amusement.

“Sorry I’m late.” He winked, a sly grin tugging at the corner of his lips. Meya scowled, her face blushing deeper than her natural hair color. Then, she blinked, and her hand shot towards his face. The pad of her thumb chafed the puffy skin beneath his eye.

“Lexi, you been crying?”

“I’ve just dropped by Beau’s grave. Let him know we’ll be away.”

“Oh, Lexi—”

Meya wrapped him in her arms, her heat soothing and empowering.

“We could’ve gone together,” she murmured, then tugged him gently by the arm. “Come, dinner’s here. Your mother had them whip up all your favorites.”

Coris couldn’t tell due to the gunk in his nose, so he let Meya guide him to sustenance. Coils of flour ribbons doused in melted better, dusted with pepper, white truffle and grated cheese. Slabs of duck liver between halves of sourdough. A clay pot holding cold pumpkin soup, its soft yellow surface decorated with a spiral of rich milk. Not a sliver of green in sight. An indulgence befitting of his last meal in Hadrian.

As they supped, slurping oil from their fingers, Meya regaled him with Morel’s successful bid for apprenticeship in the Crimson Hog. After the meal, they sat with their backs against the bed, gnawing on Morel’s homemade nougats. Meya showed him the shawl her baby sister Mistral knitted for her birthday, and perused through the bundle of clothes and adornments her parents sent her from Crosset. She pinned each tunic over her current dress, eagerly awaiting his compliment.

Things were proceeding smoothly. Coris was looking forward to a night of slow burning romance, until Meya unfolded a tattered crimson cloak from the pile. Its color jolted Coris from his drowsy calm like a slap to the cheek.

Hadrian Red.

Meya raised it before her, a look of mild surprise on her face. Coris’s bowels twisted into a knot as the fabric fell to its length, revealing opaque patches of what was unmistakably blood.

Dragon blood. This dragon’s blood.

There was no mistaking that size, cut, fabric and dye. It was the cloak he’d worn that fateful day. The same one he’d wrapped around the girl before him, after her transformation tore her dress to shreds. He kept watch on Meya, hardly daring to breathe. Her face was scrunched in thought.

“Coris? ’Tis…’tis Hadrian Red, innit?” She turned to him, an eyebrow raised.

“Yes. Yes, it is,” Coris forced out as he thawed. Frowning, Meya returned to the mangled cloak. She narrowed her eyes at the bloodstains and tilted the cloak, examining it from all angles.

“Where in the three lands did Mum get this? Why’d she buy me a soiled robe, and this small? Did she reckon I could wear it as an apron—”

“That cloak is mine.”

Meya whipped around, eyes bulging. Coris sat petrified by his own words. He couldn’t explain why he’d said it. Then, he understood. He couldn’t continue this charade. He couldn’t keep putting off telling her what she must know. Not when he’d promised both her and her family and friends he would give her the truth. Not when a new crisis crept near, one that might have to do with her kind.

In hindsight, he might come to realize it was not the best time, but if not now, then when? He’d put this off long enough, telling himself it was for her own good when it was for his. To protect himself, maintain the comfortable present, the very thing he rebelled against his father over.

He faced Meya, inhaling long and deep.

“I left it behind in Crosset during the Famine.”

Meya blinked, struggling to piece the picture together. She glanced between the cloak and him.

“But…how…are you sure?” She rested the cloak on her lap, her eyes never leaving his, carrying not the slightest spark of remembrance. Of course. As far as she knew, they had naught to do with each other apart from his visit three years ago. He understood her suspicion, but the time for him to fear the inevitable was running out.

Another long, shivery breath. He reached out a dithering hand, closed his fingers over her sleeve, three sinking into the crater carved into her flesh by Grogan Krulstaff’s arrow. As he led her gently onto the bed, Meya gawked at him, still he couldn’t bear to behold her vacant face.

“Meya, I apologize for keeping this from you. I must be sure. No, I was a coward. I have no excuse.”

He shook his head, feeling the heat of her scrutiny on his hair.

“Remember when I said, a peasant girl saved me from the kidnapping, and I was searching for her, three years ago when you met me in Crosset?”

Meya nodded slowly, eyebrows raised, still having not the vaguest idea where the conversation was headed. Still, his silvery eyes pored into hers, so intense she thought he’d frozen, lost in nostalgia. Then, she noticed the inkling in them, and her stomach fell out of her.

“Me?”


The Truth

Coris’s tale began with the beguiling invitation from Bailiff Johnsy that led to his kidnapping, then escalated into the chilling details of his escape, a fantastical account rivaling those of ones who had suffered blows to the skull.

He recalled a blast of pure flames, a gust of ice wind. Metallic talons swept him off the snowy glade, skimming treetops into the sky. He showed her the melted arrow he claimed to have pulled from the dragon’s leg, before they crashed into a cave on an outcrop of rocks. He claimed to have woken to a girl with glowing green eyes, red-gold hair, and a voice like birds of the Heights—to Meya.

But how? Meya remembered nothing of the sort. Of course not. It was just too impossible. She? Transformed? Into a dragon? Even the notion of Greeneyes being dragon riders who must strip to call forth their mounts seemed plausible in comparison.

Coris must have been drunk on laudanum, or his mother’s rose oil had seeped through his scalp, trickled through his skull, and dropped onto his brain. Yet, he seemed in control of his faculties. His silvery eyes were bright and sharp as ever.

And, despite her lack of memories, her logic provided proof. Coris’s story provided answers to the half-forgotten questions in the cupboard at the back of her mind.

Why the wound on her arm didn’t fully heal (and, now that she thought back, the danged viper struck her right arm!). Why she had seemingly stayed home through the famine, when scores of villagers should’ve been raring to lynch her family. Why Draken refused to divulge how Coris had escaped. Why her family crest was a dragon.

She was descended from them. And she was one of them.

Coris left off at his painstaking search for her, then reached for a long gulp of lukewarm tea, leaving silence to take hold. Meya gawked at him yet did not see, struggling to cram it all in.

“You’re saying I’m a dragon,” she managed. Coris set down his tea with a rattling clink.

“Half-dragon, to be exact,” he sighed, his movements subtle, strained, as if he anticipated a fireball from her at any moment. “We can assume most, if not all, of your inner organs are human. Obviously, you ingest human food and excrete—” They both blushed, then Coris cleared his throat in an attempt at grace, “excuse me, human waste. And, judging from our nighttime escapades, I’d say apart from the heat, your…er…attributes are also human. I assume you have had menarche…”

Coris flourished his hand as if to say, you get the idea, reminding Meya of something that should’ve arrived. Her head spun in panic—

Can’t be. He’s barren.

But Zier said that might just be his imagination.

But his healers have all agreed.

But he’s so blessed.

But size doesn’t equal substance.

But you love it, don’t you?

What’s that got to do with—I’m using Silfum!

Right! Silfum and stress from the heist. Stress and pungent smoke wafting about my nether regions tipping my humors off kilter. That must be it.

Meya nodded, soothing herself. Coris rose and strode to his study desk, fetching a journal from the drawer.

“On the other hand, your draconic characteristics are…here.” He rifled through the pages as he traipsed back. Noticing what he’d written here, he breathed sharply, flipped it close then handed it to Meya.

Goodly Freda! He’s been taking notes on me?

Meya took the journal, hands trembling from both fear and fury. His prose was clipped and precise, but still took her a while to read. Every other word was long and difficult, each sentence labeled with a rose bullet, crammed around a rough pencil illustration of what appeared to be one half Meya’s face, one half dragon head.

Phosphorescent eyes. A branching line connected the statement to Meya and the dragon’s eyes. She didn’t need to know what that first word meant to know what the nosy donghead was referring to.

High body heat.

Immunity to substances otherwise harmful to man, i.e. dwale, aconite, etc.

Aversion and severe allergy to Lattis.

Must have picked those up during the Heist.

Ability to transform into dragon and back upon contact with Lattis.

Wait, he’d speculated that right after the Heist? How long had he been keeping this from her?

Grinding her teeth against the ball of fiery rage roiling inside her bowels, Meya fought the urge to let loose in a particular direction and forced herself to keep reading.

High affinity to metals and minerals.

To Meya’s eternal embarrassment, an indented paragraph elaborated on the phenomena.

i.e. Sexual desire and arousal upon physical contact with Rose Crystal.

Predictably, below that was—

High heat in birth canal (female) serves as natural deterrent for interracial reproduction, by hindering sexual intercourse and killing semen.

Note: can be subdued by Lattis.

Meya made sense of perhaps the first five words, but they were enough. More than enough.

I’ll give you truth, he’d said. And, once again, she’d given herself to him, but as she concentrated on making love to him with all the passion and tenderness in her, he made a mental note to scribble details of her most intimate parts in his blasted journal.

Lastly, in ink that hadn’t yet lost its gleam and seeped deep into parchment—

Metallic bones and blood capable of melting Lattis.

Evidence: Severed phalange and molten ring, preserved by Morelia Hild. Account of Gillian, Nostran mercenary, as recalled by Meya Hild.

And—Ability to regenerate digits, limbs, and flesh.

Exception: Injuries caused by Lattis.

Meya flipped the page. It was blank but for splotches of seeped-through ink, and reflected outlines of the previous page’s contents. Smirking, she closed the journal with a flump of expelled air.

“You should write a treatise.” She handed it back to Coris, who took it numbly. He stared at her with round eyes, unsure and afraid. “I feel like an impaled beetle in your sick collection.”

Coris recoiled, sickened by his past self he struggled to repress.

“I apologize. On hindsight, that was despicable.”

Meya didn’t deign to meet his eyes in acceptance. His apology rang hollow in her ears. She was angrier than perhaps she’d ever been in her life, but she didn’t know why.

“We could’ve written this together, with your consent. If only I’d been honest with you.” Coris plowed on, desperation in his voice. He pushed the journal onto her. “I promised I’d give you truth. So, it’s yours now. It’s my only copy. Cast it in the fire. Strike me with it. Do whatever you want with it.”

He shook the journal, prodding her arm.

“What about that copy in your brain?” she asked quietly. Coris jolted.

“I’m so sorry.” He hung his head so low, his hair grazed his lap. “I swear, I won’t breathe a word of this to anyone. This secret is yours to reveal.”

“Still, ’tis why you insisted on following me to the Crimson Hog, innit?” Meya wasn’t relenting. “You wanna talk to Draken. About me! Then you three left before I returned, but I bet after Maro and Marcus and Myron and Morel heard all this? Me being a dragon or whatever? A week I spent with them! And not a word! What’ve you done to their copies?”

Coris bowed lower.

“I trusted you, Lord Coris! And time and time again, you betrayed me trust.”

Coris didn’t speak, his aura of cold decay trembling as he did. His shame didn’t soften her, didn’t heal her betrayal and hurt, but tortured her worse. He was a nobleman and a prodigy. Was it too much to expect, even of the lowliest and meanest of men, to treat a fellow living, thinking, feeling being with respect? Be they dragon, human, or something in between?

Yet, she strove to see his side. To understand. To find her responsibility in this quagmire. She hadn’t been fully honest with him. They met as enemies. They hadn’t remembered their past. Even now, Meya had no memory of the famine. He must have needed time to make sure. Even once he was, it mustn’t have been easy to come forth with the truth.

“Then again, musta taken a while, mustering up the guts to tell me.” She quirked a bitter grin. Coris perked up in alarm. “You have your duties, Lord Hadrian and all. Gotta have eyes on freaks like me. I mightn’t have turned out different say our roles were reversed.”

“Don’t justify this. You have every right to be furious,” Coris retorted.

“You’re a nobleman. I’m a peasant girl. And a Greeneye, to boot,” shrugged Meya.

“And does that strip you of the right to outrage? Being a peasant girl and a Greeneye didn’t stop you risking your life for a nobleman. Thrice. It doesn’t make your dignity any less worthy of my respect, of anyone’s respect!”

Meya wasn’t expecting that from him, from any. Her head agreed she shouldn’t be furious with Coris, for he did what he must for Hadrian, for Latakia. Yet, her heart longed to believe what he said, that she deserved to be offended.

“I shouldn’t have spied on you, observed you like you weren’t human.”

“But I’m not human, am I?”

“Yes, you are!”

“No, I’m not.”

“Have it your way, but does that make any difference? Human. Dragon. Greeneye. Your body may be different, but you have feelings acute as mine. I should have respected that, but I didn’t. Whatever contempt you feel for yourself, I deserve it.”

Meya eyed him warily. Why was he so desperate? What did he want from her? Forgiveness? Punishment? Or for her to stop blaming herself?

She couldn’t find it in her to figure it out. She was sapped. She abandoned her grudge and moved on. There were more pressing issues than her blind, besotted, oft-betrayed trust in him.

“Never mind. I’ll save it for next time.” Coris raised his eyebrows, incredulous. Meya snorted. “Of course not. Don’t. Do it. Again. Ever.”

She hammered the words like nails on wood, blazing green locked with pale silver. Her forgiveness was swift, but the same may not be said for her trust, and she’d never forget.

Coris nodded. Meya cleared her throat, continuing in a manner she hoped was casual,

“So, I’m a half-dragon. And you’re saying all Greeneyes are like me?”

Her expression was blank, her voice flat as she hung her head and scratched a smudge of dried soup off her dress. Coris kept a wary watch from his distance.

“You saw Gillian and his men that night. He and Dockar transformed into dragons upon contact with Lattis, while his men,” he flipped the journal to the back cover, then handed it to Meya, “used this Lattis whistle.”

Swinging from a length of torn string glued to the leather was a tube made of shimmering, silvery metal. A little way from the mouthpiece, a slot was carved for a knob with intricate, minuscule, maze-like carvings. She fiddled with it. It turned once with a clear stop, then back around. Dragon and human, she’d guess. Though how a dragon would blow it was anyone’s imagination.

“I’ve sent men and hounds to scour the hill. They found this where Gillian was. It probably came off when Zier sliced his neck. I reckon the Nostrans escaped partly so as not to reveal more of their secrets to us.”

Meya nodded numbly. The enormity of the revelation had caught up to her, creeping up her fingers and toes to her heart like frostbite. All her life, she’d known she was different. Everyone around her had never tired of pointing out her abnormality. She was a Greeneye. An anomaly. Pariah. Outcast. Yet, by all means, human. She’d gotten a few freakish, unnerving characteristics, but overall, she was still human. Although she’d rather be normal, she could live with the lot she had.

She realized now, those were less quirks than symptoms. Telltale signs. Evidence of her monstrous nature. She was a dragon. She didn’t belong. Not just in Crosset, but the whole of Latakia.

Where should I go? What should I do? Should I be glad? Should I want this?

Unbidden thoughts coalesced into a slow, torturous swirl of chaos in her head. Coris’s soft voice pierced the gloom like a faraway, hollow echo.

“All this must have come as a terrible shock. I apologize for not letting you be the first to know.”

The journal slipped from her unfeeling fingers, landing on the floor with a muffled chime of metal, stone and leather.

“I’m…I’m a dragon.” She shook as she smiled, so badly even her voice trembled.

“So them folks were right. I’m a monster. Not harbinger of misfortune. Not Chione’s minion. Just plain old big, ugly, flying, fire-breathing, murderous monster.”

“No. You’re not. You’re not a monster.” His desperation as he attempted to correct her underlined the cruel truth, scored a line on her heart like a metal quill. His hands on her arms burned like iced steel.

“You’re just another living being. Like me. You’ve seen Gillian and his men. You’ve seen Frenix. You’ve seen Heloise. You’ve seen Old Mother Gelda and her grandson. We all have dragon blood. You’re just like everyone else.”

“No, I’m not.” Meya shook her head. “I’m not.”

“Meya, please.”

Meya shrugged him off and rose, toddling listlessly.

“Why? Why me?” she demanded of unseen deities, fingers tangled in her hair. She hastened to a half-run, hoping it would shake away this blood malediction, hoping she could escape her draconic half.

“Why’s it me who got this from me parents? Why dun’t me brothers and sisters have this? Why isn’t anyone in Crosset like me?”

“Meya, there’s nothing wrong with being a dragon. You’re still the same as you always have been.”

Coris struggled for words of comfort, but even pure human as he was, he knew they were empty. He didn’t answer her questions. He couldn’t prove his claims. He couldn’t understand her emotions. He didn’t know what she wanted. For the first time in his life, he didn’t know what to do but stand there, helpless, silent, as she tore herself to pieces.

“Me own mother couldn’t hug me for longer than two breaths. Me wet nurse was Draken’s cow. No nursing mother in the whole of Crosset could stand to hold me. Everywhere I go they chuck rotten eggs and fling mud at me ’cause me eyes freak them out. I can’t even lie with a man without hurting him. How gruesome is that? What kind of girl burns men when they come inside her?”

Meya covered her face. Tears trickled out between her fingers and dripped from her chin. She crumpled to her knees, fevered whispers renting the still night,

“I never wanted this. I dun want this. Isn’t my life hard enough? Why can’t I be born normal? WHAT’VE I DONE WRONG, FREDA? WHY?”

“MEYA!”

With a wail of despair, she crumpled. Coris rushed in and heaved her up by the shoulders. She was awake, but her eyes were squeezed shut. Her hands had left her tear-streaked face, tearing and clawing at her dress, trying to flee her own skin. He locked her fingers in his. Her back burned like heated iron on his chest. He gritted his teeth and held on.

“You’re not a monster. You’re my savior, my friend. You’re the May Queen. You’re not alone. There are many like you out there.”

Her tears fell thicker and faster.

“We’re going to Everglen. We’ll find more Greeneyes. We’ll learn more about your folk, help them if it’s the last thing I do. Please…Please…”

He didn’t know what he wanted her to do, if he should want it. What was he expecting? When she’d first transformed and he’d explained the truth to her, she’d brushed it to the back of her mind, focused on ensuring their survival. Then, she’d forgotten it.

Here, now, there was no urgent threat to distract her, nowhere and no reason to run. And he fumbled to keep her shattered self between his thin arms. All he knew was he must keep holding her, never letting go, even as she burned him.

Be brave as she had been for you.

* * *

After Meya’s sobs subsided, Coris helped her to bed. Unlike previous nights, Meya left her Lattis medallion on the bedside cabinet. She shoved Coris to the edge of the bed, far away from her heat as possible, then sulked herself to sleep.

Even from this distance, her cold heat beat against his back. It was rather underwhelming, alarmingly so. He’d been expecting flying objects, resounding blows, screams of denial and despair. All would have been natural, justified. All had been his own reaction, six years ago, as he lay on this bed, recovering from the poison.

Through it all, Mother held him when he’d let her, and stood by his side when he hadn’t, waiting. And Zier was there, in the dead of nights when Father had forced Mother to retire to bed.

Days later, when he had calmed to a hopeless stupor, Bishop Frey sat down and explained to him the Cycle of Acceptance.

He told the unresponsive Coris he’d walked past the maelstrom of denial and flames of anger, and was now lost in the night of despair. He told Coris of the parents, siblings and companions he’d lost, splotches of tear-stained ink from letters bearing dire news, dotted throughout his long journey. He predicted his journey was ending soon, just like Coris. Coris asked if he was ready, and the old man shook his head.

“None, not even the most learned sage, the most meticulous mathematician, the most tortured soul, would be truly ready for such a thing so certain, yet so unpredictable as death. Few would wish for it. Few would choose it.”

“The best we mortals can hope for is acceptance. Acceptance leads to action. Action sets apart that which is alive from not. When you happen upon the crossroads of bargaining, there is no wrong path, so long that it leads away from despair. Breathe one breath at a time. Think one day at a time. Let hope keep you company, if you feel you couldn’t manage it alone.”

Hope will keep you alive much longer than any elixir.

A sweeter, clearer, youthful voice whispered in tandem. His heart seized. He’d thought he had achieved acceptance, had escaped the claws of despair dragging him into its festering mire, had faced the crossroads of bargaining and chosen his path forward, but he may have just trudged back to despair, wallowed in the safe comfort of pessimism.

He’d always been pragmatic, but would it be better to nourish hope until the end, when a miracle would never happen? To risk the gutting disappointment that would follow?

Coris flipped over. In the dark blue-black shadows beyond the reach of moonbeam, her silhouette pulsated in the slow, unsteady, shallow rhythm of fake slumber.

She was slogging through the same journey. Though much less violent and prolonged than his, the denial was there. The anger was there. Despair was the present. He longed to help her in whatever way he could, let hope surround her, the way Mother, Zier and Bishop Frey had done for him, but he’d wronged her so. Ironically, in giving her the honesty she was long due, he’d destroyed her trust.

Still, he didn’t regret telling her the truth, which was exhilarating. All that worried him was her silent pain. Her fury at his deceit, he could placate with sincerity. Her despair at being a creature she believed despicable was something he couldn’t heal. Cruel as it may seem, she must step past it herself, but that didn’t mean she must be alone.

Perhaps Meya felt the prickle of his stare. She rolled around, her glowing eyes like twin fireflies staring solemnly from the shadows.

She crept into the moonlight, her eyes puffy, her nose tinged with red. Coris couldn’t resist himself any longer.

“Can I hold you?”

To his surprise and relief, Meya gave a loud sniff then edged further towards him. He gathered her into his arms, breathing deeply as her skin burned against his, pressed a kiss on her swollen lips salty with dried tears. A fresh teardrop landed on his cheek. He was sure it wasn’t his.

“I dun want this. I dun wanna be a dragon. I dun want it. I dunno how to make it go away,” Meya begged, her trembling voice choked with sobs.

“Neither do I,” Coris admitted.

“What’s gunna happen to me? To Greeneyes like me? Once they know what we truly are?”

Coris tensed, then relaxed just as swiftly. He’d seen the dead white scars Gillian and his dragons bore, heard their screams of agony, suffered their hatred and anger. He’d been raised with tales of dragons razing castles to ash, and occasionally had even overseen the trade of their ancient remains. If even as Greeneyes, they were despised and exploited for all they were worth without second thought, what if it were ever revealed they were creatures of the terror empire to the west?

“I’ve no idea,” he lied as he reaffirmed his embrace, “but you’ll be alright. I’m a prodigy, you’re a dragon. Big, bad, busty and breathing fire. The wet nurse of Zier’s dreams.”

Alas, he laughed alone. Sighing, Coris shifted uncomfortably as her jugular vein beat a burning tattoo on his skin. Unfortunately, Meya sensed it. She sat up and slithered to the cabinet.

“Lemme get me Lattis. Else you won’t get a blink of sleep. We have an early morning, dun we?”

“Good idea,” Coris mumbled, hating himself for agreeing. Meya had convinced him to let her wear the coin whenever they make love or cuddle, for his comfort. Again, Meya sensed his dismay. She slumped down, fumbling with the clasp at her nape.

“’Tis alright, Coris. ’Tis just a coin. I’m still a monster once I take it off. Now you can do me whatever way you like, Dragon Fetish.”

She flipped to her side, facing away. Coris wrapped his arms around her, and her hand in his. Her tears splashed silently onto it.


The Dragon’s Despair

Meya wasn’t among the precious few blessed with dreamless sleep. Her nights were often plagued with bizarre dreams building up to a failed escape from rolling boulders, bears, hogs, barbarians, or the occasional dragon, depending on the trend for puppet shows at the time.

Fluctuating trends notwithstanding, Utlon’s Escape was the panacea for bards suffering from creative blockage. Throughout the centuries, the blacksmith’s grim account of Nostra’s midnight attack on Rutgarth and his flight for survival had been heavily exaggerated and embellished upon, to the point some wondered if Utlon existed, and weren’t an amalgam of several survivors’ tales lumped into one hero.

Last night, instead of a miner’s wife fleeing dragon fire, Meya was a dragon. Torrents of flame poured from her mouth, now on an elongated jaw. Her back muscles pulsed as her wings beat against her scaled sides.

Below, men, women and children ran pell-mell from her. Some stood their ground and fired arrows that glanced off her impregnable scales. Then, a Lattis-tipped one pierced through. She knew because of that searing, rapid-spreading, all-consuming pain radiating from her arm—no, front leg—as the melted Lattis coursed through her bloodstream.

Boulders spun through the air from catapults and pummeled her, as she fell screaming and spitting fire. She saw armored men with swords scampering towards her broken form through half-open eyes. The first knight who approached her lifted his helmet, freeing his dark brown hair. Cold silvery eyes glared at her through a coat of grime and soot—

Meya would have screamed if she hadn’t woken with a start. She was on her bed, her forehead and hands drenched with cold sweat. Through the gap in the crimson curtains, she saw the bedchamber illuminated to rain gray by the light of dawn. After a moment of heavy breathing, her senses attuned to reality. Coris had draped his arm over her, his cold hand covering hers in a loose grasp. For once, he was still asleep.

Relieved yet also unnerved, Meya kept his bony arm hoisted with her fingers as she slid free. A trickle of drool dangled from his gaping mouth as he drew in ragged, pungent snores, a result of his damaged bowels.

Meya slid her vacated pillow under his to ease his breathing, then slipped silently down the bed. Like a drunken wraith she trod her way across the room to her solar, soundless feet lugging the weight of her heavy heart.

Swinging the door carelessly behind her, she stood before the mirror. Fingers unfeeling, she undid the knots on her chemise and slid the collar down her shoulders, casting her naked body in the grayish light.

She looked the same as she always had, a copy of Lady Arinel, aside from faint pink sores along her shoulders Coris left on her in happier nights. Blue veins spread under the taut skin of her sore, itching breasts.

She wondered why she was given breasts at all. Dragons laid eggs, like snakes. Snake babies didn’t suckle on their mother’s non-existent nipples. They slithered out their holes fully-fledged to scarf down rats.

Still, apart from the heat your attributes are human, Coris had said. She’d have to take his word for it, since he’d sent his middle brother to explore her so-called birth canal multiple times.

So, she may not lay eggs, at least. That wasn’t much consolation.

Meya pinched her arm, felt skin, flesh and pulse, but was the core underneath made of bone or metal? Was the crimson blood that had pooled there a mixture of the same humors as a human? On her finger was a ring of scar, on her left arm the ugly crater. In the mirror, glowing eyes stared at her from shadow-rimmed, sunken sockets.

She recalled her nightmare, remembered vividly what she’d felt and sensed as a dragon. Had she imagined those from melodramatic descriptions of countless storytellers? Or were they forgotten memories seeping in to taint her conscious at its weakest?

The latter would require her to believe Coris’s tale, cementing the fact she was a dragon, make it permanent, sure as death.

If it were wings, she could have sliced it off and proceed with her life, but how could she get rid of something inside and everywhere? Meya had never heard of a Greeneye successfully becoming human. Suppressing it with Lattis was the furthest they could manage. What should she do if she decided she couldn’t live with even that?

Dying was the obvious path. Yet, she didn’t want to walk it. Not now. She had a promising future, a lifetime ahead of her. Or did she? Anymore?

Coris said he had no idea, but she knew, that he knew as well as she did, the fate that awaited all dragons. In Latakia, they would be rained with Lattis-plated arrows, skewered with Lattis swords then butchered for metal. In Nostra, they would be saddled and muzzled and whipped by their riders into fire-spitting, warmongering mounts.

Humans had always been the only creature with free will, a purpose undetermined by any other, apart from perhaps celestial beings. To humans, animals were either victual, vermin or villain. It had been the case with all of Meya’s piglets. And now it was, too, for Meya herself. What’s worse, as a dragon she could without doubt be all three simultaneously. She’d taken for granted she was human. Now, she was paying for it dearly.

A series of soft raps on the door roused Meya from her thoughts.

“Meya? Can I come in?”

Coris’s voice trickled through the gap. Meya didn’t budge, having lost the capacity to care. Still, the sliver of his face reflected on the mirror, patiently intruding on her sulking. She sighed in annoyance then nodded.

Coris left his confusion at her nakedness behind the door. He wordlessly took up his spot beside her, drinking in her reflection with familiar eyes.

“Anything different, Aine?” he asked, his voice tender.

“Must I look the same to be treated the same?” Meya retorted, dull and lifeless as her gaze, fixed on her image on the polished, iridescent glass. Startled, Coris took a moment to respond.

“No, you shouldn’t have to.” Meya’s heart couldn’t help but lift slightly. “In fact, I’m questioning the divides our country sets such great store by.”

Meya raised an eyebrow, so did her inverted twin in the mirror.

“It’s not just humans versus dragons. Even between humans, there are noble and commoner, man and woman, Latakian and Nostran and Southern Islander and Tyldornian, us and them. How could there ever be true unity, true peace? And how should we decide whom, or what, should be included?”

Had this been a casual discussion over tea, before he had lambasted her with the truth of this beast within her, Meya would have been fervently interested in a debate. Now, it was all she could do to twist a rueful smirk and jam the oar in his helm.

“You’ve been noble and man and human since you were born, Lord Coris. Why question it now?”

Coris’s reflection blinked at her, dismayed and guilty.

“You, obviously,” he sighed. “You’re a peasant, a woman, a Greeneye. You have three downtrodden bloodlines inside you, and you’re the first I’ve become this close to.”

Meya remained silent, unsure where he was headed.

“I’ve always thought I was superior because of my ancestor’s deeds. That I deserved to live in luxury and rule because of my name. Then I was kidnapped by peasants, and you rescued me, protected me, led me to safety. You negotiated with dragon mercenaries. You saved twenty Crossetians and your lady, and alerted me of Gillian’s threat. You performed feats befitting of noble-born knights, perhaps beyond some. And you would’ve done it without your powers. You, a Greeneye, a peasant, a young girl.”

Coris hammered each word, admiration and awe streaked with desperation shining in his eyes upon her, consumed by shame.

“I saw your brothers, your sister. Dressed in rags, marveling at our room in The Crimson Hog. I saw those old dresses your mother sent you, saw you struggling with food I deemed mundane, saw you never knowing so much. The more I talk to you, the more I know you, it saddens me.”

Coris shook his head as he clung to the table, his eyes downcast.

“You’re no different from Fione, Heloise, Amara, or Mother. How much better Latakia could’ve become, if more people like you had the chance we’ve been given?”

A pause, a calculated one. Out of the corner of her eyes, Meya caught Coris sneaking a glimpse at her. Seeing no reaction, the sly young man changed tracks, running a hand through his tousled hair and plastering on a hasty grin.

“Apologies, I was rambling,” he said with just the right amount of sheepishness. Meya suspected he’d been rehearsing this conversation all through the night as he held her. Yet, for once, his eloquence wasn’t speaking to her.

“My point is, Greeneyes must be treated the same as any Latakian. It’s not the eyes that matter, Meya, but what’s behind them. Our work is cut out for us. We must make Latakia see thus.”

Despite his faked excitement, the sincerity behind his words touched her heart. Born and bred in Hadrian, Coris was bound to be more forward-thinking than her people back in Crosset. She wasn’t so surprised by his stance. He and his friends hadn’t been prejudiced towards her. And she was thankful, yet somehow still troubled.

As much as the fear of being hunted down and hacked to pieces, of the daunting mission that awaited her once she accepted her status as a dragon, she couldn’t bear to accept this abomination inside her.

She didn’t know how to make him understand what she was feeling, to put into words why she was so bothered. She felt tainted, dirty, ugly, disgusting. Unworthy of friendship and love from him or Arinel or any of them. Undeserving to consider herself the daughter of her virtuous parents, the sister of her blessedly ordinary, pure, beautiful sisters.

The mere thought of metal oozing through her skin, coagulating into scales, of bat-like wings exploding through her back, of her fingernails transforming into scythe-like claws, of fire roaring from her snout mouth, burning countless lives to ash, was enough to make her retch.

“But if you’ll protect dragons, you can’t resume mining.” Meya swallowed the wave of nausea with a grimace. Coris chuckled, undeterred.

“Often a leader must choose between conflicting interests, but we’ll strive for better. We can abolish the ban and safeguard dragons, if we try.”

Meya shook her head. Had last night never happened, those grand plans would have excited her, and she would’ve been thrilled Coris had included her, trusted her to help. Now, she remained numb. It was such that she doubted she’d ever feel enthusiastic for anything again.

“I dunno, milord,” she muttered, her flat voice like a blanket cast over his glowing embers. The young lord froze in mid-bounce. He stared, wide-eyed, as Meya hunched her shoulders, eyes unseeing, catatonic.

“I dunno much about nothing, no more.”

Silence fell. Despite standing side by side, so close their frozen fire and smoldering ice pulsated against each other, a chasm yawned between them, and they failed to reach across to the other on the opposite cliff.

“Let me off at the first stop outta Hadrian,” Meya continued in that same haunting, gormless tone. Coris gaped, paralyzed by her request.

“All I need is a permit. I’ll just live like always. With luck, I might even forget all this someday. I forgot it once, after all. Still dun remember, neither. With me gone, you just shag Arinel, get her pregnant, then return to Hadrian and pursue your cause. Both side wins, milord.”

“Meya…” breathed Coris, his face a shade paler than usual, his hands clenched tight as his jaw. He seemed to be restraining himself from lying, a lie along the lines of how nothing would change between her and anyone, how she was still the same person she’d always been.

Meya stepped into her nightdress and slipped it back up to her shoulders, then caught the rope that would ring the bell in the servants’ quarters.

“I’m calling Haselle now.” She struggled to still both her hand and her voice. Coris remained rooted. “Can you leave, please, milord?”

Defiance overtook anguish on his handsome face. He lingered, waiting for a masterstroke, a poignant quip or warm embrace that would convince Meya everything would be fine. In the end, he heaved a sigh then retreated from the room, just in time for the door to hide her tear-stained reflection.


Behind the Mask

“Lady Arinel? Where’s Haselle? What’re you doing here?”

Meya gawked at the young woman with brown curls who had answered her summons with a bang that bounced the door one-and-a-half rounds into the wall. Completing the remaining half-round with a slam, Lady Crosset flounced over to Meya, pushed her down on the chair, then snatched up a comb.

“She’s distraught. Grandmother’s taking her straight to the carriage,” she explained brusquely as she divided Meya’s hair. Her hands were shaking, and the comb’s pointed end sliced a vicious path down Meya’s scalp.

“What happened?” Meya winced as Arinel pulled three sheaves of her hair and weaved them into a plait.

“The other maids gave her ointment for her burns, spiked with poison ivy!” Arinel tugged on the rungs of the braid to tighten them, and Meya bit back a groan of pain. The lady took no notice, launching straight into a fiery tirade punctuated by her own seething grunts and Meya’s prayers.

“Could’ve ordered them thrown headfirst (Ow!)—into an ivy bush (Agh!)—if I had the power. Despicable! (Youch!)—After all she’d been through! (Oh, sweet mother Freda.)—How could they—!”

“You could punish them, your grace. To them, you’re the true Lady Crosset. Have your fun,” Meya commented through gritted teeth, blinking back tears, then all emotion melted away from her face.

“That aside, ought you not to have told me summat?”

Arinel’s hands paused. Lowering the braid she was working on, she raised her eyes to Meya’s, reflected in the mirror. Her lips quivered, forming soundless words.

“Coris told you?” she breathed, eyes wide in shock and guilt. Meya did not oblige with a nod, but the answer was blatant in her cold stare. Arinel sighed deeply, nodding in surrender.

“We agreed to leave it to him. He was the only witness, after all. I’m deeply sorry, Meya. I never knew.”

Arinel’s reflection dipped her head in shame. Tremors from her fingertips traveled up Meya’s half-finished braid, and her resentment abated. Arinel hadn’t known, after all. She wasn’t to blame.

“Aren’t you scared of me?” she asked more to torment herself than from genuine curiosity, adding at the sight of Arinel’s perplexed look, “I’m a fire-breathing, humongous monster.”

Arinel chewed her lips, then sighed softly.

“I’d be lying if I said the notion didn’t intimidate me at all.” She fiddled idly with Meya’s braid, then shook her head firmly, “but I’m not scared of you, no. Unnerved? Greatly. I guess I simply need time to become used to it. We all do.”

Meya found it difficult to believe. As if sensing her cynicism, Arinel knelt beside her chair, fingers still loosely steepled on her braid. Meya turned and met her gaze. She unfurled a faint, gentle smile.

“From what Coris told us, your first act upon transforming was rescuing him.” Her voice was soft as her soothing hand on Meya’s arm, her fingers sinking into the scar that was solid proof of her heroic deed.

“Your motive has always been to protect. That’s what we saw when we look at you.” The lady’s smile widened a twitch as her voice lowered into a whisper, “it’s the same with your Song, Meya. If you don’t let it define you, it won’t.”

So, why are you so afraid? She seemed to be implying with that casual tilt of her head. Meya pored deep into those clear, bright blue eyes, and the sincerity she found within rattled her unsteady walls to the ground. Boiling tears bubbled in her eyes, and she trembled from the effort to tamp them down.

“But I just wanted to be beautiful!” she choked out. Arinel rose to embrace her, biting back her own tears as Meya’s teardrops fell down the chest of her tattered dress, shoring the weight of her burning body. “Like you. Like Marin. Like Agnesia Graye.”

Meya’s confession tumbled feebly through her lips, having traveled all the way up from the deepest depths of her heart, where she had stored her darkest, most intimate thoughts born in moments of weakness.

As those trembling fingers clung to the wool of her dress, the image of Zier crossed her eyes, and Arinel understood her good friend with no further need of words.

As they held onto each other in the stillness of dawn, a sudden inspiration washed over Arinel, followed by a moment of hesitance. Glancing down at Meya, she brushed away the tousled golden locks.

“Would you like to see her?” She crouched and whispered into Meya’s ear, “Agnesia Graye?”

As Meya gaped, her eyes wandered into the distance, pondering the past.

“It’s time for truth. I’m sure Klythe agrees.”

Her cryptic musing deepened Meya’s frown, but Arinel was not to be deterred. With a giddy grin, she picked herself up and grasped Meya’s shoulders, righting her pose on the chair.

“Come, let’s weave you some gorgeous braids first.”

* * *

“We expect the journey to take roughly a fortnight. First, we make a brief stop in Jaise, then we cross the Sands of Caesonai. That should take us five days at the most, then it’s Hyacinth. From there, we will cross the Blue Mountains into Safyre, which should take around four days.”

Sir Jarl, the marshal, would lead the entourage to Safyre. Preparations were over by the time Arinel and Meya emerged from the keep. The burly knight stood with hands behind his back, debriefing guards and maids assigned for the voyage.

Coris stood with other noblemen and women behind Sir Jarl. He noticed Meya, but before he could do more than widen his eyes, Meya dropped hers to her Hadrian Red dress. Arinel led her around the throng to the white gold-gilded carriage to the left, the one they’d left Crosset with.

It was as if years had passed since she first stepped down from its golden stairs and set eyes on the keep in awe. She didn’t have much time for ruminating, however. Arinel already held the curtains aside. Hushed, frantic voices echoed from within.

After another skeptical look at Arinel, who nodded solemnly, Meya ducked inside. Her foot snagged on some fabric, and she pitched headfirst.

“Eek!” She reared and fell against Arinel, who’d grabbed her by the sleeve. After taking a moment to catch her breath, Meya freed herself then peered at what had tripped her.

Next to her foot, the tasseled corner of a woolen shawl trailed away on the carriage’s wood-paneled floor, then climbed what looked to be a hill of multicolored shawls, headscarves, cloaks and blankets. The pile of clothes shivered like a wretched puppy in the rain, issuing muffled sniffles and sobs.

Gretella tended to the bundle, one arm on its summit, the other in mid-air, her plump finger covered in white ointment.

“Come now, lass. Just an ivy rash. A few dabs of cream will right you in a wink.”

She cooed and coaxed, cautiously lowering her hand, at which point the pile of shawls produced an arm and a hand, swatting her away with such force the blob of cream landed splat on the wall.

“NOOOOOOOO!” the rag-bundle screeched, pale fingers scrabbling at its hidden face, parrying away Gretella’s advances. “DON’T TOUCH ME! DON’T LOOK AT ME! GO AWAY!”

“Wh—”

Meya opened her mouth, but then she spotted the upturned wooden mask wobbling on the floor, Haselle’s mask that normally covered half of her face from view. She fell, weak-kneed, onto the moldy-green seat.

“That’s…Haselle?” she whispered to Arinel, eyes still glued to the pathetic heap. “She…she’s Agnesia Graye?”

A split-second of silence, which usually heralded a devastating fallout, then—

“NOOOOOOOOO!” screamed Lady Agnesia of Graye. Meya moved a moment too late to shut the windows. Agnes rounded on Arinel, one hand tugging shawls over her ruined face, the other swiping blindly at her traitorous friend. “WHY! WHY DID YOU TELL? I TRUSTED YOU—!”

“Agnes, we know what happened to you, to Persephia.” Arinel swooped, snatching Agnes’s trembling arms. Adding a few hard shakes of her own, she shouted over Agnes’s wails, “it’s been six years, Agnie! It’s time we dealt with this! What’s the use for putting it off?”

Agnes registered none of that. She shook her head, bemoaning,

“It’s all over. I’m hideous. Don’t look at me. Leave me alone. Leave me alone…”

She slid from Arinel’s grasp and lay crumpled, clutching at her head.

Meya gazed down at the desolate remnants of Coris’s first love, too numbed by shock to feel anything else. With a sigh, Arinel stood up and drew back, making room for Gretella to take another turn at calming the poor thing.

“It’s becoming clear, isn’t it?” she whispered, her fists clenched, a fire blazing in those eyes like ice-chips. “The Baron didn’t start the fire—Persephia did. She must have been struck by Lattis. That’s why she transformed and burned Agnes.”

“Then a fire broke out in Agnes’s rooms. We found Persephia amid the flames, naked, unconscious but unharmed. Whereas Agnes was nowhere, dead or alive. When Persephia came to, she couldn’t remember anything that had happened.”

So this was what Coris had tried to tell her. She was buried too deep in denial to hear.

“I’d bet Kellis and Sylvia knew, all along. They’ve always known Greeneyes are dragons.” Arinel shook her head, then slumped down beside Meya on the cushions.

“Yet, they kept silent, left all to their own assumptions. I daresay they were hoping to protect Greeneyes, but the longer you keep Greeneyes ignorant of their true nature, the more they and those around them will suffer!”

Arinel gestured at Agnes’s huddled form. She faced Meya full, flaring sapphires boring into dimmed, dull emeralds, then knelt before Agnes again, pleading and demanding,

“Agnie, it’s been six years. We must tell them. We must find Persephia. We must help her. And I must get Klythe home before Father—”

Arinel broke off and hung her head, overcome by emotion. Shawls slid off as Agnes raised her head. An eye of mesmerizing ocean-blue shone from within its sunken socket on the tear-stained right half of her face, which retained vestiges of her renowned beauty. Her left eye, meanwhile, was marred and blinded by the horrific burns that had also disfigured her left side, made worse by a smattering of angry pink hives.

Yet, as Meya gazed into those eyes, she realized never once had she felt pity for the scarred girl. Not when they first met. Not even now.

Even with her strange mask on, one would notice the edges of Agnes’s burns seeping out underneath it, and would picture the extent of them.

Every morning, as Agnes deftly weaved her hair into elaborate braids, Meya wondered how she managed to keep living, admired how she still found it in her to giggle at Meya’s terrible jokes, to sympathize with her insensitive griping about her glowing eyes.

And she’d always watched her own eyes shining in the mirror afterwards, then felt both ashamed and emboldened. If Agnes could live with the burnt half of her face, perhaps Meya could live with the dragon half of herself.

Agnes had probably cried and screamed and lamented, and she was still crying and screaming and lamenting, sometimes. Yet, she was still alive and living. Regardless of their differences, their opposite backgrounds, in the eyes of Latakia, they were now both ugly girls, trying to make their way in Freda’s world, where girls were supposed to be beautiful first and foremost, and little else.

Without thinking, without planning, knowing not the right words to comfort, Meya unclasped the necklace that held her Lattis medallion and left it on the seat. She slid down to her knees, edged towards Agnes.

After a quick glance, Arinel moved aside. Meya settled gingerly before her rival. Agnes studied Meya’s eyes, then a melancholic smile formed on her lips.

“Your eyes are just like Persie’s.” She reached out and traced the corner of Meya’s eye with her finger.

“Father would insist she keep her bracelet on at all times, but she’d fling it off the moment it was just the two of us. Perhaps because I was the only one who’d never objected. Or rather, I’ve never said anything.”

Meya frowned, but Agnes was still too deep in thought to notice. Her eyes downcast, she dragged her fingers absently on her burns.

“So, I guess it was befitting punishment for Freda to have given me this scar.”

“Why? You haven’t done nothing bad. ’Tisn’t fair.” Meya shook her head.

“Exactly. I’ve done nothing.” Agnes surfaced with a wan smile that widened as Meya stared, nonplussed. “Nothing bad, nothing good. As Father gave to me every blessing he stripped from Persie, as Coris and his friends bullied and mocked Persie behind my back, I stood by and did nothing, and said nothing. If I had a conscience, I ignored it, and told myself all was well.”

A lone drop of tear seeped from Agnes’s right eye and rolled down her cheek. The tears in her left eye had been scorched dry by Persephia’s rage. Still, it did nothing to dilute the shame in her voice.

“And to my sister, to you, to Greeneyes across Latakia, I owe this suffering.”


The Princess and the Greeneye

The entourage of Lord and Lady Hadrian departed home, accompanied by a vanguard of mounted knights, squires, and guards, trundling past fields upon fields of withering wheat. Rotting green plums, apples and cherries littered both sides of the road, having fallen young from their yellow-leafed mother trees on the levee.

The spring breeze eased by, and the wheat stirred feebly. The sight further alarmed the farmers. They rushed by the irrigation trenches, bobbing in and out of sight amid yellowish-green waves, sowing manure from mule-drawn wheelbarrows. Some lugged carts overflowing with seaweed imported from the Southern sea, slopping armfuls of slimy, frilly leaves onto bare soil, spreading them into a mulch-mound.

Meya peeked through the gap in her curtain at the nostalgic, foreboding sight. Seven years ago, mere weeks before the Crosset Famine struck at full force, she trudged to the fields with lunch for Dad and Maro, who were mulching the dying wheat.

While Dad chomped on Mum’s smoked jerky, made from the remains of Meya’s piglet Tildy, sandwiched between Morel’s sourdough, silent and brooding and ignoring Meya, Maro struggled to cheer up his little sister, who still bore faint whip scars on her arms and legs. A tough feat, considering Maro himself was as flummoxed and fearful as any Crossetian, for what little of the battered wheat that survived the summer rain and autumn locusts were withering without reason.

Seeing Meya’s indifferent gloom, he forced out a laugh and patted her head, as much to placate himself as her.

“Dun worry, we still have the storehouse grain.”

No-one had known back then all the emergency grain had been magicked into the gold yarn lining Bailiff Johnsy’s robes, and the fat lining the inside of his engorged belly.

A loud sniff sounded behind her. Lady Agnesia had been calming down on the opposite seat, Arinel by her side with her hands on her shoulders. Gretella had taken the seat beside Meya, lips pursed, looking careworn.

At last, Agnes seemed ready. She drew a large gulp from the waterskin, then a deep breath, staring down at her fidgeting hands on her lap.

“Father once said daughters are a waste of resources unless they are beautiful,” she began, her quiet voice and impeccable speech reminding Meya of Coris. Especially as she quirked a wan grin. “Imagine his chagrin when Freda cursed him with twin daughters and no son.”

A crimson glint of savage, bitter glee crossed her deep blue.

“In Graye law, the firstborn is heir. Father was fortunate I was first, for I was a beauty, and Persie second, for she was a Greeneye. Father promised the church to give Persie to Freda’s service, so he could give Graye and all his riches to me as dowry, and bury my Greeneye blood.”

Agnes raised her left hand. With her thumb and pointer, she circled her bare ring finger, picturing the band of precious stones that would someday enclose it.

“I was to marry power, make Graye prosper. Persie was to disappear at twelve, die with my secret. It’s always been that way.”

The four paths of the woman had been hammered into Meya’s skull from childhood—wifehood, spinsterhood, whorehood and nunhood. The last choice wasn’t always available for peasants, however, for rich merchants and noblemen often reserved slots in powerful monasteries for their crippled, unsightly or Greeneye daughters.

Whenever Meya walked to Friar Tumney’s church to donate Marin’s gifts or play with Fartmouth, oftentimes there would be a disappointed man or woman walking away, a newborn baby girl in their arms.

The old monk would stand guard at the gates, hands on hips, shaking his head, a melancholic look in his eyes when he spotted Meya. Crosset’s nunnery wasn’t a top destination for the rich to abandon their daughters. There were always vacancies, but the friar simply didn’t play along with these lazy parents if he could help it.

“Old Mirram Hild has four daughters!” he’d holler after their backs, pointing at Meya, “and look what fine lasses he raised them up to be!”

Meya didn’t consider herself good material for persuading reluctant parents. Nevertheless, her respect for the potbellied old monk towered whenever this happened.

“Ten years ago, after King Alden deposed the Wynns and ascended the throne, he convened the Royal Council to repeal the Mining Ban, but he was thwarted by Baron Hadrian.”

“Father was one of the council members who voted in favor of lifting the Ban. Our demesne is abundant in iron. King Alden approached Father and struck a deal with him. He wanted The Axel, or at least information on what it is, why it made the Hadrians so feared by the Wynn kings before him. If it satisfied him, he would let me marry the prince.”

Meya straightened. Beside her, Gretella tensed. Arinel stared unblinking at Agnes. The air was heavy, silent save for their bated breaths.

“Father offered Persie and I to Hadrian as maids to Baroness Sylvia, and welcomed Coris and Zier to Graye as his pages. He suggested we befriend the brothers, and we assumed they were to be our future husbands. How foolish,” Agnes scoffed at her naivety.

“In actuality, Father meant for us to spy on them. Through us, he gleaned intimate secrets he couldn’t from his scouts. He used us to determine which brother would be the easier pawn to turn.”

Agnes’s fists trembled, and so did Meya’s. She felt sick to the stomach with disgust. It was one thing for a grown woman to willingly spy for mercenaries in exchange for her own life, but a little girl tricked by her own father into such a dangerous, twisted task, just for his political gain?

“Before the heist, Father warned us to stay in our rooms, out of the way. And never to send word, no matter what happened. He didn’t send men to smuggle us home. Probably even timed the heist for the half of the year we were in Hadrian, to lower the risk of suspicion. All we could do was wait, watch Baron Hadrian, dreading what he suspected.”

Shivers rattled Agnes’s voice, as she remembered the fear her father had abandoned her and her sister in. Meya was left to fathom, and failing to, the depths this man would go to further his gains. Agnes squeezed her hands together and huddled her shoulders, tilting her head back to swallow tears.

“A letter arrived from Graye. It was Mother. She was gravely ill and she didn’t expect to pull through, so she’d meant to confess her sins. I didn’t know then, but she’d passed by the time the letter reached me. Whatever secret she wrote in there, now belongs to me alone.”

Agnes sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with the heel of her hand. Her sleeve slid down, revealing swathes of burn scars on her arm.

The lady took a long pause, gulping and taking short, quick breaths, battling the trauma of the memory drawing near.

“She told me all about Father’s plan. And she wrote that Persie was born before me, but Father silenced all the midwives and maids that had witnessed our births, switched us so I would be heir. She begged me, once I became princess consort, to use my influence to secure a husband for Persie, so she’d be freed from nunhood, and take care of her.”

Agnes hid her face behind her injured hands, while Arinel hid her open mouth behind hers. Gretella shook her head, cursing the treacherous Baron Graye under her breath. Meya blinked. She’d guessed where the tale was headed.

“Persephia found that letter, dun’t she, milady?” she breathed. Agnes recoiled as if whipped. “’Twas why she burned you?”

“I was careless!” Agnes sobbed through her fingers, renewed tears trickling down her arms, “or it might’ve been Freda’s intervention. Persie came in, saw me with the letter, tried to take it from me. I fought. I wasn’t ready to let her know. I gashed her arm, and her Lattis bracelet, it…it…”

The world around Meya fell deathly silent. The only voice was Agnes’s, piercing through the maelstrom of shattered memories. The glint of moonlight on an arrowhead. Her scream. Pain like none other radiating from her arm. Boiling blood flooding through her skin. A white-hot furnace burst inside her belly, consuming her with its river of glowing stone.

Agnes’s dead eyes stared unseeing over her lowered fingertips.

“Persie was screaming. Then she was roaring. There was a flash of light. Then…it happened so quickly. Her bones grew and her skull molded. Her skin stretched. Metal oozed from her pores then hardened into scales. She sprouted wings. Then she lashed out and shot fire at everything in sight.”

Agnes’s feverish description was nausea-inducing. Was that what Coris and Draken witnessed in that forest seven years ago? So that was what had happened, as she screamed and thrashed and vomited flames, too blinded by agony to register a thing?

Meya fearfully touched the skin on her arms, traced a trembling hand down the contours of her face, gritting her teeth and pressing her lips tight, fearing fire would spill from it rather than half-digested food.

“Klythe came in. The Baron had ordered him to fetch me and Persie for questioning. He was coming to warn us to escape. He tried to get me out, but then Persie veered round and—”

Agnes broke off, eyes unblinking as she shuddered. Her hand flew to the burnt half of her face. Arinel hovered a hand over her arm, ready to stop her at the smallest ill omen.

“I don’t remember what happened after so well.” Agnes clutched at her cheek, rounded fingernails digging into the parched, thickened skin.

“Half my face felt as if it were still on fire. Every night, Klythe spirited me deep into the woods, so no-one would hear me screaming, while the healer scraped off my skin. It hurt so badly, I begged Klythe to stab me and get it over with. I hated Persie so much, then. I just can’t help it.”

Agnes sobbed in earnest. She shook her head, flinging hot tears about her. Meya could only watch as Arinel gathered the poor girl into her arms. She couldn’t help it. She hated herself, her kind, even when she knew she had no reason to.

“Klythe didn’t let me get my hands on anything with an edge or a shine, not even a spoon. He told me everything would be the same, that he’d always be my friend, but I was still so distraught. So he vowed to travel the whole of Latakia, never to return until he had found me a cure, to make me beautiful again. He trusted me with Arinel and left.”

“He loves you,” Arinel muttered, bright blue eyes dimmed by sorrow. Agnes sobbed harder.

“I know.” She bent low as if mourning, “and I know now I’d rather he’d stayed, and it’s my fault he’s lost. I’m sorry, Ari. I’m so sorry.”

The two ladies fell onto each other, one silent and the other loud, both mourning. As if she’d been doused by the waves of guilt rolling from Meya’s shoulders, Gretella rested her meaty hand on her head.

“Sir Klythe sent the lady a letter every month. The last we heard from him was on the lady’s seventeenth birthday.”

“He’d won a place on an ore ship to Everglen. A group of historians were going to do research there, and they needed a Rune scholar. He was hoping he might find a cure for Lady Agnes’s burns there. Maybe some alchemy scrolls for Lady Arinel, too. His ship wasn’t seen after it left Tyldorn.”

Meya crumpled against the cushions. She had discussed the sunken ships with Jason, Jezia and Deke, had worried over the lost ores, what it would mean for Latakia’s money system, Myron’s blacksmith prospects.

She hadn’t shed a thought about the poor miners and merchants, dead or stranded alive on open seas, the hundreds of families seeking closure amid fainting hope. She had no idea Arinel’s big brother was among them. She thought of Maro, who had always stood for her and watched over her. Arinel clenched her fists even as tears spilled from her closed eyes.

“He’s still out there,” she choked out, her voice harsh. “Ashes or alive, we must bring him home.”

Arinel swept over to Meya. She grasped her hands, staring pleadingly into her glowing eyes.

“Meya, if you transform, we could perhaps cross the sea to Everglen.” Meya’s eyes grew wide, but Arinel pressed on, breathy with desperation. “Even if Klythe didn’t make it, there must be some who swam to shore. Even if there weren’t, we’d at least know what became of them. We’ll fly, you and I, Agnes and Persephia, if we find her. Please!”

Meya raised her gaze. Instead of blue eyes, she saw light gray on the plump face of a young boy. His handsome features were bloated by fat, yet still familiar—little Lord Coris. He frowned as he draped his crimson cloak around her bare shoulders. There were neither disgust nor fear in his eyes, only awe and confusion.

“You saved me,” he whispered. “From your own people, no less. Why?”

Meya folded herself the smallest she could inside the cloak, struggling to hide her nakedness, sniffling,

“This famine ain’t your fault. Ain’t fair for Johnsy to drag you into this.”

The boy blinked, then drew back. He peered at his swollen, three-tiered belly, then surfaced wearing the melancholy she would come to know so well in present-day Coris Hadrian.

“I know I shouldn’t, perhaps, seeing as Crosset would starve, but—” he paused, surprised by his own newfound empathy, then bowed, “thank you. That was very selfless, and brave of you.”

He edged close once more, taking her bloodstained hand peeking from the cloak with both of his, his silvery eyes boring into hers as he commanded,

“Take me to the nearest manor, and we may yet find a way to help Crosset through this. Even if we must ration our bread, Hadrian will feed Crosset.”

Coris’s eyes gleamed with determination, even as his willful voice faded along with the memory. Meya couldn’t recall the events that led up to this exchange, nor the inspiration that compelled her to attempt the unthinkable. Yet, the truth remained that in becoming the monster she feared, she had saved her town. She had saved Coris’s life, had changed him for the better, and he’d live to achieve so much more than if he were dead.

There’s nothing wrong with being a dragon.

She willed herself to understand, to believe in those words. Hadn’t there been people, many even, who hadn’t shied away at the sight of her glowing eyes? Draken and Deke, Jason and Jezia, Friar Tumney, Coris, Arinel? And Maro, Marin, Morel, Marcus, Myron and Mistral? And Mum, who had never begrudged her for her Song, had embraced her even as she burned her with words and fire alike?

And, strict and cold as he was, hadn’t Dad never once thought of giving her away to the church, had fed and clothed and housed her the best he could? Hadn’t he gone searching for her when she disappeared last Fest, or when she ran away during the Famine? Hadn’t he saved her from exile?

And that was what had helped Meya live, just as Klythe, Arinel and Gretella had helped Agnes live with her burns. Those that mattered. And it wouldn’t matter to them whether she was just a Greeneye, or a dragon.

We Shall Return.

Seven generations, or more, of Greeneye blood, and none the wiser about it. Sooner or later, they’d have to return to where they started to forget everything. Enough lives, human and dragon, had been lost for nothing. Enough dragons had been hunted, exploited, enslaved, loathed and desecrated in these three lands, all because the knowledge of how they came to be had been lost.

And if there were the slightest hope to stop all that, she’d cross that sea. She’d bring back those ore ships and those miners, ashes and alive. She’d find good Sir Klythe. She’d fulfill her family’s vow to return, solve the mystery behind it, and prove to the three lands dragons deserve a place in them to live happy and free.

Persephia, if we find her.

Meya blinked at the realization. Yet another secret Coris withheld from her, that he’d suspected for some time. She smiled at Arinel and clasped her hands in turn.

“You and me, Agnes and Persephia.” She winked, then corrected, “now that we’ve found her.”


Jaise
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Jerald and Erina

Meya duck outside to find Sir Bayne sitting at the reins, which explained why Arinel revealed Lady Agnes to Meya with no fear of being overheard by Hadrian ears. He shot Meya a wink as she settled beside him.

“Out for some fresh air, little dragon?” he murmured.

Meya blinked, flabbergasted, then chided herself. Of course, Arinel would’ve confided in Jerald. She hadn’t wasted time telling Gretella and Lady Agnes, had she? By Fyr, couldn’t a dragon have some secrets?

“No, I’m looking for ignorance and normalcy,” she hissed back with a dour glare. Jerald tilted his head, blissfully undaunted. Meya slumped back and crossed her arms grumpily, planting her feet against the wooden board that served to protect her silken shoes from horse fart.

“Unfortunately, of all the things the wind takes, memories aren’t among them.”

“Perhaps a good old thump on the head will suffice,” Jerald suggested. Meya bit back a snort.

“Would you be so kind as to bestow one upon me, then, sir knight?”

Jerald laughed through his nostrils.

“I wouldn’t dare, but Madam Gretella would be thrilled to oblige.”

Meya shuddered. As Jerald chuckled in triumph, she studied his chiseled profile, his blue eyes and cropped tawny hair. She wondered if he had a daughter of his own. He probably did, for he looked but a few years short of Dad.

“Say, tell me about your family, Sir Bayne.”

The knight turned to Meya. Behind him, past a fence of men, hillocks blanketed with patches of purple heather and tall grass topped with cotton-like tufts rolled away into the blue horizon. Jerald gave her a gentle smile.

“You’ve already met them.”

Meya blinked, then frowned. Having anticipated her reaction, Jerald smiled wider, then turned to the meandering dirt road partially obscured by Sir Jarl and his horse’s sleek, toned hindquarters.

“My mother was Lord Crosset’s sister, Lady Arynea. She had me from an affair. She never confessed, so I never knew my father.”

Meya stared unblinking at him, enthralled.

“To punish her and avoid a scandal, Lord Uncle had me sent to the church. I grew up under Friar Tumney’s care. When I was twenty-one, the castle alchemist, Bishop Tyberne, came to gather herbs for his experiments. That’s when I met Erina, his assistant. She was already carrying Lady Arinel.”

Meya thought her eyes couldn’t grow any wider, but by Fyr, was she wrong. Once the surprise faded, however, her face fell as she remembered.

“She died young, didn’t she? In the alchemy lab?” she asked timidly. Jerald obliged with a solemn nod.

“Alchemy was her dream, her happiness.” He shook his head, his voice brimming with both awe and anguish. “Tyberne was a gifted alchemist, a decent master, on the verge of breakthrough. No matter what they say about a woman in a lab, I supported her. She was very passionate, though. Kept working even as her belly grew and grew.”

“Lord Zier said they were working on a potion to make fruits ripe?” Meya asked. Jerald whipped around, eyes wide.

“Fruits? Goodly Freda, no!” A wry grin lit his melancholic features as he returned to the road. “Must’ve been a rumor they spread to ward off competitors. Well, guess it dun matter no more, dun it, Eri?”

He raised his gaze to the Heights, beaming a sad smile to his sweetheart, as a soft breeze trickled by.

“’Twas a groundbreaking endeavor, you see, to create a sleeping draught strong enough for surgery.”

“Sir Jury?” Meya parroted. She’d heard that before from Coris, but being in disguise, she wasn’t in any capacity to ask. What had the jury got to do with this? She’d had her share of trials in Lord Crosset’s court. Those jurymen didn’t look like they could do with a drop of sleeping draught. Not after a whole morning presiding over cases of cheating husbands and wives, elopers, child thieves, scuffles between Marin’s suitors, and farmers warring over ownership of fallen apples in their gardens.

“Surgery,” Jerald corrected. “When healers cut into your body to heal you from the inside.”

“You mean bloodletting?”

“No, no. This goes way deeper than that.”

Jerald shot a wary glance at the surrounding men, then leaned sideways, prompting Meya to follow suit. He continued out of the corner of his mouth, his voice lowered,

“It’s banned in Latakia (but Nostra’s been practicing it for centuries). Healers would slice open live bodies, cut out tumors and even babies. Stitch flesh, veins and organs together like cloth. A ghastly art. Very dangerous with not enough expertise on the healer’s part. Not to mention the infection, or patients waking in the middle of it all, but Erina and Tyberne believed in it.”

Jerald’s description conjured horrifying, nauseous images in Meya’s mind eye. Imagine being jolted awake by pain like living death, then sitting up to see some deranged, blood-spattered healer levering one’s guts out of one’s bowels, coil by coil. She couldn’t see why Arinel’s mum would want to advance such a gruesome branch of medicine, and why any egghead alchemist would be interested in stealing her work, either.

“D’you reckon their competitors stole their work, then set fire to the lab to kill them? Or, maybe some religious fanatics out for blood?” theorized Meya after a shudder. Jerald cocked his head.

“I’ve pondered it, but one never knows.” He shrugged. “After all, they were working with explosives and flammables. Would’ve been an easy getaway for arsonists.”

“Or a dragon?” Meya blurted out, taking Jerald aback, before he resurfaced with a chuckle.

“Interesting. Erina and Tyberne are humans, though. Eyes brown as burnt sugar.”

Meya gawked, then she nodded and sighed heavily. Competitors or fanatics, then. Unless both of them hired dragons to do the job, of course. By Fyr, the things she came up with. Pushing aside Erina’s mystery for further contemplation in private, Meya returned her scrutiny to the tragic knight.

“So, how did you come to be Lady Arinel’s guard?”

“On her deathbed, Mother begged Lord Uncle to bring me back to the castle and train me as a knight.” Jerald jostled the reins, more to expel the numb than out of actual need to stir the horses.

“Lord Uncle’s fury had abated by then, so he caved in. I was blessed with many happy months, working near Erina. We’d laugh over a mug of ale in the tavern after work. On weekends, we’d lay side by side on the sunny moor among the heather. She loved heather flowers, Erina. I’d whisper naughty things in her ears just to make her blush, and she’d pick a nearby crowberry and squash it on my cheek. Then, we’d make love in the sunset. That was the most we could ever be.”

Jerald smiled, his eyes distant and wistful. Meya laid her hand on his burly forearm, pitying the exiled squire, the young alchemist, and their doomed love, kept apart by an old man’s selfishness.

“I wasn’t in time to say farewell, to see her eyes for the last time, or hear her last words. I held her hand as the midwife took Lady Arinel from her. She looked as if she were asleep. Not smiling, not crying, just serene. I consoled myself she wasn’t in pain, at least.”

In her palm, his arm trembled. Her own eyes burned. She kneaded them with the heel of her free hand.

“I cradled the lady as she took her first breath, then I delivered her to my Lord Uncle. She looks exactly like Erina, except for her eyes. She has the Crosset eyes, like Lord Uncle, like me. I swore to protect her with my life, though I didn’t exactly do a fine job of it.”

Jerald hung his head, his eyes downcast with guilt and shame. Meya grasped his arm tight within both of hers.

“Gillian’s no roadside bandit, and our guards were barely trained. You did your best, you survived, and you were the bravest.”

“Nowhere near as brave as the five who have fallen, and you.”

His sorrowful blue eyes settled upon Meya, and, for the first time, she noticed the familial resemblance between him and Arinel. If she hadn’t known, she would’ve thought he was her father.

“You may not remember. I read out Lord Crosset’s punishment for you at the square, the year of the Famine.”

Jerald muttered, averting his eyes. As Meya froze and blinked in surprise, he bowed his head low.

“I’ve never confessed how wrong the Crossets have been to you, and how sorry, and how thankful we are.”

Jerald held her gaze with remorseful ice-blue eyes, and Meya couldn’t help but smile.

It was but one tiny success, on the path of a thousand hurdles. Nevertheless, hope was stirring from its sleep, a bright green shoot poking its way from under a thawing blanket of snow, sending ripples through the vast expanse of white nothingness.


The Black City

The travelers of Hadrian clip-clopped along the seemingly never-ending road, their passage heralded by the blare of a lone shawm, which might sound to imaginative ears like melodic passing of bowel gas.

In the loving hands of Fione of Cristoria, the shawm swung its tail to the jolly rhythm of her song. To complete the image, the lady was perched astride a brown horse tethered to a supplies wagon.

All around, guards sneaked scandalized glances at the blissfully impervious lady, then Lord Christopher withstood the sight no more.

“Fione, you know it’s improper for women to play the shawm and straddle a horse.”

The shawm’s song petered out mid-note. Fione turned to the stern young squire, bulging eyes glazed with feigned innocence.

“Why so?”

“You know perfectly well why!” snapped Christopher, at which Fione unfurled a seductive smile. Tilting her head, she ran her hand slowly down the length of her shawm. Despite himself, Christopher found his eyes glued to the titillating movement, his pulse quickening.

“Would you rather I blow on something else, then?” Her night-blue eyes sparkled with stars as her tongue slithered around the shawm’s double reed. “A bass shawm, perhaps? You know I love big shawms. The bigger the better.”

Christopher’s complexion deepened to the exact replica of Hadrian Red. Amid the gawking men, Simon hollered over a word of wisdom,

“Leave it, Chris. You’ll never win.”

Christopher crumpled in his saddle, massaging his temples in defeat, while Fione’s shawm blared its triumphant march. Zier raised an eyebrow at Coris, who pointedly urged his horse away from his brother. Sir Jarl rode on at the far front, pretending not to have heard.

Meya stifled a roar of laughter as she lowered her face to Coris’s journal she’d been doodling her alphabets on, hoping to hide her burning cheeks. She loved shawms as well, though she doubted she’d ever be as outspoken as Fione.

Tapping her pencil on the paper, Meya surveyed her surroundings. Finding Lady Persephia was a matter of intelligence. Persuading her to join them was a blind wager.

The scenery remained stubbornly unchanged. Hillocks low and high covered with heath. A silent fox emerged from behind boulders, eyeing a doomed red grouse who still pecked laboriously at the earth, croaking ow ow ow. Gray hares pranced and scampered between entrances to their warrens. Seas of deer legs moved in the shadows of the forest. Overhead, a peck of skylarks flapped by.

Behind her inside the carriage, Lady Agnes laid her head on Gretella’s lap, sound asleep, exhausted from all the crying. Gretella knitted as she hummed, while Lady Arinel embroidered silver thread onto a blue handkerchief. She shone Meya a quick smile, then returned to her pastime.

Over in the next carriage, young Lord Frenix had propped a canvas against the window, his tongue between his teeth as he sketched the landscape, with Lady Amara as his admiring patron.

Behind them, Bishop Riddell sat with his head thrown back, snoring. Across from the alchemist, Lady Heloise’s hand reached from the shadows, flipping the page of a novel. Her bracelet caught the beam of sunlight and gleamed rainbow.

Meya sighed and slumped back against the carriage. The dreary journey provided no inspiration, and Fione’s quirky shawm song didn’t enhance her concentration. Deciding to set the matter aside, she turned to Jerald,

“Sir Bayne, you know Sir Klythe, right?” The knight turned to her, eyebrows raised. “How old is he? What’s he like? Is he handsome?”

Jerald cocked his head.

“Should be twenty-two now.” He gave a slight smile. “I could draw him for you, if you’d take the reins.”

“Oh. Alright.”

Although flummoxed, Meya exchanged her journal and pencil for Jerald’s warm, sweaty reins, which she held gingerly with tense fingers as she watched Jerald’s hand prancing gracefully about the page.

“Here you go.”

Meya gratefully surrendered the reins in favor of the paper. Her eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

“What?” She gawked at the corpulent, smiling face of a bashful young man with fair, curly hair. “He’s fat?”

“As fat as his heart, so don’t you go belittling him,” Jerald scolded with an affectionate chuckle, and Meya dipped a hasty little bow in apology. Turning back to the portrait, she marveled at the mastery and the speed with which it was drawn.

“You draw so well. How come?”

“I was a church boy.” Jerald shrugged, grinning. “Must have copied a hundred books in my decade of service.”

“Ah,” Meya nodded. A question popped unbidden into her head, then straight out of her mouth. “Say, who was fatter, Sir Klythe or young Lord Coris?”

“Did mine ears deceive me, or did I hear the words fat and Coris in the same sentence?”

A familiar voice chimed in from the left. Meya jolted and whipped around. There he was, present-day Coris Hadrian, twig-thin and so pale he blended into the afternoon sunlight.

The sight of his twinkling silvery eyes sent Meya blushing. She turned sharply away.

“Yes, you did,” she called back, muttering to herself in annoyance, “nosy donghead.”

“Perfect, I’d say. Sir Klythe spent more time in Hadrian than Crosset. You’d do better to ask the Lord Hadrian,” suggested Jerald. Meya turned to him, then the staring Coris.

“You’d like to discuss Klythe?” asked Coris. Meya blinked, frozen at the realization.

Of course! Coris could help. He was a prodigy, was he not?

Meya eyed the parade of wagons and carriages surrounded by men around her, then returned to Coris.

“How fast can she go?” She nodded at his horse, which was pure black save for a dab of white on its forehead. Coris smirked.

“Jetta? Fast enough to leave you untangling your hair ’til sundown,” he boasted. “Why?”

“We need some privacy.”

Meya rose cautiously to her feet, hands clinging to the carriage. Coris and Jerald obligingly halted their horses. Taking Coris’s proffered hand, Meya slotted her foot firmly into the stirrup he’d vacated then crossed over.

As Coris ushered Meya sideways onto her back, Jetta neighed and huffed, kicking her hooves, sending the young lady gasping and clinging to her rider—it was her first time on horseback.

Coris secured Meya with an arm around her waist, then leaned down and smoothed the mare’s mane with his free hand, whispering reassurances to both his ladies.

Just as Meya loosened her grip on his tunic and lowered her defenses, Coris straightened, slapped his legs against the mare’s sides, and Jetta shot forth like a carcass from a trebuchet.

“WHOOOOO-HOOOOO!”

“EEEEEEEEEEEK!”

Coris whooped in glee as Meya shrieked out her lungs and threw her whole weight against him.

“THIS IS FOR CALLING ME FAT!” he hollered in her ear as the wind lambasted them.

“I HOPE FREDA GIVES YOUR MIDDLE BROTHER BLISTERS!” Meya screeched back in kind. Coris slowed Jetta down to a trot. They were riding far ahead, out of earshot of the entourage.

Coris winced at the gruesome blessing. He leaned down, whispering,

“Ouch. I thought you like kissing him? Ow!”

Meya rubbed her smarting knuckles, which had just made solid contact with his shoulder. A swathe of black streaked by the corner of her eye, calling her attention, and so she ignored her pervert husband’s fake whimpers.

They approached the summit of the uphill road. Familiar shrubbery on both sides of the sloping path gave way to a sea of quaint trees with flat canopies like overturned plates, which ended at the feet of midnight-black stone walls adorned with black banners, encircled by a steaming moat.

Beyond the town, a vast expanse of bald, blue-gray dunes sprawled towards the shadow of a mountain range which had its many sharp heads lost in lakes of gray-bellied clouds. Those must be the fabled Sands of Caesonai and the Blue Mountains.

Coris halted Jetta at the crest of the hill, as Meya strained in her saddle to see past the horse’s head.

“That’s Manor Jaise?” she eked out.

“Hm-hmm,” Coris confirmed, a smile laced into his voice. He didn’t seem at all alarmed. Meya stared unblinking at the eerie black banners, the faint shroud of white smoke, growing ever more restless with every breath.

“Did their lord die? Have they been sacked? Why are the walls all black? What’s with that smoke coming from the moat? ’Tis been set ablaze, ’tis has!”

Coris rocked with stifled laughter, then leaned down and nuzzled his nose into her cheek. Meya gasped and jolted, her whole face flushing. Despite herself, she was privately flattered.

“Everything’s fine, Meya,” chuckled Coris. He jostled the reins, stirring Jetta to resume her trot. “Jaise means black in Ancient West. It’s their color. As for the fumes, Jaise’s famous for their hot springs. And last I heard, Lady Winterwen is very much alive.”

Meya blinked at the sound of that exotic name, and also the fact that a Lady, not Lord, held power in this town.

“Winterwen?”

Coris’s arms tightened ever slightly around her.

“It means winter’s joy.”

“Why, that’s one name to kill for.”

“So is yours.”

Meya bit her lip and dipped her head. Fear lurked in his tender voice. She was unsure how to act around him. After all the hurtful things she’d said, all the things that had transpired, she just didn’t know where to start.

She glanced about her, desperate for distraction. They were soon approaching the forest of flat trees, and Meya only now realized it wasn’t a forest but rather an orchard. The trees stood in neat rows, flanked by fuming irrigation trenches.

Among the rows of trees were scattered dozens of their planters. They stood on tiptoes, reaching into the tangled branches, plucking bright orange, oddly-shaped blobs and squiggles that had blossomed straight from the bark, dropping handfuls of them into wicker baskets propped on their waists.

The farmers themselves were just as curious, draped in black cloaks head to waist, their faces covered in glossy black masks with holes for the nostrils and a grille over the mouth. Their sleeves, their trousers and their boots were also black.

Some of them had decorated their veils with colorful beads and embroidery, their masks with artistic dabs of bright paint, but some left their black unsullied.

“What are they picking? What are these trees?” Meya asked out of the corner of her mouth.

“Gum trees,” Coris whispered back. “They grow only in Jaise, and it’s said they keep the Sands from creeping further. Jaise gum is exported across the country. It has countless uses.”

“And why are they all dressed like that? Do we have to dress like that, too?” Meya lowered her voice even further. The mere sight of the eerie, eyeless masked men and women sapped the air of heat, and she shivered in her cloak.

“As with all towns, visitors are encouraged to sample their traditions.” Coris clasped her hand in his, holding the reins between them, as he prattled on airily,

“The creed of Jaise is that the world’s ills are caused by the judgment of outside appearance. Having two eyes, humans cannot help but be beguiled by physical beauty.”

“So, by cloaking their bodies in a shapeless veil, shrouding their faces behind a mask, Jaisians rid themselves of vanity or shame towards their own bodies, and judge others from their words and actions. Marriages are based on mutual attraction of the heart. A most honest and equal town, in their words.”

“But, when they lie together, they’ll have to take off their masks and veils, anyway, wouldn’t they?” Meya pointed out.

“Ideally, by then they would have already been in love. And, as they had never seen another face outside their own, they couldn’t grasp the concept of beauty.”

“But shouldn’t the comparison begin the moment they see a second face? First their wives, then their babes.”

“Exactly. Some wise men also believe perception of beauty is weaved into our very nature. It couldn’t be subdued unless one were blind from birth,” Coris agreed. He continued, his voice now lifeless,

“Still, a perfect town for Greeneyes to blend in. Your mind is made, I take it?”

Meya froze as she grasped his hint. She turned to find him downcast, slumped in his saddle, hands on his thighs, fingers loosely curled around the reins. Her chest tightened, pained to see him so blue as it always was. She reached for his hand, warmed it in hers.

“I’m sorry. About this morning, and last night,” she mumbled. Coris remained silent. “I dinnae mean what I said. I dinnae mean to leave…you.”

She confessed, a whisper on the cool breeze. Coris didn’t respond with words, yet his chest tensed against her back, and his pulse thrummed.

She surfaced to his wavering silvery eyes. Then, he was leaning down, and her eyes were falling close. As the mare trotted on, as countless strangers looked on, she laid back and held him to her heart, pressing her lips up to his as hard as he was pressing down. Mingled, salty tears trickled into the mix. Finally, she drew apart to breathe.

“I’m fine now, I’m back,” she murmured, shivering hands tucking strands of dark hair behind his ear.

“I’ve done nothing for you,” Coris breathed, his voice trembling with guilt. Meya shook her head, rubbing her forehead against his.

“Dun say that. You know you have.”

For a moment, they held each other, then gradually their good senses returned. Coris straightened, pulling Meya upright with him. He glanced nervously at both sides of the road, and Meya felt her cheeks burn as well.

“You made peace so quickly,” said Coris, his voice overly hearty. Meya nodded vigorously, both agreeing not to discuss what they’d just done. “I was asking Zier about having Frenix talk to you. You know, as a fellow Greeneye.”

“You mean to tell Frenix?” Meya gawked. Coris cocked his head.

“And Heloise. We must let all Greeneyes know eventually, mustn’t we? It’s simply a matter of time.”

Heloise.

Oh, Freda.

Meya churned her lips as she dithered. Now she must tell him about Lady Agnes, but where should she start? How did one even start telling one’s husband his long-lost first love was alive? And why would one even want to?

’Tis no time for jealousy, Meya. You’re a big dragon lass. Trust in Coris. He’s with you now.

Meya chanted in her heart as she leaned her head against his meatless chest, soothing her frayed nerves with the steady rhythm of his heartbeat against her cheek, picturing and choosing the words with which she would tell him, and his reactions to them.

Coris nudged her arm with his.

“So, what happened? How come you accepted it so simply?”

“Just had a talk with Lady Arinel, is all,” Meya stalled for time.

“What talk?” Coris wasn’t easily placated.

Meya surrendered with a disgruntled huff. Deciding she should just wing it, come what may, she turned to face his impatience.

“You really wanna know?”

Coris raised his eyebrows, wary, then dipped a few cautious nods. Shaking her head, Meya drew a deep breath, prayed for the best, resigned for the worst, then unleashed the beast—

“Agnesia Graye’s alive and hiding in our entourage. Klythe’s lost at sea on the way to Everglen, and we must find him.”

Silence fell, interspersed by the sound of Jetta’s hooves and snippets of harvest songs from the gum farmers. Meya held her breath, forcing her eyes to maintain the bond even as they watered.

Coris sat petrified save for his blinking eyes, which then rolled up in their sockets as he toppled backwards in his saddle like a sack of potatoes.

“CORIS!”


Sharper When Broken

Coris awakened to himself sprawled across Meya’s lap, a vial of salt hovering at his nose, and three women keeping an unblinking vigil from the opposite bench. His roving eyes settled upon Agnes, and he sat up. Meya took it as her cue to slither out the door, but he rested a gentle hand on her shoulder.

“Do stay, Meya.”

She gawked at him. The look in his eyes was as much a plea as a command, so she settled back in her corner, sulking in private, sneaking glances as Coris struck up nervous conversation with Lady Agnes.

Despite her fears, they were businesslike throughout. Agnes confirmed and apologized for her father’s sabotage of Hadrian, then plunged into the pressing matter of finding Persephia. That was where she handed the baton to Meya. Much to her bashfulness, Meya laid out her theory on the identity, whereabouts, and recent movements of the lost Graye twin.

She held her breath and clenched her hands. Coris twiddled the salt vial in his long, pale fingers, nodded to himself then surfaced with a smile.

“That was some remarkable observation and deduction, Meya. I share your conclusion.” Meya melted and brightened at his compliment. Coris straightened and pocketed the vial, glancing at each of the four women.

“Let’s discuss tonight. I’ll gather those we can trust, devise a way to keep our suspect occupied elsewhere. We must decide what we can no longer say in her presence, learn what she knows, and what she means to do with it. Tomorrow once we enter town, I have an audience with Lady Jaise. We’ll be separated, with you spending the day in her close company. We have only tonight to practice, and my brother’s life at stake.”

He declared sharply, his eyes sweeping the throng. Though pale, Arinel pursed her lips and nodded, mustering courage to protect her beloved. Agnes wrung her trembling hands, conflicted over antagonizing her own sister, while Meya shivered in fear.

“Can’t I go with you?” she bargained, knowing all too well she was the least experienced with espionage, and if Persephia was three-quarts as smart as Coris, she’d be drowned. Also, she hated being excluded, having had seventeen years of that, being underage, a girl, a peasant, a Greeneye and all.

Coris blinked, then gave her a reassuring smile.

“You’d better go have a tour of the town. It’s a valuable experience.” He laid a placating hand over hers, but his eyes betrayed a glimpse of worry. Meya narrowed her eyes.

“More valuable than what you’re gunna discuss with Lady Jaise?” Coris grimaced as Meya loomed over him. “What’s the matter, Coris? Why can’t I join you?”

“Because you’re not the real Arinel, Meya,” Agnes replied, fixing Meya with her single working eye, a note of dread and awe in her voice,

“Jaisians grow up not seeing other people’s faces. So, they’ve come to recognize people by their voices. No matter how hard we try, lies leak out through our face, carriage and voice. And Jaisians are good at detecting them. Especially Lady Winterwen. One word from you, and she’d know.”

Meya shuddered, mired in dilemma. She wanted to be in that meeting, but there was no telling what would ensue should her cover ever be blown, again.

“But what if the lady invites Meya for dinner, milady?” Gretella pointed out. “It’d be rude to not have the wife of a guest join her table, especially since she’s a woman-ruler herself.”

Coris frowned at the floorboards, then blew a soft sigh.

“We might have to switch back to the real Arinel for the time being, but let’s leave the worrying for when that happens,” he added hastily at the horrified reactions of real and fake-Arinel, squeezing Meya’s sweaty hand.

Meya met his eyes, studied his careworn expression. Though it galled her to have to stand down while others get to do all the important work, again, it might be best not to push her luck with Lady Jaise.

Sighing, she slithered her hand from under his and clasped it over his instead. Clinging to the windowsill, she poked her head outside.

Now that they were near, Meya noticed the towering black wall wasn’t painted, but tiled with polished mosaics, from the lightest shade of gray to the deepest of black, arranged into mesmerizing patterns.

A line of stone crow-heads jutted out along the wall’s skirt, steaming water pouring from their beaks into the churning moat below amid a billowing curtain of vapor. The faint smell of rotten eggs hung in the air. Gum trees blanketed both sides of the road.

“What’re you discussing with Lady Jaise, anyway?” Meya turned back to Coris with a frown. “Why are we stopping here? Dun seem to be much to refill here in terms of provisions, apart from gum and water.”

Coris stared at his hand, fondling Meya’s fingers.

“There’s something wrong with the soil,” he sighed. “Almost all nutrients have gone. Crops are withering all the way from Amplevale to Noxx. I’ll negotiate with Winterwen to sell us water from Jaise’s springs to enrich the soil, buy us more time to figure out the cause. The springs came all the way from Fyr’s Lake, so they’re chock full of nutrients.”

“From the rotting, melting bodies of hundreds of thousands of drowned sinners festering in that black bog? Yea, I’m not eating those crops.” Pulling a face, Meya shook her head. Coris burst out a laugh as he mussed her hair.

“There goes the blasphemous dragon lady.”

Giggling, Meya swatted his hand off. Agnes, Arinel and Gretella met eyes, smiling, and allowed the couple a moment of levity.

“I did notice trees and plants growing feeble along the way, but crops are doing fine here,” Arinel commented.

“I’ve noticed, too. And I’ve seen this before,” Meya agreed, a foreboding shadow over her downcast eyes. As Coris blinked at her, she lifted his hand off her head and plopped it on her lap, playing with his fingers.

“Right before the Famine, crops and grass were growing yellow and feeble. Cattle and sheep and goat ran dry. And chicken and ducks stopped laying. Fruits and flowers dropped like rain. We mulched and mulched the fields, but we couldn’t save the harvest.”

Coris gaped, unblinking. Gretella shivered as she turned fearfully to him.

“Will Hadrian pull through this, milord?”

Her voice betrayed deep-seated fear. Though she hadn’t witnessed the Crosset Famine, she’d probably survived some other famine, or worse, famines, in her youth. Coris started out of his trance and met her gaze.

“Bailiff Mansfuld’s doing all he can, but I doubt we can save this harvest.” He shook his head with a sigh, “but we still have the storehouse grain. And we caught wind of this early on. Father could order a food ration, switch to hardy crops with deep roots.”

“What about the livestock? They won’t have grass to graze on, and hay doesn’t keep so long,” Agnes asked. Coris nodded, a slow, heavy nod.

“We may slaughter them early, preserve their meat and fat.” He fell against the cushions and closed his eyes, “and we may have to allow some hog and deer hunting in the Lord’s Forest.”

“Deer? But…they’re your family’s symbol!” Meya sputtered. Coris hung his head. Arinel let out a long, mournful sigh.

“Zier would be heartbroken. He loves deer.”

It wasn’t just Zier. Meya felt it as profoundly as the others. Every noble clan and its people had their symbol animal. The prospect of Hadrian driven to butchering their own deer for food was spine-chilling as the sight of Crosset’s snow gyrfalcon torn to blood-soaked morsels.

Meya’s hands shook as she recalled the famine she’d survived. She squeezed Coris’s hand, and he reciprocated.

Like wagons of May Fest tourists, misfortune rolled in towards Meya and whatever neighborhood she’d set foot into, one after another. Although she tried her best to deny and debunk it, for once, Meya couldn’t help thinking it might be down to her rotten Greeneye luck.

* * *

Morning light glanced off the gleaming black facets of Jaise’s wall. The heavy drawbridge straddling Jaise’s steaming moat buckled and groaned as wagon after wagon paraded across in opposite directions behind weary horses. In perfect contrast to the human digestive tract, arrivals were processed slower than departures.

A line of masked guardsmen armored in black fortified the gaping entrance the drawbridge left in its wake. When Sir Jarl approached on his handsome white mare, two guards standing on either side tilted their pikes to bar his entry. They took note of the crimson banners, the adornments on the carriages and steeds.

“Be this the entourage of Lord and Lady Hadrian?” The guard on the left drawled, his voice filtered through the metal grille over his mouth.

“Aye.” Sir Jarl produced a scroll from his cloak and handed it to the guard. The masked man broke the seal, unfurled it, then nodded to his comrade to the right, who turned to Sir Jarl.

“Her Grace has received Baron Hadrian’s letter. She is pleased to welcome you to our humble town.” All the guards bowed and straightened in perfect unison, then the one on the right continued,

“While in the open within the Black Walls, visitors are encouraged to wear the Jaise mask. How many are in your entourage?”

The guard craned his neck as if to peer into the curtained windows and sniff out stowaways. Sir Jarl presented a second, much thicker scroll, containing names of everyone from Lord Hadrian to the youngest maid.

After some frantic counting, rushing in and out, barking orders back and forth, a mountain of black drawstring pouches were levered out and dispensed to the visiting party.

Jerald reached towards a guard tottering under a pile of pouches, relieved him of six, distributed it to his passengers, then settled down with his own.

Meya dipped her hand into her pouch. Her fingers brushed the cool, smooth curve of the mask, then a handful of vials rolling around the bottom. She pulled out the mask, then tipped the bag upside-down. Squatty, cork-stoppered glass vials filled with red, yellow, blue, green and white dye tumbled into her lap, all equipped with tiny brushes for painting. Meya gulped sticky spit down her parched throat.

Fyr, where is Myron when I need him?

Hoping for help or a fellow soul who lacked artistic flair, Meya sneaked glances at the others. Arinel sucked on the end of her brush, dithering. Agnes had ditched her old half-mask and donned the shiny Jaise mask. Mirror in one hand, she dabbed paint on the mask as one would cosmetics.

Gretella hadn’t bothered decorating her mask, grumbling as she warred with the leather cord tangled in the loose hair from her bun. Coris bent low over his, tongue stuck out, tracing red curlicues on the edges. Sensing Meya’s scrutiny, he glanced her way with a smirk, then returned to his art.

Cursing under her breath for a drop of spit to plunge from his tongue and ruin his work, Meya turned to Jerald. He’d returned to the reins, navigating the meandering, booby-trapped tunnel leading away from the main gate (Meya could’ve sworn she saw murder-holes in the ceiling).

“Sir Bayne, can you help me with this later?”

Meya hollered, waving her mask. Jerald turned around, mask on. Meya shrank back, unnerved by the glassy, black, empty eye sockets staring back at her. Behind the metal grille, Jerald’s lips curled into a smile, and he nodded. Despite the lack of eye holes, he seemed to be seeing plainly.

Intrigued, Meya held her mask to her face. What seemed to be impenetrable black glass from the outside was clear as the windowpanes back in Hadrian Castle on the inside.

“Goodly Freda! ’Tis bright as day in here!”

“The masks are specially made,” Coris chimed in airily. Meya turned around to find him putting finishing touches on his mask in green paint. They had breached the torch-lit tunnel onto the green lawn between the walls, and daylight had streamed back in.

“The glass is transparent on one side, opaque on the other. A strategic function for windows, come to think of it.”

After dotting one last green spot, Coris picked up his white quill and spelled out his name on the forehead. Meya decided to follow suit. She’d just finished inking the first squiggly line of the M with trembling hands when the carriage trundled through the inner gate. Curiosity overwhelmed her. She slid on the mask and poked her head out the window.

Her jaw dropped. She’d expected a town draped in the color of midnight, but the scenery was vibrant and eye-watering as if she had stepped into a town where May Fest never ended.

Flat-roofed houses on both sides of the road were blanketed with the same mosaics and dizzying patterns but with all colors of the rainbow. The sandstone road was decorated with mosaic art, arranged into sentient suns, moons and stars. Canals run by the road, coursing with spring water. Pipes branched into dwellings and shops. Hot water flowed in with excited tourists, while sewage pipes slithered out and slipped underground unnoticed.

Despite the bright colors and life, some doors carried white banners sporting a triangle colored in black paint, the Latakian symbol of death, its colors inverted, names and deathdays written underneath.

“Psst, Lexi?” Meya hissed at her personal Latakian encyclopedia.

“Hmm?” Coris looked up from his mask with a raised eyebrow. Meya scooted close, cupping her hand over her mouth as she whispered at his ear.

“Did some plague sweep through here? Look at them death banners.”

“Oh, those.” Coris grinned as he leaned against the cushions. “Those aren’t the actual dead. That’s why the colors are inverted.”

“Eh?” Meya spared a second glance outside the window, just as another white banner sailed by. “Then why in the three lands—”

Chuckling, Coris looped his arm around her shoulder.

“Jaisians believe it’s important to always be aware of death. Newborns will be welcomed by a coffin straight from the Lord or Lady Jaise. Whenever you like, you can put up your name and deathday on the bulletin.”

“On your designated deathday, as you lie in your coffin, folk would come to pay respects. They’d deliver eulogies, speaking honestly of your good and bad deeds, thanks and grievances, but the worst punishment,” Coris unfurled his crafty grin, then leaned in and whispered in her ear, “is having no visitors.”

Meya blew a sigh of awe. She turned and marveled at the dazzling, rowdy town once more.

“By Freda, I’m loving this town already.” Coris laughed in agreement.

“If you love it now, wait ’til you see their bathhouses.”

Tourists disappeared into sandstone houses perfectly dry and energetic, and filed out with hair slicked back and shining wet, drowsy grins peeking from behind grilles, damp towels on their shoulders.

Meya glanced at her chest, and her cheeks flushed. She couldn’t afford a dip in the bathhouse back in Crosset, so she’d taken her baths in the river. Even then, she avoided the other girls as much as possible, and vice versa.

If her glowing eyes didn’t become a subject of disgust and fear, her precocious breasts would be one for endless ridicule, gossip and scandalized looks. According to the elders, the size of one’s pillows reflected the looseness of one’s character. Considering the circumstances in which she lost her virginity, for once, they may be right.

Her shoulders hunched, Meya folded in on herself. Coris blinked in alarm, but before he could investigate, the carriage lurched to a stop.

Jolted from her reverie, Meya scrambled for the window and poked her head out again. Wagons and carriages led away before them in double file towards a sandstone plaza. At the heart of the jammed roundabout stood a gigantic fountain blanketed in black mosaic and shrouded in vapor. A pillar of stone arced over the zenith like a rainbow, bearing Jaise’s motto carved in large, bold letters.

Sharper When Broken

Tourists poured out of wagons and made their way to the fountain, carrying jars, goblets, mugs and bottles. Some even toted barrels. Jerald craned his neck to see if he could edge any further, then sighed and turned to Coris.

“The women can get down here and walk around. We’ll come pick you up for dinner in the castle later.”

Gretella and the girls gathered their belongings. Coris followed suit, snatching his cloak and gold.

“I’ll escort them awhile.” He sprang up, looped the drawstring of his purse around his belt and slipped on his mask. He jumped down first, then helped Jerald ease the women down. Meya, then Agnes, Arinel and Gretella.

Arinel’s mask was adorned with drawings of flowers and herbs. Agnes had inked a stunning outline of a white peacock. His elaborate tail cascaded down her left cheek.

Though Coris hadn’t commented, Meya’s face was roasting beneath her mask. She turned pointedly away, picked up the hems of her dress and stalked off, all too well aware of the lonely, ugly, “I” (unfinished M) smack in the middle of her forehead.

When Coris caught up with her, Meya found herself skidding to a halt before one of the dozens of roadside stands, hosted by a woman with saggy breasts and a curved back. Her parched lips creaked into a welcoming smile framed with wrinkles behind the grille. Her white, uneven teeth gleamed like the faceted, jet-black stilettos and spearheads on the threadbare rug. Her glass mask shone like the rows of glazed pottery also for sale.

Her pottery was unlike any Meya had ever seen. They looked like broken shards of clay glued together by gold, silver and copper. She knelt and picked one, turning it round in her hand. Shining on the inner rim of the bowl was Jaise’s motto in gold.

Coris knelt beside her.

“Sharper When Broken,” Meya muttered. She set down the bowl and surveyed the rest of the goods on display. “Makes me think of glass.”

Coris picked up a miniature spearhead on a leather cord, pressing its tip against his finger.

“Another of Jaise’s key exports is the volcano glass blade. Favored by assassins and healers alike. Obsidian reveals its deadliest edge when broken. Sharper and thinner than finest steel, hence the motto.”

“Can the same be said of people, though?” Meya challenged. Coris pursed his lips, then cocked his head.

“Well, as the saying goes, that which does not kill one makes one stronger.”

“That poison dinnae make you stronger,” Meya pointed out.

“Not physically, mentally,” Coris chuckled wearily. Meya giggled.

“I know! I was pulling your leg. Still, why d’you want people to break you? Each time glass breaks, it loses a part of itself, and it gets smaller, and sharper, more of a danger to anyone who handles it. And if you try putting it back together, it just falls apart.”

Coris cocked his head in thought, then turned away to explore the array of merchandise. His roaming hand settled on a leaf-green cup littered with golden cracks. He handed it to Meya.

“There was a Safyrian artisan named Jayri, famous for repairing broken pottery with precious metals. Her philosophy is what was broken can become whole again. Their scars are what makes each of them unique.”

Meya looked up from the cracked cup, intrigued. Coris’s smile widened.

“The lucky few are born into, and prefer to lead sheltered lives. They remain forever whole and unscathed. The unfortunate is born on the mouth of hell. The adventurous seek out the steepest cliffs. Many would fall and shatter. Only the remarkable few would take their pieces and rebuild them into a lasting masterpiece.”

As Meya pondered it, Coris turned to ask the vendor for the price. He produced a silver coin from his pouch, handed it to the old lady, then clasped his hand over the green-and-gold cup and Meya’s slack fingers. As Meya gawked, he helped her to her feet.

“Go take a few drinks. You’re a dragon, you need your nutrients.” He nodded towards the steaming fountain, a gentle hand on her arm.

“Far as I remember, there’s no Lattis in these waters. The signs list out all the minerals. Still, I’d say pass your coin over your bowl once, for your health.”

Meya tilted her head back, following the stream of water to the fountain’s crest. Coris’s icy hand slipped from her grasp. She whirled around, but he was already a few steps away.

“You’re leaving already?” she called as her heart jolted in panic, suddenly so lonesome and crestfallen it surprised her. Since when had she become this attached to him, let alone anyone? His lips unfurled into his signature smile.

“I’ve been here before. You have fun. See you at dinner.”

He strode back to their carriage. Meya stared after his back until the last sliver of his crimson cloak vanished into the doorway, fingering the cup’s icy skin. It hadn’t warmed to the touch of his bloodless hands.


Relapse

The fountain’s water curtain cascaded into the rippling pool below, its deafening roar chorused by the hum of the crowd, interrupted by whimsical plonks of bowls, mugs and buckets, as masked tourists jostled for a gulp or more of the blessed water.

Heat radiated from her cup, warming her chilly fingers. Meya’s burnished reflection looked up at her from the copper sign. Black letters rolled across her forehead and cheeks, alchemy-ish names followed by advertisements of their healing properties, ranging from promoting smoother skin and blood circulation to curtailing foot odor.

Out of curiosity and caution, Meya read the passage through twice. There was no mention of Lattis, but there could very well be traces lurking unnoticed. Still, say there weren’t, how much difference would it make? If Lattis were everywhere in Latakia, then Meya had lived seventeen years eating, drinking, wearing, breathing invisible Lattis essence. If Lattis were poison as Gillian put it, how many years had she shaved from her dragon lifespan? These daily intakes of trace amounts of Lattis might be the reason Greeneyes lived about as long as normal humans, despite not being entirely made of the same humors.

The chilling realization sapped moisture from her lips. Meya licked and chewed the flaking skin as she eyed her drink, hesitant to take a sip although it was by all means ordinary water.

So this was why dragons crossed over Latakia for Nostra. Even elemental, unrefined, Lattis still harmed Greeneyes. It was Freda signaling to them they didn’t belong in this land.

A wave of lonesome, bone-chilling cold spread from her fingertips, up her arms to her heart. Still, the defiant little voice within refused to be swallowed, its whispered plea glancing off the uncaring, rigid back of the goddess.

But I was born on this land.

“If we find that dowry, then we can be anywhere you want to be. Latakia. Nostra. Everglen. Take your pick.”

Meya nodded slowly to herself. This must be why Gillian came after The Axel. He must have been tired of dragons being confined to Nostra under the emperor’s fist, or withering away in Latakia, sapped of life day by day by unseen demons.

And yet, what in the three lands could something so tiny it could fit in young Zier’s gullet do to a Latakia-sized lode of poisonous Lattis ore? If only they’d captured Gillian, they would’ve secured the answers long since. Drown Zier for ruining it all.

Sighing, Meya dithered on the best destination for her water, down her throat, back in the fountain, or splash on the sandstone.

“There you are!” a strident call pierced the air, alongside nails like feline claws wringing the flesh of her arm.

“Youch! What in the—!”

Meya jolted, barely keeping a hold on her beloved cup. Hands dripping with hot spring water, she wheeled around with teeth bared and glare at the ready, just to lose her fluff at Gretella’s finger hovering threateningly under her nose.

“You don’t just run off alone in a crowded square in an unknown town, you dung-headed lass! What would you do if you’d lost us? Stay forever?”

Meya flinched back to put some distance between that pudgy finger and her nostrils. Lady Arinel stood behind her grandma, arms crossed and lips pursed, not in the least moved to lend aid.

“I’m sorry, Nurse. I was just…” Meya trailed away, having spotted the two children the old woman shepherded at her side. One was Frenix Pearlwater, with his stringy build, dark brown skin like walnut wood, and short, fuzzy black hair like tufts of goose-down. The other was little Amara Hyacinth, her silky, wavy black hair cropped short at her chin, her cherubic lips perpetually bent in a scowl as if lined by iron wire.

Amara’s mask was decorated in the exact same manner as Frenix’s, its face veneered with all five colors provided, masterfully guided into psychedelic swirls that curled and unfurled alongside each other yet never mingled.

Meya bent, hands on her knees.

“Hello there, little Amara. Splendid artwork.” She gestured at the little lady’s mask, then pointed between her and Frenix. “So, who copied who?”

“Whom,” corrected Frenix. At her scowl, he shone Meya a smile inset with two rows of white teeth and not a sliver of remorse. “Donghead told me to oversee your language practice in his absence.”

“Ugh!” Meya imagined her husband’s meatless neck between her clawing hands. Amara thrust up her nose, threw out her chest and crossed her chubby arms.

“I didn’t paint anything. Frenix did it.” She tilted her head at Frenix. “Girls don’t paint.”

Frenix froze, then burst out laughing.

“Well, my mother’s a girl and she paints with pearls!” he boasted proudly. Meya’s mouth watered.

“Well, my mother’s got a pearl dagger and she says girls parry, boys paint,” Amara bragged right back as she teetered on her tippy-toes.

“Well, I parry and paint better than you!” Frenix pointed out with a smirk, leaving Amara wailing and stamping her feet in despair, and Meya frowning at the exchange. Imagine growing up with Amara’s mother! She’d never seen any mother pick a sword over a kitchen knife for her daughter.

“Hyacinth,” the wind whispered in her ear as if it had heard her mind. Meya spun around to a dozen eyeballs glowing bright green, rolling in all directions in blood-red sockets.

“Fyr’s Bollocks!”

She backpedaled into the copper sign with a shriek. The young woman behind the mask doubled over with wheezing laughter, clapping her hands in glee as Meya staggered upright, massaging her buttocks with one hand, righting the wobbling sign with the other.

“Fione?”

Fione waved a feeble hand, fanning away belly cramps.

“I spooked a Greeneye with green eyes. As wise men say, one is one’s worst enemy,” she gasped then succumbed to laughter once more.

Mumbling curses under her breath as she smoothed a hand down her bosom, Meya turned to the girl next to Fione. Her mask was the color of her hair, with defiant streaks of blue and olive green peeking here and there. It reminded Meya of the time Jezia brought her paint and fine parchment, and she’d given them to Myron. Poor boy then attempted to paint Freda’s rainbow, but, due to lack of expertise, ended up mixing the colors together into the shade of cesspit sludge.

A ray of malice radiated unfiltered from behind the ruined mask, and Meya caught herself still staring, but curiosity beckoned, so she braved the lady’s fury with a simper.

“What happened to your mask, Heloise?”

“Don’t ask,” Heloise replied through seething teeth, sizzling with venom. It was a wonder the grille over her mouth hadn’t melted apart.

“Because I tell it best,” Fione stepped in, having recovered from her fit. Ignoring Heloise’s unseen glower, she cocked her head at the smirking Frenix, “I bet her ten latts she couldn’t pull off Frenix’s technique. Paid for my Jayri bowl and a gum drink.”

She held up her cracked white bowl joined with copper, filled with a steaming, viscous black liquid, which Lady Arinel seemed to be eyeing. She took a sip, then let out a sigh of bliss.

“Ah, taste of the Heights. Have a sip, Haselle? Pick you right up after all that crying.”

Without further persuasion, Lady Agnes pounced for the mysterious potion as if on tenterhooks, downing it eagerly. Its sickly sweet smell made Meya hungry all of a sudden as well.

“I-I-I was nervous! Give me time and privacy, and I’ll master it,” sputtered Heloise. Fione rolled her painted eyes at her pigheaded friend.

“Loe, Freda’s blessing falls like rain. You get some on the head, you miss the rest. Frenix’s got his art. You’ll find yours.”

A guttural, slurping noise interrupted the row, and all turned round. Lady Agnes had her head tipped back, licking every last drop of gum from Fione’s bowl. Noticing the masked faces turned to her, she returned to her senses and gingerly lowered the bowl, which Arinel promptly pried from her trembling fingers and returned to the gaping Fione.

“Goodly Freda, Haselle. Where were your manners?” she scolded her friend, then bowed and shone the rest of them a hasty smile,

“How about a hot bath, my ladies? The Pearly Falls is a must-see. We’d better hurry before all the pools are taken.”

* * *

The entrance to the Pearly Falls was a tiny outhouse squeezed between sprawling sandstone manors, smothered by copious amounts of steam billowing through their every orifice, often overlooked by first-time visitors who, after having spotted it from a double-take, would then proceed to scratch their heads. How in the three lands would the humble shack host a hundred bathing pools? A latrine, arguably.

Meya, her entourage in tow, entered the outhouse and descended the narrow, torchlit staircase concealed within, which fell steeply into a stone chamber. There, masked women stood welcoming them with wide smiles behind metal grilles. Still, where was the pearly? And where was the falls?

Once they’d paid for their dip in the pools, they ventured into the underground complex. The catacombs, fortified by wooden scaffolds, twisted, turned and branched fearlessly into the deep dark. Fire flickered within dusty lamps, glancing off yellow-brown and coal-black ledges of jagged shale and raw jet protruding from the walls, like termite-plagued wood.

Set in the walls were rows of numbered doors. Some leaked moans and grunts of rigorous lovemaking as Meya passed, but they did nothing to arouse her desire. She couldn’t imagine enjoying an hour of passion with Coris in this dank, drab, crumbling, suffocating, disused underground mine. By Fyr, she wouldn’t even think of taking an afternoon nap here. She preferred sunlight and open air to this precarious subterranean crypt.

Her fellow Greeneyes seemed just as unnerved. Heloise huddled her shoulders and smoothed goosebumps from her arms. Frenix had fallen silent, with twitchy footwork in his every other step.

Could this be a Greeneye thing? Dragons are creatures of the sky. Stands to reason they…we…would fear being trapped underground.

The bathhouse lady left them in front rooms 25 and 26 with directions to the pool. Meya filed inside one after Arinel, Agnes and Gretella to find herself in a lamplit cavern with a walled latrine in the corner, a set of table and chairs, and a mattress with pillows and a woolen blanket.

The bathhouse lady had instructed them to wash before heading to the pools. The latrine was large enough for two at a time, so Gretella and Agnes decided to go first.

Once the splashes of water had risen in earnest, Arinel threw her mask onto the mattress, snatched Meya’s arm then dragged her to the furthest wall.

“Milady, what—”

“Shh!”

Pausing only to grab the blanket, Arinel nestled in the nook of the cave, tugged Meya to her knees, then cast the blanket over them both.

Solid darkness. In the dim orange light, the mask no longer functioned as well, and so Meya tugged it off.

“Milady, what’s with this? Can’t we talk in the open?” she hissed at Arinel’s silhouette and her eyes glinting in the gloom.

“That gum drink,” Arinel ignored her. “I know that smell. There’s laudanum in there,” she spat, her voice reeking of disgust.

“Laudanum? So?” Meya raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “Coris sprinkles some in his nightcap. ’Tis great for good night’s sleep.”

Arinel froze as if cursed to stone, save for her bulging, blinking eyes, then grabbed Meya’s arm with trembling fingers.

“Am I hearing this right?” Her voice rose into what could be described as a whispered scream, “Coris takes it daily?”

“Yea. Is that bad?” Meya eked out, bewildered and somewhat fearful—of the lady, not laudanum, especially as Arinel’s nails dug into her flesh, and her eyes almost wriggled free of their sockets.

“Is that bad?” she repeated so shrilly Meya’s eardrums recoiled then snatched her shoulders, rattling her senseless. “Meya, you must stop him immediately! It’s very addictive! And his health would suffer!”

“What d’you mean, addictive?” Meya frowned, somewhat annoyed. Arinel drew deep breaths, struggling back to her serene old self.

“It’s like wine, but more potent. In time, he wouldn’t be able to live without it,” she explained between bouts of panting. “He’d crave more and more just to satisfy his thirst, until he takes enough of it that it kills him.”

Kills him?

A wave of freezing dread sped up her limbs to strangle her heart. Arinel’s voice sounded tinny, as if echoing down from the pinhole mouth of the deep pit Meya was in.

“The vendor probably sneaked some in there so people would keep coming back for more. You must report this to Lady Jaise, so she’d investigate.”

Meya shook away the icy fingers of fear, and her pounding heart calmed. Taking deep breaths, she nodded.

“Right, I’ll tell Coris,” she promised absently as her head spun. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe Arinel, but she found it hard to believe such a mundane cure could be that deadly. After all, Coris knew best about everything. He knew what he was doing. If he wasn’t bothered, why should she be?

“How come you know it so well?” Meya asked as much to mask her lack of disquiet as out of curiosity. A bout of shivers wracked the already panic-stricken Arinel, so Meya gathered her into her arms.

“The healer who treated Agnes’s burns had her take laudanum to ease her pain, but she never stopped,” she whispered, her voice quivering.

“We spent years weaning her off it. She rooted through the alchemist’s stores. She stole my jewels. When we cut her off all those, she went and nearly sold herself to the brothel,” Arinel sobbed. Meya tightened her embrace and rocked her gently. “If Sir Bayne hadn’t been there in time…”

Arinel shrank into Meya, fingers twisting the fabric of her tunic, her eyes shut against the horror of the memory. Yet, even as Meya patted her back consolingly, she wasn’t convinced, or concerned.

The lengths Agnes went, to get her hands on some potion? Coris wouldn’t ever be that out of control, would he? It was just a few drops to sooth his bowels, for Freda’s sake! What harm could it do? And he was much older now than Agnes when she was dealing with her burns. His pain, though constant, wasn’t as traumatic as hers. He could restrain himself, surely.

Arinel’s silent sobs subsided into sniffles. She straightened, dabbing at her watery eyes, giving Meya a squeeze of thanks with her free hand, her expression hard and solemn.

“She won’t fall to it again,” she vowed. She glared at Meya, icy fingers gouging into her arms. “And you! You swear you’ll get Coris off it. Swear to me!”

Meya raised her hands in surrender as Arinel shook her again.

“He’ll be fine, milady. He dun have it that bad, I say?” She offered a meek grin, cold sweat beading along her hairline under Arinel’s death glare. “He only takes a few drops, and he’s sleeping well, and he wakes up refreshed and happy.”

“Why is he only getting ever thinner, then?” Arinel’s lips stretched into a mirthless smile, as her brows rose and tucked themselves behind her fringe. Meya’s fingers tingled with trepidation.

“Why is he always sleeping? What about bowel movements? Is he passing regularly? Is he always nauseated or vomiting? How is he in bed? Is he having trouble satisfying you?”

“Well, yea, but…” Meya stammered as heated blood inundated her cheeks. Arinel leaned so close, she could swallow Meya whole into the yawning blacks of her eyes, but then her gaze softened, and her grip on Meya’s arms loosened.

“You can’t let down your guard, Meya.” She shook her head miserably. “Coris may be a prodigy, but he isn’t wise. He may have changed, but he isn’t free of his old ways. He lies to everyone, even himself. Zier would’ve said the same. We’ve known him since we were children, Meya. Trust me.”

Meya avoided her eyes, yet Arinel persisted,

“All these can be because he’s ill, but it can also be laudanum is exaggerating his symptoms, and he’s passing it off as poor health. You see him take a few drops before bed. You don’t see if he takes more behind your back, and he has the means to get as much as he needs, too.”

Arinel glared, demanding a response. Meya bit down on her trembling lips. She’d just made amends with Coris after his latest betrayal, and Arinel expected her to return to the days of doubting and probing his every move?

Her reunion with Coris had been a whirlwind of emotion, a tempest of peril and loss and watershed. It was difficult to believe it had been less than a moon since she’d taken his hand and stepped down from that carriage. And, just when they were settling down for some simple happiness, another setback? She wasn’t ready. She didn’t want to return. Not to battle him. Not again. Not this soon.

Still Arinel demanded of her, and still Meya resisted. Then, both girls started in unison. The splashing of water had ceased, and silence had swept back to the room. Agnes would be back out any second to find the two of them huddled under a blanket, gossiping of her.

Meya returned to Arinel still staring expectantly at her. Avoiding her gaze, she tugged the blanket off them and nodded with a halfhearted promise,

“Right, milady. I’ll talk to Coris when I get the chance.”


Falls and Foils

The song of the Pearly Falls reached to Meya, hastening her steps through the mines, swelling with every turn she took. The tunnels echoed with promises of sunlight, open air and warm baths. Lamplight glanced off a brass doorknob into her eyes. Meya caught it and turned, pushing her way to the surface.

Bright white was the first color she registered. Meya reckoned it was the blaze of the meridian sun, but once the dancing spots had ebbed out the corners of her eyes, her mouth fell open at the surreal terrain spread out before her.

The tunnel had emerged at the seams of a vast plateau laden with snow-white terraces which cascaded into a rock pool, where dozens of tourists lounged, naked but for their masks.

The mirror-like face of each terrace reflected the color of the sky, vivid blue interspersed with thick, cottony clouds. They rippled at the caress of the faintest breeze, the boorish splashes of excited human feet, ice-clear, steaming water spilling down the steps to feed the lake below.

At the zenith stood a statue of jet carved into a chough volant, its head tilted to the Heights, as if cursed to stone for the hubris of flying at the sun. A crystal orb glowed acid-green in its curved beak.

“Oh, goodly Freda,” Meya breathed as she stepped into the lukewarm, ankle-high water. Around her, fellow first-timers stood rooted in awe, forcing seasoned tourists to weave around them before stepping cautiously down to the pool below.

“We should move, Meya. We’re blocking the exit,” Arinel whispered into her ear. Meya nodded absently and allowed the lady to guide her with a gentle hand. Having regained her senses, she glanced about to find her companions cloistered around her on a small step-pool.

“Oh, Freda! This ain’t even the Heights!” she gushed to Gretella, who still admired the view and was just as breathless. The old nurse kept a tight grip on Lady Agnes’s arm, the thickened soles of her feet struggling for purchase on the smooth, slippery rocks.

“She could’ve brought me here earlier!” she lamented her wobbly legs. “Cursed kneecaps! I couldn’t clamber up there with these!” She motioned at the statue far above.

“Come with us, Nurse. You have my hand.” Frenix pranced to Gretella’s side, chest thrown out and elbow raised. She beamed him an affectionate smile, shaking her head.

“Young lord, you are most noble, but it wouldn’t do for age to hinder youth with their frailty. I’ll save us a spot in the pool. You hop along to your heart’s fill.”

“Then I’ll take you.” Arinel took her arm from Agnes.

“Oh, no, lass! Don’t bother!”

“I insist!”

Arinel led her grandmother down the treacherous stairs, one by one. Frenix’s eyes remained fixed on the top of the hill, narrowing in determination.

“Oy, Loe!” he shouted over the roar of the falls. “Race you to the top and down!”

Before Heloise even accepted the challenge, he sped off, prancing and splashing his way up the terraces. Heloise growled in annoyance then tore off in hot pursuit.

“Wait! Frenix, don’t leave me!” Poor Amara waddled off after. Fione dropped nimbly down the steps, following Arinel and Gretella.

“I’ll be lineswoman!” she yelled at the death-race participants, throwing in a taunt for good measure, “my gold’s on Frenix, by the way!”

“By Freda, they’ll crack their skulls on those ledges,” Lady Agnes tutted, lips pursed in woe and disapproval. Meya realized with a jolt it was now just the two of them, two women involved with the same man, and one was clearly inferior.

Even shrouded under her floaty white chemise, Agnes’s tall, slender figure exuded an inherent grace Meya had come to associate with Marin. Outside of her burns, the skin of her arms was even and unblemished. Her tapered fingers were capped with round, gleaming nails. Meya’s bowels churned with envy.

“Well, go stop them, then.”

Agnes turned around, her lips etching a flat, emotionless line as she waited for realization to dawn on her friend. Meya sheepishly coiled a stray lock of her hair, muttering,

“Oh, right. You can’t.”

Agnes tilted her head, a soft chuckle trickling through her lips.

“Shall we?” Desperate to ventilate the dead air, Meya flourished her hand at the chough statue. Agnes’s dainty smile widened, and she gave a little nod. Holding an arm aloft for balance, she lifted the lacy hem of her dress.

“I must warn you, I’m slow.” She raised her leg, dangling her foot above the flowing surface of the higher terrace. “Do go ahead.”

Meya stood rooted, helplessly captivated. Agnes’s calf tightened into a flawless curve as she poised her arched foot, slicing through the water with the tip of her big toe and landing firm with barely a ripple. She repeated the ritual with her other foot, then slid slowly on the smooth lime bed. There didn’t seem to be any malady plaguing her legs and feet, except for a couple of fainting, spotty purple bruises.

“What’s wrong, milady? Twisted ankle? Shoe blisters?” Meya guessed. Shaking herself awake, she started off in pursuit, wobbling as she strove to replicate Agnes’s graceful gait.

“No, I just fall easily.” Agnes unfurled a bashful smile as Meya fell into step with her, then concentrated on her feet. “Ever since I lost my eye, I keep tripping down stairs and chafing against pillars and the like.”

Meya stared at Agnes’s masked face. Behind the grille, her lips were pursed into a line as she braved another climb. Despite herself, her heart softened, and she held out her arm.

Lady Graye froze, perplexed. Meya hitched half her grimace up to what she hoped was a grin.

“You can hold on to me, if you like. If you dun mind the reek of peasantry,” she blurted before she could grab her tongue. The stuffy odor of dead air descended upon them once more, then, to Meya’s relief and horror, Agnes accepted her arm.

“Oh, Meya, Meya,” she sang, a chuckle of weary amusement in her sigh. Her smooth, cool palm slithered up Meya’s arm and found purchase in the nook of her elbow. “After all the times you’ve lain with Coris, I doubt even his hounds can tell your scents apart by this point.”

Meya colored deep crimson. She’d lost count of the number of times she appreciated the cover the mask provided. Firming her grip on Agnes’s arm, she supported the frail lady’s weight up the terraces. She would’ve clutched tighter if it weren’t for the feel of that smooth, supple flesh, without a sinew of muscle nor bulging vein. Like milk cream Morel would skim off the top of the pail, whisk into thick swirls, then dole into batter.

She was so delicate, so soft and sweet and ladylike. Coris had cried for her, every time he lamented he’d caused her death. He was with Meya simply because she was gone, but now that she was no longer gone, what would keep him with her? All it would take was for Agnes to slip on her half-mask, and she’d easily best Meya in any way.

The pools became warmer and shallower as they neared the summit, pure as freshly melted ice, yet Meya felt as if every step led her into colder, deeper, putrid puddles.

“Thank you, Meya,” said Agnes finally.

“For me humble arm, milady? Not at all.” Meya shrugged. Agnes chuckled.

“And, for not taking the chance to fling me down to my death.”

“And why in the name of goodly Freda would I do that?” Meya scoffed, unsure whether she was offended Agnes would expect such a thing of her, or vexed at why the idea hadn’t crossed her mind.

“Don’t bother with the charade. We both know the waters we’re in,” Agnes huffed in annoyance.

“Hot and mineral-rich, a cure for fish feet,” Meya grumbled in ardent support of continued bothering with charades.

“I’ve never desired Coris,” Agnes shot straight to the matter.

“But you can’t do nothing about him desiring you!” Meya snapped, then gasped, horrified by what she’d let loose in a moment of weakness.

She lurched to a halt, feet submerged in stinging hot water, Lady Agnes at her side, a soothing yet intimidating presence. Even through their masks, Meya felt the phantom of her eyes on her heating cheeks. She dipped her head, weighed under shame and turmoil.

She couldn’t comprehend the chaos within her. An hour ago, she was in a mellow mood, worried by the prospect of Coris and Agnes reunited, of course, but nowhere near this jealous, despairing, paranoid mess. Mum would diagnose it as her monthlies exacerbating her daily foul temperament, but the thing hadn’t arrived!

On her arm, Agnes’s hand shifted. Meya expected her to let go and leave, but she loosened her grip into a comforting cradle, her thumb caressing Meya’s suntanned skin, as one would comfort a nervous lamb.

“Coris was younger, a different person.” Her whisper was soft as her touch. “I believe he knows better now, and he’s more devoted to you than he ever was to me.”

Words pleasing to the ear flowed through without weight of proof. Meya shook her head, sardonic smile twisting her lips.

“Because I saved his life and I’m a dragon. His code requires him to repay me. His curiosity compels him to study me.” Her heart recoiled at the words it knew weren’t true. “I’m grateful for all he’s done, but Latakia will never accept me as Lady Hadrian. No matter how far I’ve grown out of my roots, a clump of weed grass won’t yield a rose.”

Silence was the answer, yet the soft hand remained. Tears burned in her eyes. She thrust her head back, tipping them down her gullet. She dared not face Agnes, see the condescending sneer of pity bound to be glazing those lips, so she stared straight ahead and kept walking.

“I’ll give him me all while it lasts. That’ll be the best I can do.”

A faint wind brushed past, fluttering the hems of their chemises, blowing with it laughter and squeals and chatter of carefree souls unfettered by heartache.

“I’d expected more. It’s unlike you to surrender,” said Agnes airily as she hoisted herself up another step. Meya succumbed to a glance, then lingered. Her smile was melancholic. “You two would make for an ideal match.”

Meya blew a snort, startling the graceful lady.

“You lost more than footing when you lost your eye,” she quipped, muttering grumpily, “both childhood friends, both bright, both educated, both noble, both heirs, both human—”

“Both alike in every worst way.”

Meya wheeled around, blinking. Agnes stood rooted at the heart of the pool, staring at her submerged feet.

“All the years we’ve known each other, we’ve never fought nor cried. It was all fun and laughter. We put on our best masquerades.” She shook her head, haunted by shameful memories.

“We talked on and on of the king’s reforms, of Latakia’s future, of becoming fair and able rulers to our people. Then we stood by and left our siblings to suffer in injustice, and never mentioned it.”

Agnes stared off across the plateau, a wan smile curling her lips.

“We would’ve been a peaceful, strategic match, would’ve carried on the dance throughout our lives, but what you have with him is true.”

Meya blinked, patches of heat blossoming on her cheeks as Agnes turned to her with a smile of admiration.

“You were with him barely a day, one he vaguely remembers. And he came home shaken to the core. You showed him he doesn’t need to be the monster we branded him to be. You showed him how one can give so much, even when one has so little.”

Agnes drifted closer, taking her hands in hers. Meya gawked, hardly daring to believe those reassuring words.

“Arinel wouldn’t have gone to young Coris with the truth. Arinel, who loathed him with the fire of three suns. The Coris of old would’ve exposed Zier with glee, wed Ari, forced her to bear his heir. Would’ve killed for his parents’ love, but he’s changing. And you are changing. You’re no longer so bitter, so alone, so lost.”

Her hand traveled upwards. After the barest pause of hesitance, she nudged a finger behind Meya’s mask, dabbed at the beads of tears clinging to her eyelashes. Somehow, the touch prompted more to well, and in no time Meya must help Agnes make way for them.

“I know it seems hopeless. I know how hard it is to keep faith.” Her voice was thick with emotion. Agnes herself was suffering from her uncertain love, for a man she appreciated too late, and with whom she may never have the chance to reconcile,

“But regardless of how this ends, know it hasn’t been for naught.”


Glowing Green

Meya hoisted her aching buttocks up to the topmost terrace of the Falls. Earlier climbers had formed two loose, ragged circles around the glinting statue, their clothes fluttering gingerly in the murmurs and the breeze.

She spotted a shock of curly black hair to the right, and so firmed her grip on Agnes’s hand then tiptoed along the edge of the terrace. Frenix, Amara and Heloise stood in their colorful masks, staring transfixed at the chough like the rest of the crowd. The statue’s polished facets flashed fiercely in the high noon sun. The jewel in its beak glowed acid-green.

Shuddering, Meya tore her eyes away, glancing between Frenix and Heloise in amusement.

“You said you’d race to the top and down!”

Amara whipped around, then back to the statue, her plump wee fingers twisting deep into Heloise’s chemise. All around them, frantic whispers slithered back and forth between fellow strangers. Horror and disgust gushed through the grille over their mouths, flavored by various accents.

“Whose is tha’?”

“Whot in ze zree lands are zey zinking?”

“Horrid taste of decor!”

“Musta been recent. Dun recall seein’ nuthin’ last time.”

Meya scoured the crowd, trying to pinpoint the source of each piece of gossip. A shadow swooped over the terrace from a cloud drifting before the sun. Agnes snatched her arm.

“Oh, goodly Freda! The beak! In the beak!” she gasped, jabbing a trembling finger at the statue. Meya peered up again. The sun’s blinding glare was no more, and what it once hid knocked her knees from beneath her like a hammer whack.

A metal sphere with rainbow shimmers rippling across intricate carvings, cracked at the front to reveal a sliver of white sclera. In the center sat a ring of glowing green, with a heart of shiny black.

A Greeneye’s eye. A dragon’s eye. Taken from a Greeneye. Dead or alive, she did not know. By force or willing, she was sure it was the former. To be mounted on a statue, like a fallen enemy’s head on display.

Fury, grief and humiliation bled from her heart into her blood, like poison pumped into her limbs then her fingertips. It spread into her stomach and her head, stirring the nausea at bay. Her feet faltered under the weight of her head. She barely felt Agnes’s hands on her arms, keeping her from plummeting to the rocks below.

“’Tis a gum farmer’s boy, guardsman here’s sayin’.”

A tourist man offered his two latts to the pool of folk wisdom. As faces turned to his, he motioned to a burly man a little way away. Judging from the light-brown skin around his mouth, he was a Jaisian local, concealed in the signature black cloak. He shook his head, sighing.

“Poor boy. His rotten father lost big at the gamble-house. Owed the Falls’ owner all his worth, so he pawned off his son’s eye.”

Gasps rent the air. A petite Aquarian woman with olive skin and straight black hair in a pinned bun raised her shaking fist.

“Greeneye or nhot, zis iz outrazeous!” she cried, “I wouldn’t zell ze smallest toe of me babe for anyzing! Drown zat man in ze Lake!”

A chorus of murmurs and nods rose in agreement across the terrace. Then came a challenge,

“Agh, lass. Take it easy on yeh poor ’art.” The old man lowered the brush-broom he’d been scrubbing the statue with. Leaning his veined, knobby arm on the handle, he waved his hand.

“Boy still got an eye, ’e sees fine. Dinnae hurt when they took it outta him neither. Popped straight out with nary a drop of blood nor tear. I was there, I saw. The socket’s pure silver metal!”

“But still, putting it on show? How do you expect us to bathe with that staring down at us?”

Another woman, a blonde westerner, jabbed a pudgy finger at the eye. Hearty laughter rang from the other end of the crowd from a heavy-set Jaisian woman with copious locks of shiny black hair flowing to her knees.

“Agh, tourists. There’s a lucky charm, ain’t it? Glassblowers and blacksmiths wear them round their necks. Protect from burns, see. Hang one from your doorframe, not one tongue of fire will cross the threshold.”

“You’re on a waterfall, for Freda’s sake. What d’you need charms against fire for?” a hulking, snowy Icemeet man called out.

“Of course, there’s more than that,” said the old statue cleaner. All eyes returned to him, except the one on the statue. Meya wished it would, if only to relieve these morons of some of their cocky cheer.

The old man’s smile stretched wider. He relished the attention folk of his station rarely enjoy from the rich tourists, at the expense of Greeneyes.

“You pale folk bury your dead, dun you? Well, we burn ’em here, see. Dun have land to spare. And those Greeneyes when they die, shoulda seen them pyres.”

The old man leaned in, and enthralled tourists mirrored him. Meya resisted the urge. From the way her brain twirled in her skull, she’d spill her guts on the redhead in front if she did.

“Takes a lot to burn a Greeneye. First, undertaker’s gotta bleed ’em out. Their blood puts out fire, see. Curst hard to set alight. Fetch good gold in the market, though. Best fireproof polish ever. But once you got the flame goin’, ’tis bright green like their eyes. And when the fire dies, that’s when the crowd rushes in.”

“For what?” a young man blurted out, breathless as Coris staggering up the keep stairs to his room. The old man cackled.

“The bones and the eyes, of course!” Agnes’s nails dug into Meya’s flesh as she frantically hissed her name—Meya must have faltered. “Their bones are metal, lad! And those eyes, they never burn. They never dim. They never rot. For hundreds and hundreds of years! The smart Greeneyes, they’d tell their children to pluck out their eyes first. Or undertaker might keep ’em for himself!”

Astounding revelations dealt blow after blow to her battered heart. Perhaps, if all these had been unearthed by a fellow Greeneye or an ally, with Meya to witness it firsthand, it would’ve come as less of a shock, or even be a source of wonder and delight.

But here, delivered callously for entertainment. To learn that the flesh, blood and bone of her kind were resources to be harvested, lucky charms, fireproof polish, metal to feed furnaces. How long had this continued in this town? In the whole of Latakia? Would she walk into glowing eyeballs mounted over a doorway in Safyre, or along her way to Easthaven, too?

“And them desert men, the obsidian and boras pickers, they go trekking out into the Sands, and they find glowing green eyeballs all the time. Buried under the rubble of the scree, rolling on the lakebed. Shining bright as when them devils were alive. They’re magic, they are. You give those eyeballs to the blind, they can even see!”

“Now that’s a heap of horse dung.”

“It ain’t! The Lady Jaise loves them. Them desert men give her ladyship a new pair every year. Paid for their concession, it did.”

Lady Jaise? The words chilled Meya to the bone. Lady Jaise, an avid collector of dragon eyes? Coris was at this moment having an audience with her.

It was beyond what she could stomach. Meya tore through the crowd towards the pine woods behind the statue, barely registering the stares and protests of those she’d left behind or batted aside.

The solid brown of a tree trunk hurtled towards her. She slammed the flat of her hand against it. Pain from its jagged surface carving welts into her palm grounded her. The tang of acid mingled with the bitter of bile as her lunch poured from her mouth onto the soil at her feet.

A stab of pain, like her head splitting in half, sped up her face. Meya slumped against the tree, trembling feet scrabbling at loose earth and fallen leaves to keep herself upright.

“Milady!” Agnes’s scream joined the turmoil in her head. Groaning, Meya flapped a feeble hand to ward off her concerns.

“I’m fine, Haselle, I’m fine. Dun bother.”

The effort it took to speak sent her head spiraling again. She gritted her teeth and swallowed her breakfast, whatever was left of it, keeping it where it belonged.

Flowery perfume flooded her nose as someone reached around her head and extracted her soiled mask. Gusts of chilling wind blasted at her cheeks. Someone was fanning her, then another someone hovered salt under her nose. Hands fussed about her, throwing back her braid, tugging at the collar of her chemise, lowering her against a nearby tree.

Having been an elder sister ever since she could remember, and impregnable to the runs and fevers her human siblings often suffered in youth, Meya rarely enjoyed this kind of mothering. On a normal day, the tender attention would have greatly touched her. Now, the burden on her overwhelmed senses added to her misery.

“I’m fine. Leave me be for a moment. I need air,” she grumbled, swatting blindly at the hustle and bustle, and they obligingly provided her space to breathe. She heard rustling as someone slumped down beside her. Judging from size and body heat, it was Frenix.

“You may be, but I’m not,” he said. His voice sounded further then, directed to the others,

“So, what next? We’ll go down for a bath and leave it there?” His tremors waved the hairs on Meya’s arm, “eh, Loe?”

Silence answered him. Meya creaked open her eyes. Sunlight trickling through the pine needle canopy cast Heloise’s face in shadow. She held her mask at her lap, her knuckles bone white against its shiny black.

“We can’t be rash, Frenix,” she said, sighing. “We don’t know the laws of this land, how much influence the landlord has. The Pearly Falls is an important source of income. We’re here as Coris’s retinue. Any trouble we cause, he must answer for.”

Frenix spat on the ground. Amara scurried to hide behind Agnes as Lord Pearlwater sprang to his feet, fists balled at his sides.

“You’re pathetic, Loe,” he hissed, then exploded, “you always want to win. Except when it’s hard!”

Heloise blanched, then flushed bright red. Meya watched dumbly, too shocked and drained to join in. Amara curled into a ball behind Agnes, who seemed dangerously close to screeching out, torn between stepping in to shield Heloise and keeping her cover intact. Meanwhile, Frenix prowled the divide between them, arms flailing,

“Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll paint a marble green. Then I’ll make a distraction. When no-one’s looking, I’ll pluck the eye out, swap the marble in, and we’ll be halfway through the Sands by the time they noticed. And even then, they’d be none the wiser who did it.”

“And what next?” sneered Heloise, emerald eyes glinting malevolently. Frenix blinked as she loomed tall and dark over him.

“We don’t know who to return it to. We can’t ask around or it’ll look suspicious. And the worst that could happen? The landlord suspects the boy’s father and goes after him! What would you do about that, then, Frenix?” snapped Heloise.

Frenix chomped on his lower lip in desperation. Much as it galled Meya, Heloise was right. There wouldn’t be a simple solution. She peered through the trees. The old man still posed by the statue, chatting animatedly. More tourists summitted the Falls, plugging gaps where disenchanted listeners had left, as she seethed in helplessness. She’d locked claws with Nostran dragons, for Freda’s sake! Wasn’t there anything she could do for the poor one-eyed boy?

Amara edged out from behind Agnes. Still clinging to her legs, she glanced warily between the three Greeneyes.

“C-C-Can’t we just b-buy it from the landlord? H-H-How much would it be?” she stammered.

Of course! How had she not thought of it? Meya sprang to her feet. Agnes and Heloise reached out, expecting her to sway, but Meya only had eyes for little Lady Hyacinth.

“Exactly, Amara.” She gave the small girl a taut smile, then glared at Heloise and Agnes. “I’m Lady Hadrian. I’ll write him a bill under Coris’s name. I don’t care how much that debt is. I’ll give up my whole allowance if I have to.”

She snatched her mask from Agnes’s slack hand and strode off. Harried footsteps pounded the ground after her.

“Milady!” A hand snatched her sleeve—Agnes. Meya didn’t slow. “Milady, wait! Milady!”

“Let go, Haselle,” Meya warned icily. One whiff of that look and that voice, and her brothers would’ve known to back off.

“You must—calm—down!”

Agnes cut across Meya then pinned her against a tree. Heloise and the two kids caught up, then, but she couldn’t care less. She tugged off her mask, revealing her mangled left half.

Amara squealed. Frenix shushed her. Heloise gawked at Agnes’s good eye, locked with Meya’s in a battle of wills.

Meya pored into the depths of her ocean-blue, and her raging world settled into serenity. Agnes also had the calming presence of Arinel. It compelled her to pause, listen, contemplate.

“If a usurer accepted something in place of the gold he’s owed, that means it has value for him. Commercial, sentimental, we don’t know.” Agnes shook her head, her grip tightening.

“Your portrayal is key. You pick the wrong approach, and he’ll call for a much higher price or trick you into a contract you can’t wriggle out of. This man isn’t like Gillian. He has no principle, qualm nor scruple. He has an eye for weakness, and he’ll try to wheedle as much gold out of you as he can. You mustn’t lose your composure. You must be careful.”

Agnes shook her arms, whispers becoming hisses. Tamping a wave of fear, Meya pursed her lips and gave a jerking nod, yet Agnes’s lone eye lingered, searching her face for signs of recklessness. Satisfied, she released her and retreated.

“There’s also the issue with the boy’s father,” Heloise added quietly. “If we return the boy’s eye to him, how can we be sure his father won’t just pawn it off to fund his gambling habits again?”

Meya gritted her teeth. Yes, that was the true root of all these troubles she was leery to address. How to give the boy back his eye and protect him from his own father? They needed a permanent solve. They wouldn’t be here to bail his eye out every time his father fell short on gold.

She propped her hands on her hips and paced, admiring the pine needle-strewn ground as she plodded. Three-and-a-half pairs of eyes followed her, hoping for a glow of sudden inspiration. Their trust was a warm balm of dawning sun on her shoulders.

Skeletons of a scheme assembled in her head. Meya turned first to Lord Pearlwater, who straightened. His green eyes glowed fierce, earnestly awaiting her command.

“Frenix, are you sure you can pull off the swap?”

The boy’s face lit up as if hit by sunlight. He smirked, restless with anticipation.

“I’ve got a distraction. All I need is a marble and some paint.”

Meya forced a smile. Sweat drenched her jittery hand as she caressed the tail of her right eye, at the thought of how poor Coris would react.

“You won’t be needing them.”


The Usurer

Tyriel Wert was peering at his latest acquisition through a loupe when three knocks sounded from the door. The impulse to ignore them overwhelmed him, then his rational half surged back in control.

That knock meant business. Day business. Cumbersome as it may be, for the good part of a decade it allowed him to conduct his actual business in peace. The wool over the wary eyes of the Jaisian law.

Swallowing his sigh, he slipped the loupe and the ruby necklace into his desk drawer.

“Yes, Gertha?”

The door opened just enough for the maid’s masked face to squeeze in for a nervous word,

“A Madam…Dunstaal…is here to see you, sir.” Gertha glanced at the unseen client for confirmation. Tyriel cocked his head as he rifled through his memories. The name rang no bells. A new client.

He browsed his array of practiced smiles and slotted on the humble and welcoming one. He traversed the room in three brisk strides and pulled the door wide open.

Draped from the shoulder in her black veil, Madam Dunstaal reminded Tyriel of a velvet jewelry display. Her mask featured a stunning white peacock, whose trailing train looped around her neck in silver-white chains beset with rubies, sapphires and emeralds. Tassels of gold cascaded from her earlobes onto her shoulders. Metal bands thick and thin pooled at her wrists. Rings adorned every other finger of her gloved hands.

Tyriel beckoned her over to the seat before his desk with a bow. Once Madam Dunstaal had lowered herself onto the velvet-padded chair, Tyriel settled on his own.

“Madam, it is our pleasure to host you in our humble bathhouse. What seems to be the problem?”

He steepled his fingers, his eyes alighting on the empty eye-sockets of Madam Dunstaal’s mask. She started, her honeyed smile faltering.

“Oh no, no. I’m not here with a complaint.” She waved her ornament-laden hand. Judging from her voice and the size of her bosom, he guessed she’d had children, and was well into her fourth decade. Yet, she dissolved into a bout of coquettish giggles as she leaned in.

“I have an offer for you.”

Tyriel’s hands spasmed. He’d pinned her for a westerner from the fair skin around her lips. How had this foreign lady been introduced to his actual business? And calling for his services during daylight hours, no less.

“Do tell, madam.” He let his mask deal with his pallor and apprehension, and dredged tremors from his voice. Madam Dunstaal smiled. She glanced around his office, appraising the various memorabilia from previous business dealings he’d framed in gold on the wall and rested on velvet busts atop marble plinths.

Rows of ancient Tyldornian dubloons. A diamond necklace with a sapphire centerpiece the size of a quail egg. A jet-studded tiara. An ornate copper shield. A puzzle box of carved ivory. A polished tortoiseshell bowl. A hunk of aged ambergris. She lingered on the amiant cloak with Lattis yarn goldwork Tyriel had pawned off a Greeneye trafficker. A shiver rushed down her arms, or just a trick of the light. The woman was a constellation.

The lady returned to him at last. Fondling a ruby brooch over her heart, she heaved a sigh and shone him a guilty smile.

“Pardon me for ogling. I have a weakness for shiny trinkets. You’d think I’m an overgrown magpie.”

Tyriel responded with his obligatory smile.

“Not at all, madam. I see it as an appreciation for rare beauty we share.”

His reassurance seemed to trouble Madam Dunstaal, for she unpinned her ruby brooch and fidgeted with it on the desk.

“Then I’m sure this must come as an outrageous request.” Tyriel tilted his head to mask his growing impatience. He itched to pick up where he left off with his ruby. “You see, from the instant I caught sight of that crystal ball in your chough’s beak, I realize I couldn’t rest until it’s nestled in velvet in my collection.”

Ah, finally.

Tyriel smiled in satisfaction and relief. Ever since he had that eye mounted onto the chough statue three days ago, he’d received countless complaints from tourists mainly from Meriton and Aquar. So he set the old statue cleaner to explain Hythean norms to them, and the deluge subsided. Though a few persistent naysayers trickled through.

Seeing Madam Dunstaal’s fair skin, he expected her to be one of the petty lot. Instead, she turned out to be the visitor he’d been anticipating. The ones of like mind, a fellow seeker of exotic relics.

A clack of metal and stone on wood broke the silence. Madam Dunstaal’s drooping necklaces caressed the desk as she leaned forth.

“I heard you lost a dear for it. I’m willing to compensate you for every latt, down to the last copper.”

Tyriel had decided from the beginning the eye would not be up for sale, and had prepared a solution for fellow collectors. He reached for the handle of the bottom-most drawer.

“If so, madam, you’d no doubt have also heard of whom I’ve obtained the eye from.” He extracted a heavy ledger bound in carmine silk. “There is one more where that came from. I have seen it. I can assure you, they are as alike as any twin.”

He propped the ledger against the desk, trawling through names, dates, and amounts of owed gold with a nimble finger. The deal remained fresh in his memory.

“Ah, here we are.” He looked up. Madam Dunstaal was toppling from the edge of her seat, ample breasts flattened under the combined weight of her jewelry and her head. Swallowing a chuckle, Tyriel gestured towards his inkwell and pile of blank paper.

“I have the father’s name and address. Shall I write it down for you?”

Madam Dunstaal burst into a radiant smile. She brought her hands together in a soundless clap.

“Why, thank you, sir! That would be ideal. You are most generous.” She wetted her lips greedily as she watched Tyriel’s quill dancing on the paper. “I hadn’t expected you to be so open about your business dealings.”

“Not at all, madam.” Tyriel’s smile sagged as he concentrated on his work, so he hitched its corners back up. He slid his peacock quill into its stand, then flourished the folded note towards Madam Dunstaal. “From one collector to another.”

The lady swiped the note from his fingers and unfurled it.

“Would it be easy this time around, though?” she argued. “After all, it’s the boy’s only remaining eye. And I do have reservations about robbing a child’s eyesight.”

Tyriel drummed his fingers on the desk. He hadn’t prepared for that. His eyes strayed to his motley collection, as they often did whenever he sought a spark of inspiration. Surprisingly, he found it in the blood-red cover of his debtor ledger.

“We’re in luck, madam. I happen to know of a covert place. There, you’ll find Greeneyes eager to trade off their…possessions. Any of their possessions. Provided you have the gold.”

Madam Dunstaal froze, then thawed to life. Nodding, she turned again to the Lattis-and-amiant cloak. Her hand clenched into a trembling fist over her ruby brooch, yet her voice remained light,

“Oh, more than I’ll ever need.”

* * *

Jerald parked Lady Crosset’s carriage at the Pearly Falls’ entrance, and helped the young ladies and children inside. Gretella brought up the rear, supported by Lady Arinel. He took her free hand and, together with Arinel, eased her up to the driver’s seat.

As Gretella adjusted her dress, Arinel handed Jerald a note.

“Take us here.”

Jerald took the note, but didn’t unfold it. He didn’t so much as glance at it.

“My lady, my orders are to bring you directly to Jaise Castle,” he said, his voice strained. “You are to prepare for dinner and an audience with Lady Jaise in Meya’s place. I doubt we’d have time for detours.”

Arinel was unfazed.

“I’m sure we can cut the preparations.” She glanced at the sun. “We have a few hours before sundown. Please, Sir Bayne, it’s for the Greeneyes.”

She grasped his arms. Jerald stared at the masked face, saw her pleading blue eyes behind the black glass. He peered inside the carriage. An acid green eye glowed in the shade. Meya had taken off her mask, her back curved, her face ashen and her gaze faraway, as Heloise and Agnes relieved her of the multitude of jewelry on her person. He nodded with a sigh.

“Very well, my lady.”

The lady burst into a smile of relief. She squeezed his arms in gratitude, then allowed him to help her aboard.

The carriage shimmied to life just as Arinel settled in her seat facing the rear, between Heloise and Fione. She strained around and peered through the doorway. Gretella was leaned towards Jerald, no doubt filling him in on what the girls were up to.

Arinel beamed her grandmother a silent thanks, then turned to her fellow passengers. As was customary for the lady, Meya had taken the front-facing seat in the middle, flanked by Agnes and Amara. Being the lone gentleman, Frenix had volunteered for the rear seat. His curly head bobbed in and out of sight through the rear window as he enjoyed the view and the breeze.

Meya was silent throughout their trip back to the surface, responding to their frantic pestering for results with listless nods and shakes of her head. Now that she’d shed her mask, Arinel appreciated just how pale she was.

Agnes had relieved Meya of the adornments they piled on to create her Madam Dunstaal persona, and Heloise was arranging them in their velvet boxes. Meya held onto Coris’s ruby brooch, fidgeting with it on her lap as she stared morosely into space.

Arinel tugged off her mask and covered those restless fingers with hers. Meya surfaced with her left eye and an empty metallic socket. Her right eye had been set into the statue in place of the boy’s, as part of her scheme.

“What happened?”

Meya had set out to shake her head, but felt the burn of five pairs of eyes on her face. Frenix flipped around and poked his head inside. Sighing, Meya twiddled the brooch’s pin and nodded.

“He’s got this cloak on display.” She gestured over her shoulder in the direction of the Falls. “It’s made of amiant, embroidered with Lattis yarn.”

Arinel shared a look with Agnes, the words having stirred the same memory. Meya continued,

“I was nearly sold off by Greeneye traffickers last Fest.”

Heloise tensed in fear. Fione leaned in, wide eyes transfixed on Meya. Frenix’s grip tightened on the windowframe. Agnes nodded deeply.

“I remember, those were the first hangings I’ve seen,” she whispered. Arinel tightened her grip on Meya’s sweaty hands, remembering all too vividly the dying throes of the five wicked men swaying from freshly erected gallows.

“Mine as well. Grandmother wouldn’t let me go see when they hung Bailiff Johnsy.”

Meya nodded, or she could have just been bobbing to the rhythm of the carriage.

“Them bastards used one of them cloaks to knock me out.” She smoothed the hairs on her shivering arms. “Now I know ’tis because sleeping draught dun work on Greeneyes.”

“Oh, Meya.”

Agnes gathered the shaken girl into her arms. Meya’s eye widened as she swallowed her lips, willing back the lone teardrop that had welled. She rubbed it with the heel of her hand.

“What did they do with those cloaks, milady?” She turned to Arinel, wringing her lips into a half-grin. “Amiant and Lattis dun burn, do they? They’re nigh indestructible.”

Arinel shook her head with a gentle smile.

“Lattis perhaps, but not amiant. The alchemist dissolved the robe in vitriol and buried the Lattis yarn. Rest assured, it can never be used on another Greeneye.”

She slid her other hand under Meya’s, enclosing them between hers. Meya shared her first genuine smile ever since she had donned and discarded her disguise. She chuckled as Frenix patted the crown of her head, whereas Amara gawked at her empty eye, curious yet frightened. To carry out her plan, Meya had no choice but to reveal her and Arinel’s true identity to the two children. Heloise alone remained tense.

“How many are out there, still?” she muttered, her trembling hands clinging to one another on her lap. “Wrap a cloak ’round a Greeneye, and spirit them anywhere? What kind of creature are we?”

Heloise clutched her head, her strangled voice filtering through her mane of golden-brown,

“Fyr, I loathe being a Greeneye.”


Milking Blood

The gum farmer’s name was Elmund Herzin. He lived in the village outside the western wall. A farmer herself, Meya had been leery for them to venture beyond the wall just to arrive at an empty house, and thus they decided to ascertain his whereabouts first.

Just as well, too. A copper coin to a member of the roadside gambling ring revealed Elmund had entered the west gate with his son and passed by nary a quarter hour earlier. He was headed for the Tunnels, promising to return with gold to spare in an hour.

The alarming news sent them hurtling after Elmund’s trail at full speed. Or, at least, the highest speed possible on a one-lane bazaar street crammed with tourists, locals and wagons.

The Tunnels was their other destination, the underground, figuratively and literally, market recommended by Tyriel Wert, where Greeneye ‘goods’, among other illegal merchandise, were traded, but what part of his poor boy was Elmund meaning to trade this time? It couldn’t have been another eye, as he could have just revisited Tyriel.

That wasn’t reassuring.

As Meya fidgeted with Coris’s brooch, the pad of her finger brushed the ring of scar tissue on its regenerated twin. Realization hit her like a battering ram to the belly.

Greeneyes can regrow body parts, which means…

Meya had nothing left in her stomach to expel by this point, but her brain had difficulty comprehending thus, spinning freely inside her skull as it was.

Oh no. Oh please. Please no.

Meya fell against her seat, burrowing her head into the supple cushions. Drawing deep breaths, she closed her eye and pressed the lid down tight, squeezing out late afternoon sunlight streaming in through the windows.

The carriage slowed to a halt. Meya swallowed her nausea, sat up and peered outside. Jerald had parked at the lip of a seedy arcade between an apothecary and an alehouse.

Another two coppers down the gambler’s pocket had coaxed out directions to the elusive flea market, which took Jerald three patient repetitions to commit to mind and paper. Its entrance was concealed in the maze of side alleys that ran alongside the main marketplace.

The alleys were too narrow for horses, let alone a wagon. A fleeting survey of the populace—wicker bins spilling rotten produce, rabid overgrown rats chasing mangy cats, vagrants huddled against filth-stained walls, drunkards flexing their vocal cords, addicts guzzling down laudanum-laced gum drink—resulted in a heated spit-spraying match between Jerald and Gretella versus the youngsters.

Much to their chagrin, Frenix and Amara were forced to remain behind under Gretella’s watch, while Jerald led the older girls onward.

They ventured forth in single file, Meya leading the way, followed by Arinel, Heloise, Fione and Agnes. Jerald brought up the rear, a hand on the scabbard of his sword, another on its hilt, glaring menacingly at the alley’s stirring inhabitants.

Rats slunk in and out of sight atop mounds of decomposing garbage. Mangy hounds barked their displeasure but dared not draw near for fear of the wooden rod Meya wielded. Some cats were hungry enough to approach, though. With a desperate swipe, Meya sent them scampering back to the wayside. There they lingered, hissing curses as she threaded her way around scraps of browning cabbage, gnawed-dry chicken bones, and blobs of their combined droppings.

It was overwhelming even for a peasant, but as much as Meya longed to check on her noble companions, she didn’t think it wise to lose sight of such a treacherous path, especially with her field of vision halved.

“Take a left at the next crossroads,” Arinel whispered into her ear. Meya nodded, her eye lingering warily on the drunkard to the left. The eye sockets of his mask hovered at the level of her bosom, and he licked his lips.

Meya clutched the ruby brooch in her cloak pocket and hurried forward to take the turn, making a mental note to ask Zier if he’d teach her to swing a sword, once they were safe in Jaise Castle.

The remnants of life, however wretched, faded as they delved deeper into the maze. After a quarter-hour, Meya arrived at what Arinel promised was the penultimate step, counting manhole covers.

“Four…five…six…seven. Here we are.”

Gathering her skirt and cloak so the hems wouldn’t sweep the litter on the pavement, Meya crouched beside a metal plate embossed with the chough, Jaise’s symbol animal. The plate was caked with grime and dusted with grit, hinged on one side, a strip of metal welded onto the other.

Meya spun the tip of her rod against the hole, trying to weasel it in to no avail. Jerald strode to the nearby wall and returned with the hook-topped stick leaning against it.

Meya scrambled to her feet and made way, shuddering at the thought of descending underground again so soon, as she watched the knight slot the hook into the slit.

“Can you fit a whole market in there? What’s a manhole, anyway?” she asked the party at large. As Jerald braced to pop the lid, Agnes tugged Meya’s sleeve for her to retreat.

“Manholes open to underground tunnels where the pipes run and plumbers work. We’d find them in capitals like Meriton or spa towns like this,” she explained over the grinding creak of the hinge as Jerald heaved up the plate. It was as thick as Meya’s middle finger is long. “This section’s probably been disused for some time.”

Jerald rested the lid with the softest thud he could manage, and the girls crowded around the gaping hole it left behind. The sun sliced a slanting path down the brick-laid wall, revealing a metal ladder leading into solid darkness.

Meya glanced around the ring. Even with her mask on, she spied Heloise’s discomfort from her churning lips. Jerald’s cloak rustled as he rose to his feet. With a bow, he reached for the ladder and lowered himself first.

Steeling herself with a deep breath, Meya planted her hand on the ladder to signal she would be second. The dull clangs of Jerald’s boots hitting the rungs grew fainter with every yard he descended, topped off with a flump of feet on stone. A pause they hoped was Jerald surveying his new surroundings, then his voice echoed back up to the surface,

“All is well. Please come down, I’ll receive you.”

The girls heaved a sigh of relief as one. Meya tightened her grip on the rusting metal, reached for the other railing, then dipped her first foot towards the top rung, which fell an arm’s length below the lip of the hole.

She descended nimbly, her arms hardened from a decade working the plow and thrashing wheat. Gray-black dark dissolved into orange-brown light as she neared the bottom. She glanced over her shoulder to find Jerald’s outstretched hands waiting for her.

“There we go,” grunted Jerald as he eased Meya to the floor. As he readied for the next arrival, Meya turned to the light.

They were standing in an alcove beside a narrow stone-paved passageway. Rusty copper pipes ran the length of the vaulted ceiling towards nowhere, their journey illuminated by pole-mounted lamps flickering along the meandering path, stalls and stands hosted by masked merchants crammed in between.

Sacks of salt, sugar and spice lined the walls alongside barrels of wine and bundles of Tyldornian silk, satin and leather, all having successfully evaded tax. Raw jewels and metal ores twinkled and gleamed on threadbare carpets, illegally mined in Latakia. Unregistered prostitutes mingled with browsing clients on the lane, distinguishable by their gold-trimmed yellow cloaks. If not for the goods, Meya would’ve mistaken it for a weekend bazaar, albeit subterranean.

At last, Heloise made her way down to Jerald’s arms and touched her feet to solid ground. As she glanced around, taking her bearings, Jerald peered outside for a quick survey, then withdrew to Meya and Arinel.

“I propose we stay close. Keep an eye out for stalls trading Greeneye parts. I’ll do the talking.”

They stepped onto the thoroughfare in pairs, Jerald with Meya, Arinel with Agnes, and Fione with Heloise, taking note of crossroads where the avenue branched away to similarly vibrant corridors.

Fione spotted a stall toting unearthed Greeneye bones and eyes on a side-lane. Its masked merchant was heatedly haggling with a masked woman, who held her baby in one hand and raised its leg with the other, displaying a Lattis bangle shimmering over the babe’s ankle.

Jerald approached them with a silver coin, but both didn’t recall seeing Elmund. Their search resumed, then stopped two crossroads later.

They were a few steps away from the intersection. A queue of a dozen masked men and women hugged the wall up to the lip of the side-lane to the right, where a masked man had set up his table. An off-white cloth sign swung from a metal arm nailed into the stone, bearing a large, red teardrop.

The woman at the table finished whatever business she had with the masked man, and proceeded into the lane. The next man in line edged up to the table.

Meya rushed in to see better, prompting Jerald to pick up his stride. The table was largely bare but for the doorman’s hands, a flickering candle, and an upended needle soldered to a stone.

The man knew what to do. He reached towards the needle with his pointer finger, pricked it with a swift flick, then hovered it over the candleflame.

A drop of blood plummeted from the oozing pool. The fire rose to swallow it, then flashed acid green.

The doorman nodded, and the Greeneye man advanced into the lane. Meya strained her neck to keep him in sight. What she saw froze her blood in her veins.

Dozens of chairs and tables lined the wall, occupied by men, women and even children as small as Mistral. Gum tubes trailed from the arm they’d laid on the table, one end swinging in thin air above a tin jar on the floor, dripping red liquid.

Over at the opposite wall, three large vats like the ones back in Hadrian Castle’s kitchen sat billowing steam. Masked men stood on benches, stirring with enormous paddles what appeared to be crimson wine.

Elmund Herzin wasn’t selling his son’s other eye, nor his regenerating limbs. He was selling his blood.

* * *

“Meya! It’s him! To the left!”

Arinel’s frantic hiss jolted Meya from her trance. She combed the area and found him at the opposite lip of the alley. Across from the gatekeeper with his candle and needle, another masked man sat behind a table laden with a ledger, an abacus and a coin tray. Blood sellers carrying tin jars meandered up to him from the simmering blood vats.

The latest seller, a young brunette who eerily resembled Jezia both in hairstyle and height, staggered up and slammed three blood-crusted jars onto the tabletop. Next in line was a man wearing a mask with HERZIN emblazoned across the forehead in weathered white paint. He ambled up to take the girl’s spot, clutching the handles of two tin jars in one hand, and in the other, the sleeve of his son’s black veil.

Meya tugged Jerald’s arm, then threaded her way to the nearest stand selling ivory carvings, deer antlers and other animal goods. Jerald knelt and pretended to browse the wares, providing cover for Meya to act the bored daughter while she spied on their target.

Elmund Herzin was of middling height and build, yet the boy’s head barely reached his waist. His yellowish hand hung limply from his sleeve, attached to a bony wrist that would’ve fitted his father’s grasp with room to jostle.

The lass with the ponytail tottered tipsily away, her earnings clutched in one fist, her bandaged arm in another. Elmund dragged his son along as he hurried forward, thrusting the jars onto the wobbly table with a clatter. The gatekeeper scribbled a number in his ledger, tossed the jars into the half-filled barrel behind him, then pinched up two coins from the several rows of white-silver in his tray.

“That’d be two silvers for yeh.” He slapped the pay into Elmund’s waiting palm, catching a glimpse of Elmund’s son as he did. He gestured a distracted finger as he bent down and ready his quill with a dip in the inkwell.

“Yeh might wanna give it a coupla months next time, boy’s pale as a northerner.”

The advice was drowned in the jangle of coins as Elmund busied himself with the drawstring of his purse. His two silvers secured, he marched off without the barest nod to the gatekeeper. His son stumbled after him, the soles of his straw slippers barely lifting off the pavement as his legs lagged leaden behind the rest of his body.

“Dad,” the boy gasped as they passed by Meya. Elmund didn’t slow nor turn around. “Dad, I need a rest.”

Meya slipped behind them in time to catch Elmund’s reply.

“And I need to see a man about a dog, so move them legs.”

Either out of protest or fatigue, the boy abandoned his feeble attempt at walking. Elmund freed his son’s slipping sleeve and snatched his collar instead. He was on the verge of soldiering on, his son’s windpipe be damned, when the boy panted,

“Three bronzes.” He looked up at his father. “You promised.”

Elmund’s knuckles paled as he tightened his grip on his son’s collar, debating whether to part with some change and be rid of his son instantly, or to be miserly and endure pestering all the way to the gambling ring.

In the end, impatience won. Elmund yanked open his pouch, rummaged for the bronzes and brasses scuttling at the bottom, then tossed them to his son as if they were coated with pus.

“Now shoo!” he hissed as he hitched up his sagging belt, barking over his shoulder as he hurried off, “and have dinner ready!”

The boy stared after his father’s receding back, then crumpled against a stretch of wall where no vendor had claimed as backrest while they peddled illegal goods.

Meya hung back until he had slid down to the cold stone, head on his knees, before drawing near. The boy perked up, alerted by the shade of their shadows sweeping over his huddled form. He surveyed the cloaked figures, then pressed his back against the wall and his unsteady feet on the ground, ready to vacate at once.

“This your spot, miss?” he croaked, swaying from blood loss and shivering from cold. Meya’s heart writhed as she crouched one leg at a time as if approaching a cowering bunny.

“No, I’m looking for Elmund Herzin’s son.”

The boy seized up in fear.

“Dad owes you, too?” He raised his trembling hand and pointed in Elmund’s direction. “He’s got two silvers on him, but not for long. You’d better hurry.”

“No, no, no. I got summat of yours.” Meya raised her hands hastily, then waggled her fingers at the congregation behind her. Heloise rooted in her pocket then dug out a silk casket. She knelt, tipped open the box and turned it towards the boy.

The boy drew a sharp breath as his glowing eye stared back at him. He glanced at Meya, down at his eye, and up again, pale lips parted in disbelief.

“You settled the debt?” He flattened himself to the wall as if he hoped to become part of the stone. “I don’t have gold. I don’t have blood. I don’t have nothing to pay you.”

“You need only to come serve our lady,” Meya forced her voice through the bitter lump of swallowed tears and fury in her throat. “You’ll have your eye back, and plenty of meat to put some flesh under that skin, some blood under those cheeks.”

The boy considered it, then shook his head. An unwise move, as it sent him cradling his head in nausea.

“I can’t,” he whimpered, his voice muffled by his knees as he curled in on himself, “I gotta cook and go to work and come give blood here.”

But you don’t have to!

Meya longed to retort. She couldn’t understand him. She was never one to bow and meekly accept injustice. She would’ve been long gone to make a life of her own if it were her.

Should the boy’s reply have come at any surprise, though? He’d routinely shed blood to satisfy his heartless father, even went so far as pawning off his eye. He was far gone. Meya had no idea how to coax him back to his senses.

Jerald laid a firm hand on her shoulder. He knelt before the shivering poor thing, asking tenderly,

“What’s your name, my lad?”

The boy started, then looked up. His lips glistened with drying tears.

“Atmund,” he croaked. Jerald gave a few deep nods, then unfurled a melancholic smile.

“It’s a good name. Pity your father uses it so sparingly.”

Atmund sniffed, then slid a hand behind his mask to rub at his eye. Jerald picked his other eye up from the casket.

“Atmund, I’m Sir Bayne, a knight. I serve Lady Crosset. She will deal with your permit, and your father if need be. My only question for you—”

Atmund looked up, hand still behind his mask. Jerald’s smile widened.

“Would you like to come with us, and never have to sell one drop of your blood again? See the whole of Latakia with your own two eyes? Travel the road to Aynor with two strong legs?”

Atmund seemed stunned, his lips churned with hesitance.

“Should you stay, your father would continue letting your blood for two silvers every fortnight. Until the day you collapse. Or die.”

Atmund shuddered. Jerald leaned closer, gazing straight into those empty eye sockets probably obscuring a wide, fearful eye.

“You know it won’t get better. You’re nearing your limit. You must admit defeat, Atmund. ’Tis the only way you can move on to new beginnings.”

“What about Dad?” Atmund asked, pale hands clenching to trembling fists on his wobbly knees. Jerald steadied them with his large hand.

“You owe him nothing, my lad. Whatever I imagine he may say to the contrary.” The knight shook his head. “No father should feel entitled to be repaid for siring a child. Nevertheless, you have paid much more than any son would have, to a father who has given nothing but his name and his seed.”

Atmund’s lips trembled against a second onslaught of bitter tears. Jerald squeezed his hand. He was no longer smiling, and his face was downcast.

“You are worthy of a father, Atmund. You will find him elsewhere.”

Hot tears welled in Meya’s eyes. Of course, Jerald would understand Atmund. He himself had been rejected by two blood fathers, abandoned to be raised by the church.

Meya studied him as he warmed the sobbing Atmund’s hands within his. She couldn’t help wondering if Jerald had found a father of his own.


The Eye in the Beholden

Jaise Castle stood out from all the castles Meya had seen so far, which totaled to two. Then again, the number of castles your average peasant would see throughout his lifetime would seldom be over one. Three for a lass her age was already unheard of at best and impressive at least.

Instead of a sprawling white stone complex adorned with turrets and towers, perched on a hill, surrounded by a deep moat or a thick crenelated wall, Jaise Castle was a lone column of gray-black stone at the heart of a manmade lake, the pupil of a jewel-clear cerulean iris.

Sleek shadows of bass and trout sailed alongside their rowboat as it cleaved its way to the levee, then darted for the safety of open waters when Meya skimmed her hand on the surface. Now that she’d put on her Lattis coin, the water was lukewarm to the touch.

Once Meya had stepped from the wobbling boat onto the quay, the chamberlain led them through the arched doorway, which opened to the great hall. Despite the extra items in the itinerary, it seemed they weren’t appallingly tardy. Maids and servants spilled out of the kitchen, toting platters of food, sliding trenchers before the hosts and guests around the lord’s table. The attendants’ tables were still bare.

At Meya’s entrance, the cloaked figure at the center of the main table turned her veiled head, then stood. The flurry of activity skidded to a halt, then the room followed suit amid a cacophony of benches scraping stone.

The chamberlain stepped onto the aisle between the long tables, prompting Meya to lead her entourage in his wake. The phantom heat of dozens of eyes scrutinizing her through glass masks burned on every inch of her. Half of them were probably thinking about dinner or their protesting knees. She quickened her pace.

As she approached the end of the aisle, Meya noticed Sirs Jarl, Simon and Christopher perched at the head of the table to the left. Jerald, Atmund, Arinel, Agnes, Heloise and Fione edged in single file before the long bench and settled down, while Gretella herded Frenix and Amara over to the table on the right.

Lady Jaise’s veiled head revolved on her bare, swanlike neck, shrouded eyes following Meya’s progress as she advanced alone. Meya took note of the raised dais and lifted her dress, freeing her feet. The barest tip of her foot caught the edge of the granite step, and she stumbled.

Curse you, Freda! I’ve gone hours with one eye. You chose now of all times to trip me?

Meya stood rigid, bent double, paralyzed not by pain nor embarrassment, but the certainty that should she relax one muscle, the curse-laden scream to the spiteful goddess she’d been holding back would let loose.

Coris strode around the table towards her. He led her by the hand, gloved fingers hovering about yet not touching her wrist. Meanwhile, Zier sheepishly edged back to his seat, having lurched from his chair when Meya tripped.

The Hadrian boys obviously believed she was Arinel. Over to Lady Jaise, the seedlings of doubt rattled in their shells. Zier’s gaffe did not go unnoticed. Her face was turned to him. So were those of her husband, son and two daughters.

Drat it, Zier. Can you do nothing right?

Once Coris had deposited Meya in her seat, Lady Jaise gathered her dress and sat, signaling the servants to resume their dinnertime hustle and bustle. As a tray of roasted trout resting on a bed of potatoes and blanketed with lemon slices landed before her, Lady Jaise leaned across Coris to greet Meya.

“Does it still hurt, Lady Hadrian? Shall I summon the healer?”

Lady Jaise had the deep, clear, calm voice of an older, larger, more imposing woman than her silhouette suggested. A goblet of water was already sitting on the table before Meya. She took a quick sip to moisten the strings in her throat, then answered with a sweet smile.

“No, my lady, thank you,” she said in her best imitation of Arinel, which wasn’t good enough. At the corner of her eye, Coris started. “My deepest apologies. That was most unbecoming.”

Lady Jaise shook her head with a melodramatic sigh. Her heavy curtain of rich, wavy dark brown hair which fell to her hips rippled.

“Please, the blame rests upon the host.” Her bow lips stretched into a sealed smile under the lace hem of her veil. “I do hope you’d find our humble town pleasant still?”

“Why, of course, my lady.” Meya forced out a breathy giggle, nudging up her mask so Winterwen wouldn’t spot the band of sweat now popping along her hairline.

As he piled food onto her trencher, Coris sneaked glances at her chest, which was obviously not Arinel-sized. To assuage his doubts, Meya pushed a pickled olive through her lips onto her tongue, then propelled it down her throat whole.

Lady Jaise tilted her head, her smile unraveling at the hems.

“Your tone hints otherwise,” she challenged. Meya’s smile sagged. She turned away and tore a morsel off her unleavened bread, then soaked it in the centerpiece meat stew.

“Tell us about your day, with honesty,” she commanded in an airy voice edged with ice. Meya stiffened her shoulders to weather the sudden chill. And she’d thought nothing would intimidate her after her ordeal with Gillian. Lady Jaise faced her, chewing soundlessly. Meya hitched her shiny smile back up.

“We headed first to the Pearly Falls, my lady, and simply spent the entire afternoon there. The scenery is breathtaking, and the hot bath did much to expel ache and chills from the journey.”

Lady Jaise unfurled her tight little smile. Just as Meya lowered her guard, she uttered a single, resounding verdict,

“Deceit.”

Winterwen’s voice carried far. The buzzing in the hall gave way to an echoing silence as diners turned in ripples to peer at the lord’s table.

Meya stared dumbly back at Lady Jaise, frozen by chilling horror. Coris tried his utmost to appear politely confused, even as his trembling, sweaty hand clasped Meya’s on her lap. Meya was thankful he at the least didn’t bury her deeper in her early grave with an I told you so kick on the shin.

Winterwen propped her elbow on the table and leaned her chin against her hand.

“Your hair is dry. Your fingers aren’t wrinkled from long hours in the water. Your skin is pale from cold. You smell faintly of blood. Your voice is altered and uneven,” she listed, her long, lance-like fingers caressing the contours of her high cheekbones pushing through her veil. Her icy smile stretched wide. “You did not come straight from the Pearly Falls, Lady Hadrian. Rather, are you even Lady Hadrian to begin with?”

Even with the roaring fireplace behind her, it felt as if a lake of chilled winter air had seeped in through every gap in the flagstones. Coris gripped her hand so tight, the bones of her fingers grated against each other. He was signaling her to surrender, now, while he could still defuse the situation, for he could not speak for her.

But she couldn’t surrender. Meya had come well-prepared, of course, but the one essential ingredient was Winterwen must believe she wielded the authority of Lady Hadrian. And for that, she had one last trick up her chest compartment. She slid on a smile just as serene and chilly as her opponent.

“You’re very observant, Lady Jaise.” A praise, not confirming nor refuting. Winterwen tilted her head, her smile now smug, not at all enraged nor alarmed by the prospect of an impostor infiltrating her stronghold.

“A common pitfall among those who discern and deceit is to focus on the face, when lies reveal themselves also in other ways.” She flourished her hand at the room. “Being raised amid concealed faces allows our eyes to roam, seek out other, surer proofs of deceit.”

Meya dipped a few deep nods, accepting defeat.

“True, I have not come straight from the Falls. The reason for my detour, I had wished to reveal in private company, to save you from embarrassment. My experience of your town has not been pleasant, I am afraid,” she laid out her argument in words weaved by Agnes and Arinel, “but I do not see why I would be an impostor.”

“It may just be my paranoia, in which case I apologize,” Winterwen turned to Coris, “but I shall have Lord Hadrian attest to that.”

Meya blinked sweat from her eye. Winterwen stared at her, then commanded brusquely,

“Remove your masks. Both of you.”

Now that was part of the plan. Meya considered it a stroke of luck, for her adversary saved her the trouble of charting the course up to her grand reveal. Still, she shouldn’t seem too eager, or it might heighten suspicion.

“Wouldn’t that go against your creed?” Meya challenged. The lady shook her head with a sigh of amusement.

“Our creed is voluntary. Jaisians are free to choose whether to conceal or let their face be gazed upon.”

Meya nodded, then obligingly discarded her mask and her medallion, braced for the fallout.

Now, Lexi. Don’t let me down. Forget whatever I told you in bed and let loose, me lad.

Meya faced Coris full as he surfaced, so the empty socket of her eye was as plain as possible to him. His performance began subtle, with widening eyes, blanching cheeks and parted lips.

“Goodly Freda,” he breathed, his shaking hand reaching for the gaping hole. His icy finger traced the puffy bag below her eye, then gently prodded her eyelid, pulling away in terror when it sunk under his touch.

Meya watched as he gulped and gasped gibberish. She watched the grief, the fury, the guilt emerge after the shock faded in those eyes she adored, and she steeled her eye against the battering torrent of tears, whispering hundreds of apologies inside.

“What in the three lands—Who did this to you?” Coris cried, his voice cracking, trembling hands cradling her face as if it were a leaking hourglass. “Does it hurt? Bishop Riddell! See to the lady, NOW!”

He sprang to his feet, hollering for his healer, who jolted out of his seat and came waddling up the aisle. Meya bolted up, tugging at his arm.

“It’s alright, Coris! It doesn’t hurt. I took it out myself,” she pleaded. Coris turned to her, his eyes bloodshot, panting heavily. Bishop Riddell stood at the end of the table, awaiting his command.

“I have never known Lady Crosset to be a Greeneye.”

Lady Jaise rose leisurely to her feet, more occupied with straightening the wrinkles on her dress. Coris wheeled around. Meya squeezed his arm to signal she’d handle this herself.

“Not surprising, considering the marriage prospects of a Greeneye lady in Latakia,” she sneered. “Especially now that I’ve seen how Greeneyes are treated in this town, I feel it safer for the true nature of I and other Greeneyes in my service to remain hidden.”

Meya paused to size up her reaction. Winterwen didn’t respond, so she turned and addressed the hall,

“But safety does not bring about change. As a privileged Greeneye, I am honor bound to raise my voice on behalf of those whom power would not heed.”

Winterwen raised a smile of mild amusement, which both propelled Meya up a wall of Amplevale proportions and chilled her like the winds of Icemeet. She clasped her hands at her middle, playing along,

“And who would that be?”

Mustering her courage, Meya turned to Jerald. The knight promptly stood, a hand on Atmund’s back.

Shivering, the boy got to his feet and shuffled over, constantly stealing glances at the staring public and fidgeting with his hands. Even with his mask on, it was obvious the one thing keeping him walking was Jerald’s lingering hand.

Meya nodded at him, projecting confidence from her single eye while suppressing her own fear, and Atmund’s legs wobbled a little less. Once he’d toddled into her arm’s reach, she gathered him gently to her side, presenting him to Winterwen.

“This is Atmund Herzin, my lady. He’s a gum farmer and a Greeneye. He’s barely ten.”

She drew from the bloodless cold and protruding bones of Atmund’s shoulder stabbing her palm to fuel her. Her voice must not only carry through the room, but through the shroud of indifference over Winterwen as well.

“His father Elmund frequents the gamblehouse. He forces Atmund to sell blood every fortnight to fund it.”

Winterwen remained a sculpture under her veil and cloak. Desperate, Meya spun around and appealed to the hall.

“To settle a debt, he pawned off Atmund’s eye to Sir Tyriel Wert, which Tyriel then mounted on a statue over the springs, for all to see!”

She jabbed a finger in the direction of the Pearly Falls. A chorus of murmurs and gasps engulfed the echoes of her outburst, and Meya breathed freer as she turned back to the Lady Jaise.

“I could’ve simply brought this atrocity to your notice, but I doubt it would have the same impact upon both you, and my husband—”

She spared a glance at Coris, who was still wide-eyed and slack-jawed, arms outstretched as if to catch her should she tip over, “—had it not been my eye now decorated on that statue in place of Atmund’s.”

Silence descended, a curtain heavy as night, as they locked eyes, one shrouded and one blazing. Meya did not lower her arm, still pointing defiantly to the town beyond the lake, her bated breaths loud in her ears.

If Lady Jaise remained unmoved, her last resort was to bring this to court and force Tyriel to return her eye over usury charges, but it would be far less than what she’d aimed for. Far less than what Atmund and every Greeneye deserved.

Winterwen stood still as stone. Unfeeling or petrified, thanks to her veil it was a mystery. At last, she blew a labored sigh, her shoulders hunched. She nodded slowly, her voice somber and quiet,

“Of course it would, Meya Hild.”

It there ever were a moment one would fear one’s own name, this would be it. Meya stumbled into her chair as her knees buckled. Zier steadied her with a firm hand on her elbow, and Coris stepped in to shield her.

Winterwen smiled sadly and shook her head.

“Your eye conveyed your memories to me. You must learn to control your thoughts.” Her cryptic explanation did little to hearten her startled guests. She turned to Coris. “Yet, Lord Hadrian’s concern for you is genuine. Lawfully wedded or not, in his eyes you are his lady.”

As they looked on, she raised her hands and lifted off her silver circlet, from which gleaming teardrops of jet and moonstone dangled. She laid it soundlessly on the table, then folded up her veil.

Meya bit back her scream a breath too late. It wasn’t that Lady Jaise was unbearably ugly or deformed, far from it. She was blessed with most of Latakia’s ideal attributes for a woman. Thick, straight eyebrows, straight and prominent nose, wide, full lips and defined cheeks all deftly arranged on her oval face, her olive skin unmarred by a single freckle nor pimple.

Her right eye, however, was a glowing acid green, but where its pair should be was a raw, moist pink, half-open empty socket.

A Greeneye? But then her empty socket should be metal like mine. So, what exactly…?

Her serene smile unshaken by their reactions, Winterwen offered Meya her hand, and she felt it with her barest fingertip. Her skin was cool to the touch. Not as cold as Coris, but as humans felt to her when Lattis wasn’t on her. She stared questioningly at the enigmatic lady.

“I was born without eyes.” Winterwen lowered her veil. Her unaffected manner revealed it was out of empathy for onlookers rather than shame on her part. Meya couldn’t help admiring her courage.

“A rare condition more common among Jaisians, and even more so in my family. Perhaps because our ancestor shied our people away from enjoying the beauty of man, Freda cursed our blood so some can never see the beauty of all her other creations.”

Winterwen rested her hand, decorated with flowers and curlicues in crimson paint, over her missing eye.

“It is difficult for the sightless to rule the sighted. No book is yet written to be read by the blind, no road paved so the blind may walk free.”

She drew back a corner of her veil, uncovering her glowing green eye.

“This eye once belonged to a Greeneye who roamed the Sands of Caesonai in times of ancient.” Meya could have sworn that eye winked at her, before she released her veil once more. “I commanded the desert men to bring me all the eyes they find, in return for permission to forage. I store them in my library, where our Greeneyes study them.”

Winterwen wrung her clasped hands, her head now hung.

“Most assume I collect them, and I allow the rumor to spread. I must behave as if I am one of them. It is the only way I can think of to stop those eyes being traded like doubloons from the seabed.”

“So, you’ve known?” Meya barely felt herself stepping out from behind Coris. One moment she was in awe and surprise at finding another ally, then just as soon disappointed and indignant. Winterwen dipped her head.

“The gist, yes. Not the specifics.” She glanced at Atmund, who jumped at being acknowledged by Lady Jaise herself, then back to Meya.

“I haven’t heard of this outrageous case or the blood trade, but I’m aware of the sentiment towards Greeneyes, here in Jaise and the rest of Latakia.”

Winterwen heaved another sigh. She turned away, her chin on her chest as she propped a painted hand on the table. For the first time, she looked exhausted and defeated. Her husband stepped forth and draped his gentle hands over her shoulders.

Winterwen closed her hand over his, nodding deeply. She surfaced and met Meya’s gaze.

“I am beholden to your kind, for the sight that has allowed me to fulfill my duty. In youth, I have made bold moves to end the prejudice, but I soon learned such audacity, which you possess in such amounts and have not yet lost, would be met with resistance just as ferocious.”

Winterwen’s lips tightened, so did her husband’s lingering hands. Meya nodded as her back and calves burned with the phantom of invisible whips, and the scar on her tongue tingled like a loose scab.

“Undoing a system of belief may take more than a lifetime, and I am by no means the wisest nor the mightiest.”

“Nevertheless, we shall persist,” Winterwen’s husband insisted. Winterwen nodded,

“And setbacks do not make for excuses. I ask your forgiveness for my lack of oversight. I shall strive for better.”

Her vow still ringing in the silence, Winterwen straightened and shook her curtain of hair from her face.

“Quida,” she called sharply to thin air.

“My lady?” A veiled lady-in-waiting stepped forth from the shadows.

“Prepare the raft. I shall visit Sir Wert.” Lady Jaise adjusted the silver corolla she had returned to her head. “Have the nurse tend to Atmund, and summon his father Elmund. We shall discuss the boy’s living arrangements when I return.”

The grand hall buzzed with excited chatter. Ignoring them, Winterwen turned to her guests, to their smiles slack with relief and disbelief, and smiled in return.

“I’d be honored if you would accompany us, Meya Hild.” Meya’s mouth fell open. Winterwen turned next to her husband, “you as well, Lord Coris.”

Coris was faint with thankfulness.

“With pleasure, my lady,” he eagerly accepted.

His words were for Lady Jaise, but his beaming silvery eyes and smile of pure joy and pride were for Meya in entirety.


The Substitute

It was difficult to decide which was more gratifying. Lady Jaise marching into Tyriel’s cave gallery to demand him hand over his hidden accounts and ill-gotten relics (including Meya’s eye), or her declaring to Elmund Herzin that Atmund would be placed under her wardship.

What was more, as they rode Lady Jaise’s carriage back to the castle, she proposed they postpone their departure, so Meya could visit the Library of Eyes and learn about dragons.

To Meya’s delight, Coris agreed, but even first light tomorrow couldn’t have come quickly enough. The euphoria of triumph, the prospect of unraveling the mystery of her kind had purged tire from her limbs and sleep from her head.

“Could’ve taken us there straight away, the night’s still young,” grumbled Meya. Arms folded over her ample bosom, she lounged against the stone wall of the bathing pool filled with steaming spring water by masked chambermaids.

Coris shed his silken bathrobe and sat on the edge, his feet cleaving through the surface.

“Patience, my dragon lady. She must first investigate Wert’s finances and help Atmund settle in.”

Meya glowered, to which Coris smiled in satisfaction. When his eyes fell upon her restored eye, however, his grin sagged. He lifted a hesitant hand, then caressed it with the barest tips of his fingers.

“Does it still hurt?” he whispered. Meya’s heart shuddered at the memory of Tyriel’s Lattis cloak and the blood market, but she quirked a wry grin.

“Peace, me human lord. I’m fine.”

Coris narrowed his eyes. Meya heaved a weary sigh of surrender.

“Alright, I’m not,” she mumbled. Coris slid down beside her. She leaned her head against his bony shoulder as he looped his arm around her back.

“’Tis a good start, but now the road seems much longer than I thought.”

“You also gained allies. They’d make your journey speedier and smoother.” Coris gave her arm a little squeeze. Meya didn’t stop the smile that had crept onto her lips. She tried in vain to snuggle against his flank. If only he’d had more flesh over his ribcage.

“Sorry, for not telling you first,” she murmured. Coris’s sigh caressed the top of her head, or it could’ve been the draft from the gap in the drapes. One couldn’t tell from the similar lack of heat.

“It’s all very well. I understand.” So he said, but he gathered her close. Meya’s heart writhed with guilt. “You needed my genuine reaction to convince Winterwen you’re Lady Hadrian.”

“And you delivered flawlessly.” Meya hid her blushing cheeks behind her hair. Coris shrugged.

“I was scared out of my wits, I truly am.” He laughed, as if he hoped it would distract from his trembling hand. “I was furious with myself. I’ve failed to protect my own.”

“I’m sorry.” Meya coiled her arms around his waist, steering the topic away to lighten the mood.

“Turned out much different from what I’d expected, though. Better, even. Who would’ve thought Winterwen’s a secret champion of Greeneyes? Was thinking I’d nail that bastard with a usury charge or summat if I couldn’t get Winterwen to budge.”

Coris nodded deeply.

“Now you’ve learned your lesson. Gather as much information as possible before making a decision, so you wouldn’t have to improvise.”

Meya rolled her eyes in equal parts annoyance, affection and amusement. Coris pulled away and turned to face her full. His gray eyes beaming, his cheeks rosy from the water’s heat, he looked awash with happiness. For the first time since she’d known him, the lingering air of decay and melancholy around him thinned. And so she stared, mesmerized by the semblance of vigor and life, as he tucked away a lock of wet hair dangling before her eyes.

“Regardless, you were marvelous,” he breathed, shaking his head in awe. His fingers trailed down to caress her jawline, yet his eyes never left hers. “I’ve seen how remarkable you can be, but you keep overwhelming me. I…I…”

His voice died in his throat. His lips still mouthed words he just as soon decided not to speak. In his excitement, he was succumbing, but his good sense overrode him, held him back.

She shouldn’t hope for the impossible, but she had a vague idea what that slip could have been, could as well become. It was impossible not to wait with bated breath.

So she stared, and waited, and searched his wavering eyes, his blanching face, as he faltered and flustered. She must’ve looked to all the world patient, unassuming, when inside her cynic and daydreamer vied for dominance. Her heart hammered like raindrops in a storm.

His trembling lips settled on his empty smile, the vulnerable depths of his eyes shielded by a devious glint. He leaned in with a whisper,

“I have a gift for you.”

“A gift?” Meya blurted, her voice strangled through the bitter lump of disappointment she must swallow as the price for daring to hope. Coris rose from the pool and strode to their bed, toweling himself as he went.

“Why? What for?” Meya hollered after him, blinking back rebellious tears.

“Nothing. Could be to commemorate your victory, if you’d like,” Coris called over his shoulder. Meya frowned in bewilderment, watching as he knelt before the heavy wooden chest at the foot of their bed. He propped up its lid, tossing around its content with much thudding and rifling of leather and paper. Meya threw back her head with a cry of terror.

“Oh, Fyr. Dun tell me—”

“I have no choice but to.” Coris straightened, a brick-thick leather-bound tome in his hand and some linen paper. Meya moaned and clawed at her face, her worst fears confirmed.

Every night before tucking in, Coris would hone Meya’s vocabulary and spelling, using a list of words he curated from a multitude of books. Afterward, they’d discuss the meaning and background of each, during which Meya would glean valuable knowledge and understanding of Latakia’s inner workings.

Meya greatly enjoyed the latter half, and what usually came after, of course, but that was only if she survived the endless lines Coris would punish her with for every misspelling.

“Coris, ’tis late!”

Meya slid like dead weight down the wall of the pool. Coris spun around to what resembled a submerged crocodile with glowing green eyes flaring from behind a curtain of yellow vines. His grin widened, undaunted even as he crouched naked but for a towel around his waist against the chance of dragon fireballs.

“You just said the night is still young.”

Bubbles frothed at Meya’s nose as she cursed underwater.

“But I dun wanna study now!” She flipped onto her back, beating her limbs, stirring up a water tantrum. “I’m lounging naked in a hot tub, for Freda’s sake! And you’re doing runes instead of me?”

Coris knelt beside the pool, arranging books and stationery. He surfaced, transfixed by his fair maiden lying splayed beneath the surface. The rippling, ice-clear water distorted her naked body as if to seduce. He grinned even as the beast within him rattled its cage, raring to feast.

“Fear not, my lady. We’ll get round to that later,” he reassured her with a smirk and a wink, slipping on his bathrobe as he settled cross-legged on the damp flagstones.

“Education comes first. You won’t get to see your gift until you have completed your daily required study, as assigned by yours truly—”

“The pompous donghead,” Meya drawled. Coris chuckled as he tied the sash at his waist.

The length of the remaining rope chilled Meya, and she gritted her teeth against grief. He did this solely for her, her and her future. As far as her little Lord Hadrian was concerned, he himself no longer had one.

And so Meya obligingly left the water, toweled and robed. She planted herself opposite Coris, before the pile of linen paper and charcoal pencils he’d laid out. Coris couldn’t resist reaching over to muss up her hair at the adorable sight.

Meya snatched his invading arm and held it hostage. Childish squabbling ensued between human and dragon, before study commenced.

* * *

Two notches of the candle clock, countless lines, a pile of linen paper and one aching wrist later, Coris was finally satisfied with the amount of knowledge he had imparted to Meya, and she was freed from study.

Meya had forgotten the promised reward. She knelt before the mantelpiece, absentmindedly feeding spent papers to the fire, listening to its happy burps and cackling. A pale hand invaded her field of vision, holding a long, thin box of reddish-brown wood.

“What? Ah…!”

Her lips burst into a smile of delight. Coris chuckled as he settled beside her. He watched as Meya undid the crimson satin cord, his eyes twinkling in the firelight.

“It’s a famous Jaise export. I know you have a liking for rose crystal.”

The lid fell away to reveal the gleam of smooth, clear pink peeking through gaps in the lace of the drawstring bag. Meya scooped the trinket from its stuffed velvet bed and undressed it, rolling the rod of gum on her palm. She ran her finger over the indent sculpted around the tip, her concentration so intense she didn’t notice Coris trying not to bust his gut.

“Oh, Freda,” she gasped with pure joy, even as she had yet to know what it was, still turning it lovingly between her fingers. “’Tis too pretty to eat.”

“Understandable. You’re not supposed to ingest it, least not in the literal sense.”

Coris’s voice trembled with stifled laughter. Meya raised her eyebrows, then turned back to the candy-like wand. She stripped away the lace bag. In entirety, it wasn’t as savory as she’d assumed.

“EEEEEEEK!”

Coris roared with laughter as Meya shrieked her lungs out. The hideous creation pirouetted through the air and landed with a bounce on the bed, rearing its unholy head as if to smile for its new mistress.

Meya gawked at it, panting, sputtering,

“What the—What in the three lands—”

“They call it the Substitute,” Coris explained, his voice hoarse from all the laughing. His grin widened at Meya’s tomato-red face. “As in, whenever the lord is away, the lady may pleasure herself and remember him by—Ow!”

Meya wielded the object of pleasure to inflict pain on her cheeky husband instead. Brandishing the gum-dong like a whip, she whacked at every inch of Coris she could reach as he cowered, strafed and ducked.

“Ow! Ow! Ow! Meya! Please! Mercy! Ow!”

The flurry of blows ended after one last, resounding thwack, smack on his crown. Coris lifted his head from under his arms and chanced a peek.

“Meya?”

Meya sat panting. The dark circles in her eyes grew to swallow her glowing green rings. The Substitute rested its bulbous head on the floor before her knees, its shaft clutched in her trembling fingers. The absurd sight sent a church tower’s worth of bells clanging in his head.

“Goodly Freda, it’s working,” Coris breathed. Meya glared.

“Dun give me that. You know ’tis gunna work,” she hissed through grinding teeth, struggling in vain to calm her ragged breathing. Coris shook his head, eyes bulging and jaw slack.

“I didn’t know you can absorb it even when powdered and mixed in gum—”

Meya launched herself at him. His back chafed against the rough wool of the carpet. The cool silk of his bathrobe slithered across his chest as she moved above him, then it was her bare breasts kneading on his, hot metal on iced stone. Their hearts drummed in tandem, hard as a blacksmith’s hammer, rapid as an army of galloping hooves.

Her nails dug into the hollows of his cheeks, strands of her damp hair trapped between their lips like bars of a cage, then her tongue rammed through to twist in his. She was raring for him, but he wasn’t ready. Judging from long experience, he likely wouldn’t ever be for tonight.

To his horror, she tore off his towel. Coris gritted his teeth as she caressed him with her lustful eyes, her burning hands, her hungry lips. He closed his eyes. He couldn’t bear her disappointment. As he lay panting, his cheeks burned in humiliation instead of desire. At last, she surrendered and retreated. He opened his eyes to find Meya kneeling down by his side, her glowing eyes flicking between his stricken face and his shame.

“You’re not…” she trailed off, her voice wooden. She turned pointedly from the abomination, her eyes blazing holes in the carpet. “Am I doing summat wrong?”

His heart gave a painful lurch. Coris shook his head, mustering his courage.

“No, it happens.” Meya turned, wide-eyed. He covered her hand in his.

“Sorry. I’m sorry. So sorry. So sorry. Sorry,” he rambled, his cracking voice choked with sobs.

“Stop sorrying, will you!” snapped Meya she cradled his hand between her rough palms. “You’re prolly tired. ’Tis been a long day, on and off the road. Looks like a quiet night for us today.”

Steel lined her voice, her arms on his back, figurative and literal. She was the strong one, his protector and savior, time and again. He was weak, impotent, lacking. Although Meya had never minded, he couldn’t shake this ache to be the one to shield and provide, just for once.

He sat up, noticing the pink gum wand rolling unattended nearby.

“Perhaps we could make use of the Substitute?”

Their eyes met. Meya didn’t spare it a glance. Her blazing eyes were steady, contemplating. Then, she stood and walked off.

“Meya?”

She retrieved her bathrobe and slipped it on, cinching the sash at her waist. She slid her arms under his, urging him to his feet.

“I’ll sing you to sleep,” she offered in her lovely birdsong voice. “Which song d’you want?”

Coris sighed and shook his head moodily. He staggered to their bed, then keeled onto the black satin, limbs akimbo.

“It’s fine, May Queen. A wee nightcap and I’ll be out cold in a blink.”

Coris pointed at the bedside cabinet, upon which sat a pot of valerian tea, two teacups, and a cork-stoppered vial of clear, dark brown liquid, then clawed towards it.

What little remained of her good cheer from the day’s triumphs vaporized. Meya clenched her trembling hands, recalling her reluctant promise.

“About that, Coris,” Meya began hesitantly over the clink of crockery as Coris stirred honey into his good-night’s-sleep tea. He paused and turned to her, silver spoon aloft and eyebrows raised. Meya drew in a deep breath.

“Can you leave out the laudanum? Arinel said it could be dangerous if you got addicted.”

Meya held her breath as she held his gaze. A blink of surprise crossed his moonbeam gray, followed by a flash of annoyance, which dimmed into weariness.

“It’s a cure, Meya. It’d be dangerous if I don’t take it regularly,” he sighed then resumed stirring. “Trust me, I’ve tried. My bowels would act up and I’d have a burning fever among other things.”

“Maybe your body just needs time to get used to not having it,” Meya persisted. This time, Coris didn’t bother turning around. Desperate, she bounded onto the bed and crawled to his side, tugging at his arm. “Try taking a wee bit less tonight and see what happens. I’m right beside you. Wake me if there’s anything.”

Coris heaved another sigh, impatient now, “Meya…”

“Agnes was taking it for her burns, and for years she couldn’t live without it.” Meya leaned close, hissing in frustration, “she nearly sold herself off at the brothel, Coris! You try going on less for one night, see if you can make it, then we’ll know if you’re addicted. Please!”

She rattled his arm. Coris made up for his lack of concern with much rolling of his eyes and huffing.

“I’m taking a tiny dose, Meya. Just to soothe my stomach. Trust me, I know what I’m doing.” He shrugged his arm from her grasp. “If you suspect my performance is suffering because of laudanum, I assure you it isn’t. I’ve always been impotent.”

He reached for the laudanum, and her temper reached bursting point. She swiped the vial out of his hand. It fell onto the carpet with a plop, rolling back and forth.

Coris whirled around, snarl at the ready, but his fury evaporated at the glistening tears in Meya’s eyes.

“For Freda’s sake! You think that’s all I’m worried about, you donghead?” she snapped, a finger jabbing at his meatless arm.

“You’re skin and bones! You’re pale as a corpse! And clammy as one! You can barely scale the stairs back in Hadrian Castle!”

She threw him against the pillows, her shrill cry choked with boiling tears. As Coris gaped, speechless, she wiped them carelessly away with the back of her hand, then her legs collapsed under her.

Meya reached for the cabinet, fumbling past the ruby brooch to the raw emerald stone. The symbol of hopeless waiting, tinged with fear of his impending death. She pressed it against her heart. Coris held his comforting hand just above her arm, unsure, as she sat hunched and listless, rocking from the force of her stifled sobs.

“You have…no clue…how scary it is to share your bed, Coris,” she whispered. She glowered at him, red-rimmed eyes gleaming with half-dried tears.

“Every morning when I rise, I pray to Freda and brace for the worst before I turn. And I hold my breath ’til I’m sure you’re breathing.”

Coris shook his head, gritting his teeth against guilt. He rested his hand over hers and held tight.

“I swear by Freda, if I ever woke to you stiff and cold, so help me Fyr I will climb that mountain and kill you again.”

“Meya…”

A scalding teardrop splashed onto his wrist. Meya fell limply into his embrace, shuddering with sobs as he smoothed her hair down her back. Coris dug his chin into her shoulder, whispering into her ear,

“I’m sorry. Very well, I’ll give it a try.”

Meya froze. Coris bent and reached for the phial, rolling just beyond the tip of his long finger. He strained his back an inch further, coaxed the troublesome thing into his grasp, then handed it to Meya. She gawked, puzzled, so he pushed it into her slack fingers with a sigh, then fetched his teacup.

“You know how much I normally take. From now, you decide my dosage for our experiment.”

Meya blinked, then her lips unraveled into a thankful smile. She planted her lips salty with tears upon his, held on for a breath, then withdrew and fumbled with the cork of the vial.

Coris obligingly held out his cup. Meya tipped the bottle then tapped it five times. Five drops of poppy tincture dissipated one after another into the glassy surface of the lukewarm tea, half the amount Coris usually took every night.

* * *

The crescent moon floated on its back as if perched on an invisible plinth. The cloudless sky was solid perse, littered with glittering constellations.

Meya slept soundly, her deep slumber hastened by relief and the headache that accompanied tears. Her dragging, snorting breathing mellowed as the gunk clogging her nose dried, and the sound of Coris’s shallow, rapid breathing swelled to take its place.

Droplets of sweat peppered his pale forehead where locks of damp hair had left bare. His eyes squeezed shut, his brows furrowed, Coris rubbed the back of his head against his pillow, searching for his sweet spot.

Alas, resolve succumbed to fear. He reached for the vial Meya left unguarded on his cabinet, a glaring testament to her overly trusting nature and unwavering faith, despite his repeated betrayals and mountain of secrets.

His hand trembled, spilling bitter liquid on his lips and chin. Once he’d filled up his missing dose, he returned the bottle soundlessly to its place.

Guilt weighed on him like a cloak of chains. He couldn’t summon the strength to lug himself back to his pillows, so he lowered his head onto his arm clinging to the cabinet.

“I’m sorry, Meya,” he whispered through gritted teeth, cooling his forehead on the icy wood.

“Seems I truly am compromised.”


The Library of Eyes

The bloodcurdling screeches of bulbuls snatched Meya from her dream. Cursing Freda for bestowing morning birds with the cry of dying piglets, she flipped to the side and awakened to beautiful eyes gray as morning light, and a gentle smile lined with crooked teeth.

“Good morning, my lady,” whispered Coris. Meya crinkled her nose at his morning breath, then squinted at the pouches under his eyes.

“Not so for you, milord.” She caressed the tender skin with her thumb. “Dinnae sleep well, did you?”

Coris’s smile sagged. He sighed.

“Seems my body needs time to adjust to less laudanum, as you’ve said.” He covered her hand with his, resting it over his heart. Meya couldn’t resist. She pressed her lips upon his, drawing apart a dozen drowsy heartbeats later.

“What’s this?” Coris chuckled. Heat blossomed under her cheeks as Meya coiled a lock of his hair around her finger.

“So you’ll have something to look forward to,” she breathed coyly as she leaned in once more, murmuring against his lukewarm lips, “one for every drop you take less.”

Coris slid his hand behind her neck and sealed their lips in another long kiss. He pulled away with a sigh of sleepy contentment, combing his finger through her tousled hair.

“You spoil me, Aine, but I’m afraid I’ll need more than kisses to entice me.” His unfurled a mischievous grin as his hand silently traveled to her shoulder. “I’m headed for some rough nights, after all.”

Before Meya could process his outrageous demand, Coris rolled her onto her back. He dragged his mouth across her face, his hands the rest of her.

“Lexi, stop!” Meya gasped when his lips freed hers to trace her jawline. Even as she dissolved into fits of giggles, she arched her body so it fitted snugly in his, untangling her legs from the sheets to tie them around him.

Coris took his time rousing her drowsy body. His hands slid down to her hips. He brushed against her, and even through the haze of desire, she felt something was amiss.

Oh, no. Not again.

“Lexi, stop.”

Coris took no heed, his nose burrowing against the crook of her neck. Meya selected the kindest words to break the unpleasant news.

“Slow down, Lexi. You’re still getting ready,” she whispered in his ear as she held him.

“What?” Coris drew back, impatient, then his passion-addled brain registered her words. He glanced down, then a curse burst from his lips,

“Oh, Fyr!”

Meya peeled her sweaty back off the sheets as Coris scrambled to his knees, cradling his head in his hands.

“Meya, I’m so sorry, sorry—”

“One more sorry and I’ll knuckle you, Corien Alexis!” snapped Meya. She pulled the trembling lad into her arms, warmed his shoulder with her sigh, then rested her head upon it.

She listened to their hearts slowing down each in its own pace, telling herself to be patient. Freda knew poor Coris was under enough strain, body and mind, even before she’d confiscated his laudanum. He needed time.

Stroking his hair, Meya mustered a smile.

“How about we just get ready?” Coris shifted guiltily in her embrace. “There’s a library of dragon eyes waiting. Education comes first, right?”

Coris chuckled. Meya drew apart, finally reassured. She squeezed his shoulder then bounded off the bed, slipping on her bathrobe as she made her way to the solar.

Coris waited for her bell summoning Agnes and Arinel to dress her for breakfast, then let out the long, labored breath holding him upright. His smile sagged, and his shoulders dipped. He dragged a trembling hand through his thinning hair.

He dug his nails into his scalp, praying the pain would distract him from the urge to snatch the vial and down a couple soothing drops. A lone tear plummeted onto his lap.

* * *

“Behind this veil is the Library of Eyes. For over two centuries, we’ve collected and cataloged dragon eyes from times long forgotten and in living memory, from within and beyond Latakia.”

Lady Jaise had shed her resplendent dinner ensemble in favor of a simple off-white tunic and lace veil. The only dash of color came from the leather belt dangling at her waist, which was the same shade of olive as her skin. Her luscious dark hair hung in a thick braid which reminded Meya of church bell rope.

Her dress seemed to glow against the oily black curtain behind. Its painted golden vines and flowers rippled to the breeze from their approaching footsteps. Nearby, a tall, thin cabinet of black wood stood against the wall of bare stone.

“Please change into the gum slippers, and take off your cloaks.”

Meya turned to Coris and Zier with a raised eyebrow, then remembered she was wearing a mask. Zier hung back, waiting for his brother’s lead.

Coris marched forth without hesitation. He opened the cabinet doors, revealing a line of metal pegs drilled into the back-pane. Five pairs of simple slippers, clear as glass with a peach tinge, sat in a row at the bottom.

Coris levered a pair each out to Meya and Zier, then took one for himself. He clung onto his hulking brother for balance as he slipped his veined feet from his boots.

Meya sniffed the slippers. They smelled of wood and tar. She plopped them on the carpeted floor then slotted her feet in. The surface was cold against the soles of her feet. Its jellylike push unwittingly reminded her of the Substitute.

They regrouped before Winterwen, but she still wouldn’t let them enter.

“Until I give permission, please refrain from talking, reserve your questions and exclamations, and proceed after me as quietly as possible.” Her solemn voice was tinged with melancholy. “The work of our curators requires complete concentration. It is extremely draining for the mind.”

Meya nodded vigorously, more curious than intimidated. Sensing her jittery impatience, Coris squeezed her hand. Winterwen held up the veil.

A second squeeze from Coris, and Meya took the lead. The cool hem of the veil slithered down her hair as she bent and stepped into the gloom.

Winterwen was wise to warn them. Meya chomped hard on her lips to smother her gasp of awe and surprise. In the dark, rows upon rows of hundreds of glowing green fireflies hung suspended. Then her eyes attuned to the darkness, and the brown of wooden shelves underneath the eyes distilled from the gray-black of the room.

Between the aisles, barefaced men and women of all ages sat on cushioned chairs behind long tables, still as sleep, eyes closed and faces blank. Glowing green eyeballs of metal floated in bowls of clear liquid before them.

Winterwen led them down the center aisle. Meya counted two dozen rows of meditating curators leading up to a second door. Winterwen turned the brass knob, and it fell back without so much as a whimper.

Late morning sunshine streamed in through floor-to-ceiling windows. The low hum of chatter swarmed the room like clouds of dust caught in the light. Masked Jaisians sat in pairs along tables, one doing the talking while the other furiously jotted down their tales.

“Name’s Olfred Marsant of Noxx.” Meya slowed at the sound of that familiar name. The masked man pushed a glowing dragon eye in a casket towards his partner, shaking his head. “Died of stone liver seven springs ago. Blegh, I’m still tasting the ale—”

“Lady Hadrian?” Winterwen called. Meya started to her senses. Coris and Zier stood level with her, faces turned to her questioningly. Winterwen was far ahead, just a few steps away from a heavy wooden desk coupled with a highbacked chair. The masked curator grumbled on about Marsant’s three-tiered ale belly. Huffing in annoyance, Meya hurried along.

Winterwen circled the table and rummaged in the main drawer. She flourished a careless hand at the long chair in front for her guests to settle down.

“We’re allowed to talk only within this room.” She lifted the vow of silence, but before Meya let loose the questions jostling behind her lips, she pointed at each of them in turn.

“I have a certain eye I believe the three of you will be interested in.” A smile tugged at her lips as she extracted a small ledger. She straightened, gesturing at them once more as she swept past.

“Make yourselves comfortable.”

Meya strained around, keeping Winterwen in the corner of her eye as she scoured the room for the pair talking about Marsant. The moment the lady disappeared through the door leading back to the Library, Coris hissed,

“Zier, what’s the matter?”

Concern for her friends won over, and Meya grudgingly turned back. Zier sat straight and stiff as aged oak, staring ahead into nowhere. At his brother’s call, he shuddered to life, trembling hands gripping his wobbling knees.

“The Axel,” he whispered. “Those eyes. They’re The Axel.”

* * *

“The Axel…is a dragon eye?”

Meya eked out. Zier clutched his head in his hands. Impatient, Meya turned to his brother instead, “how come you dinnae recognize them, Coris?”

Coris shook his head numbly.

“The Axel was kept inside a puzzle box. Even I have never seen it.”

Meya sighed, disappointed.

“Gillian’s a dragon. Why’d he want another dragon eye?” she muttered.

Soft footsteps approached, and Meya swept the mystery aside. Lady Jaise swept past their couch, circled the desk and reclaimed her seat. She laid the pile of items she was carrying on the tabletop, extracting the ledger from the bottom to slide it back into the drawer. Of the remaining items, one was a leather-bound journal which made up for its compact size with a wealth of pages, the other a casket wrapped in black velvet.

Winterwen slid the box across to the youngsters, who had scooted to the edge of their couch, then flipped the lid open. Sitting snugly on a bed of stuffed velvet was a metallic eyeball with a glowing green iris, and a black nametag labeled in silver ink.

Axel Hild

“Axel?” Coris breathed. Zier chose the opposite.

“Hild?” Meya cried, her voice an octave higher than usual. Winterwen nodded.

“This is the first eye in our Library. Or rather, the origin of our Library.”

The lady paused for her audience to prepare, then began her tale.

“After Prince Philip slayed his father, King Edward, and usurped the throne, and the Mining Ban was enforced, your ancestor, Maxus Hadrian,” her lace veil fluttered as she turned sharply to the Hadrian brothers, “brought this eye of your ancestor, Axel Hild,” she turned to Meya, who jolted, “to my ancestor, Lord Ralon Jaise.”

The three children mouthed soundlessly, exchanging unseen looks.

“Ralon was also eyeless.” Winterwen dipped her head. “In exchange for sight, Maxus asked Ralon to record Axel’s memories and keep his eye safe.”

Meya blinked.

“Memories?” she blurted. Winterwen nodded with a faint smile, encouraging her. “I remember, milady. You said me eye conveyed me memories to you. So ’twas how you learned me true identity?”

“Exactly.” Winterwen’s tight smile twitched at the corners. She nudged the box towards Meya, who reached out a nervous hand to retrieve her forebear’s eye. She rolled it between her fingers, transfixed by its rainbow shimmer.

“As you can see, dragon eyes contain Lattis. In fact, the eyes are the only parts of the dragon body comprised of Lattis in its elemental form in substantial amounts.”

In her hand, Axel’s eye revolved to the front. Meya pored through its deceptively lifelike glow to the empty depths of his pupil, doubting the odds. For seven generations, the branch of Hilds she was in was comprised entirely of humble farmers in Crosset. What had old Axel done to land himself a role in all this? How did his eye end up with Coris’s ancestor, then Lady Jaise’s ancestor?

“It has been known Lattis emits unseen energy that restores balance of the humors. Some would call it magic.” Winterwen tilted her head. Meya tore her eyes from Axel’s, waiting with bated breath and nary a clue where this was headed.

“Through decades of study, we discovered this to be not energy but rather messages, signals to the brain that regulate the body. You see, eyes are where dragons house their memories. Instead of physical connections—nerves, like humans—the Lattis in their eyes convey these memories through messages directly to their brains, forming their selves as philosophers would call it.”

Meya’s impatience ebbed and swelled. As her questions were answered and more light shed, they birthed new questions, unearthed more shadow. Winterwen cocked her head.

“Humans are receptive to these messages as well, and, after a few years of practice, would comprehend them just as a dragon would. As is the case with the eyeless.”

“So, when Greeneyes go near lumps of Lattis that send out signals of their own, they interfere with our brains? That’s why I feel ill when I’m wearing too much Lattis?” Meya deduced.

“Yes,” Winterwen nodded. “The first telltale signs are, of course, dimmed eyes and reduced body heat. Prolonged proximity with excessive amounts of Lattis, however, will result in headaches, unconsciousness, lapses in memory, and, in extreme cases, death.”

Coris squeezed Meya’s hand as she tensed in fear.

“Well, that would explain you.” Zier cocked his head at Meya, then turned to Coris, “but not you.”

Meya knew Zier was referring to the Crosset Famine, but Winterwen was flummoxed, forcing Coris to retell his kidnapping. Winterwen listened raptly, still save for the occasional nod.

Once he finished, she drummed her fingers on the tabletop, then nodded.

“I believe that may be a different case altogether, for the both of you. Trace amounts of Lattis in the bloodstream,” she speculated, then tilted her head.

“One of my alchemists, Dineira Sameri, is also studying the properties of dragon blood. I’ve instructed her to bring your alchemist up to speed.”

Indeed, Bishop Riddell and Arinel were visiting the alchemist to discuss the drought today. Meya turned to Coris, who cocked his head at the glowing eye between her fingers. She nodded with a sigh, prioritizing the matter at hand.

Winterwen slid the small leather-bound book to her next.

“This is a copy of Ralon’s records on Axel Hild.” Meya spared the memoir a glance as Coris picked it up. “As the first and only Hild descendant to have visited us so far, I deem it is yours to keep, as well as his eye, should you wish so.”

Axel’s eye rattled in her trembling hand. Winterwen gave a little bow to her smile of gratitude.

“You’d want to peruse it thoroughly, but as we’re pressed for time, allow me to summarize the gist for you,” she straightened, her hands clasped on the table.

“Axel Hild was a poor young peasant farmer in Noxx, lured by lucrative prospects to the iron mines of Rutgarth, not long after the accidental discovery that dragon blood could aid in refining Lattis.”

Meya tensed in fearful anticipation, and Coris’s hand reclaimed hers.

“Axel was kept prisoner there along with dozens of fellow Greeneyes, milked for blood to extract the nigh unworkable metal, until the Nostran dragons razed Rutgarth to the ground.”

“They attacked at night, raining a fountain of fire from the sky.” Winterwen poured herself tea and took a sip.

“They came without their riders. This ambush was kept secret even from the Nostrans. An act of rebellion against all humans, not just Latakia.”

The dragons were without riders? That crucial detail was never mentioned in any retelling of Rutgarth’s fall. Just like Gillian and his bandits, Meya realized.

“After sealing the mine, the dragons took the surviving miners and Greeneyes to a secret fortress on their side of the mountain. They kept them prisoner there, and treated them no differently from the Latakians. Humans were made to mine, Greeneyes were blood mares.”

“What do they want Lattis for? What are they building?” Coris demanded. Winterwen nodded with a small smile.

“They call it the Rota. A contraption designed to cancel out the power of Lattis. Should it be deployed on Latakia, dragons could cross over Neverend Heights and seize our land for their own. It would mean annihilation for us.”

“But, even without the Rota, I can still live here fine,” Meya pointed out.

“Pure dragons are much more affected by Lattis than Greeneyes, who are half-human and acclimatized from birth,” Winterwen explained. “It hinders their performance, and greatly shortens their lifespan.”

Meya didn’t know if she should be relieved for her homeland or concerned for her fellow dragons. Caught in the middle was not a comfortable place to be.

“That would explain why dragons crossed over Latakia in favor of Nostra when they migrated from Everglen. Nostra has no Lattis, whereas we have aplenty,” Winterwen added after another sip of tea, “and also why Nostra surrendered the War of Independence. It’d be a waste to lose more dragons prolonging a futile war with Latakia, when they could wield those dragons to expand west, and maintain order in their empire.”

Meya nodded slowly, fingering Axel’s eye as she digested it.

“So, dragons built the Rota—No, they dinnae,” she corrected herself. Her life would’ve been vastly different had the dragons succeeded. “What happened?”

Winterwen turned her teacup slowly, choosing her words.

“While they designed and perfected the Rota, the dragons needed a means to record their experiments without the knowledge ever being discovered by humans.”

Meya’s eyes widened.

“Dragon eyes,” she breathed. Winterwen nodded heavily, her lips a thin line of sorrow.

“Once they have chosen their container, they would purge his eyes of memory with Lattis. He’d be an empty receptacle, a vessel with no soul.”

“The day the dragons came, Axel plucked out an eye and swallowed it. A wise decision, it seemed, but having one eye was precisely why he was chosen.”

“He had no spare?” Zier guessed. Winterwen raised her teacup, then heaved a sigh, turning back to the eye Meya held.

“Throughout the experiments, Axel’s memories in this eye remain, while his other eye contains the only copy of instructions on creating the Rota.”

It was as if lightning had struck the room. The three teens turned to each other, mouths ajar.

“The Axel,” Coris whispered. Winterwen nodded.

“When the first Rota neared completion, Maxus Hadrian led the prisoners into rebellion against the dragons. He escaped back to Latakia with twelve survivors, and twelve pieces of the Rota.”

“So, Axel dinnae make it?” Meya’s heart writhed. After all he’d suffered, she couldn’t help praying for a peaceful end of the tale for Axel, although it was obvious he wouldn’t escape Nostra alive. For why else would Maxus be the one to divide his eyes between Hadrian and Jaise?

Winterwen dipped her head solemnly.

“He transformed and used his fire to collapse a tunnel over the pursuing dragons, but was crushed under debris himself.”

“So Maxus gouged out his eyes from his corpse?” Coris finished for her, his voice harsh with disgust, his knuckles shining white against Axel’s memoir. Winterwen shook her head.

“Ralon’s impression of Axel was an embittered, cynical man who had lost all faith and hope. Be it in gods, humans or dragons.” She heaved a melancholic sigh.

“However, Axel’s last act was the ultimate sacrifice for a cause greater than himself, one he knew he would not live to see. His last memory was of him entrusting his eyes, and with them, the future of all three races, to Maxus Hadrian.”

Meya, Coris and Zier turned to each other again, their eyes pooling on the younger Hadrian’s midriff.

The future of humans, Greeneyes and dragons had been passed from her ancestor to their ancestor. And, from Axel’s point of view somewhere in Zier’s bowels, said future was, literally, solid darkness.


The Lost Treatise

Jaise’s alchemy labs were sequestered on an islet in the lake, tethered to the castle only by a bridge two man’s breadth wide.

A wise decision, thought Arinel as she hurried across, struggling to keep up with Bishop Riddell’s brisk stride and maintain distance from Sir Bayne so he wouldn’t bump into her.

Two masked figures stood waiting at the other end, the tall, thin, gray-bearded one poised, and the shorter, plump one fidgety. The hems of their black alchemist robes rippled to life in the breeze, brushing the young green grass at their ankles.

“The great Diamat Sameri!” cried Bishop Riddell as he scampered down the steps. The tall alchemist hurried forth, reaching out to cradle Riddell’s hands in his own.

“Tenorus! What an honor!” His ancient throat strings sounded strained to their limits. He shook Riddell’s hands heartily. “Why would I ever need copies when here you are in person!”

Diamat indicated Riddell’s towering physique with lined and scarred hands. Riddell waved away the praise with his equally marred hand.

“Magister, the honor is mine. Meriton couldn’t thank you enough for sharing your secrets.”

Diamat shook his head with a tired smile.

“Troubled earth, troubled times,” he mused, his gravelly voice trailing away into a deep sigh. “The skies would have to wait.”

He turned to Arinel and Jerald, a smile of polite interest on his lopsided lips. Riddell flourished his hand at Arinel.

“This is…Haselle. My, ah…apprentice.”

Diamat cocked his head. Arinel twisted her trembling fingers in her dress. Riddell still wasn’t quite at home with Lady Crosset being his lab maid. Hoping to deflect suspicion, he hurried on,

“Sir Bayne, head of Lady Hadrian’s guards, here in her stead. I’ve instructed them to behave. I hope you wouldn’t mind.” Riddell bowed. Diamat cackled.

“Ah, my master, bless his soul. He often said there’s no sin in curiosity. Keeps your brain young.” He smiled wistfully as he studied Arinel, envious of her youth, then heaved a mournful sigh. “True for Tyberne, in a twisted manner. Poor fellow’s brain hadn’t the chance to age!”

Arinel jolted. Tyberne? Mother’s master? She glanced at Jerald, forgetting she couldn’t see his face. Diamat rested his hand on the shoulder of the short alchemist next to him.

“Dineira set off for home that very day. Left the wife and I on tenterhooks for a fortnight. Not—a single—danged—letter! We thought you’d died alongside him, you thoughtless lass!”

Diamat jabbed his mostly intact finger into his daughter’s thick shoulder. Dineira flinched away with a yowl of pain.

“For the hundredth time, I’m sorry, Father! I was on the road. Hadn’t heard of the fire. It’s been seventeen years! Will you forgive me already?”

“No.” Diamat thrust up his nose, leaving Dineira to hang her head.

Riddell chortled. “You apprenticed with Tyberne, Dineira?”

Dineira nodded eagerly.

“Yes, sir. I meant to come home for a visit, but after such a close call, Father thought it best to never let me out of his sight.”

She threw her father a pout, but he’d become intrigued by the peeling skin under his nails.

“Your only daughter tinkering in a room full of explosives. I wouldn’t have my son within a feather’s flight of my lab, you know.” Riddell shook his head. Diamat sighed heavily.

“Best let them play under your eye, lest they sneak behind your back.” He gestured at Arinel, returning to business. “Good thing you brought your apprentice. Dineira’s studying Greeneye anatomy. Her ladyship summoned me last night, said you have a student who’d be interested. This the one?”

“Ah…!” Riddell turned to Arinel, mouth ajar, then quickly gathered himself, “h-how generous of your lady! What say you, Haselle?”

He smiled at Arinel. She couldn’t possibly do anything but smile and bow. It was impossible to focus on dragons when a friend of the mother she barely knew was standing not a stone’s throw away, but how would she bring up Mother with Dineira as Haselle?

“Very well, then. I shall be discussing the drought with Diamat. Dineira, if you don’t mind, would you show my bumbling apprentice and Sir Bayne your lab?” Riddell turned to Dineira.

“Not at all, Master Riddell! A pleasure.”

The two senior alchemists departed with smiles, chatting all the way. Dineira craned her neck, stared after her father and Riddell until they disappeared into the former’s lab, then rounded on Arinel.

“So, you know the secret, too?” She wrung Arinel’s hands in excitement. Arinel wasn’t sure if she had nodded, or her head had simply bobbed to the force of Dineira’s fleshy hands. She bustled off on the lush grass, Arinel and Jerald not two steps behind,

“I’ve been dying to talk to anyone at all, but the lady made me swear not to tell a soul. Not even my parents! Can you imagine? Yes, I understand the danger, but Father’s an alchemist, too…!”

Dineira prattled on without the merest pause for breath or thought, even as they approached her lab, shutting the floodgates only to fish the key out of her pocket. Unlike Muldor’s disused lab, this lock turned smoothly, and the door fell back without protest.

“Here we are, my humble lab.” Dineira ushered Arinel and Jerald inside.

Arinel glanced around. Dineira’s lab had the appearance of belonging to a fledgling alchemist. Compared to Muldor and Riddell’s labs, the apparatuses were less varied, more rudimentary, the shelves less populated with bottles bearing eye-catching labels signaling danger.

Dineira was also much more haphazard. Piles of papers weighed down by bottles or salt-crusted beakers teetered over the edge of chairs. On her worktable, books closed and open piled into a pell-mell hill, peppered with soot, dust motes and pie crumbs. Broken quills and ink spatters littered the tabletop around the centerpiece distilling set. Her writing desk was adorned in similar fashion.

Dineira bustled about freeing up chairs.

“Sorry for the mess.” She moved the papers to the table, holding up a firm hand when Jerald made to lend aid. “Wish Father had sprung this on me sooner, so I’d have time to tidy.”

With a clatter, she set a freed chair before Jerald. As he drew it back for Arinel, Jerald turned to Dineira with a small smile.

“You haven’t changed, Dineira.” She jumped as if startled by a scuttling cockroach, scattering papers. “Seventeen years. You remember me?”

Dineira let out a bout of breathy, forced giggles, stooping to retrieve her fallen papers.

“Of course, Sir Bayne. You waited for Erina every evening.” She spared him a glance, then steered away, “wouldn’t be surprised if the whole town’s abuzz. Lady Hadrian, a Greeneye! Wherever is the real Lady Arinel, I wonder? Does she resemble her mother?”

Arinel froze halfway into her chair. Jerald’s rough hand clamped around her shoulder and pushed her down the rest of the way.

“I would’ve loved to tell an old friend, but the lady’s safety is foremost.” Jerald anticipated Arinel’s glare and gave her a squeeze. Dineira, fumbling with her slippery papers, didn’t notice.

“Ah, shame.” Her reply sounded more out of courtesy than actual disappointment. She flashed a wide grin at Jerald. “Still, not as if we won’t have other things to talk about! I say we share our tales over dinner?”

“My pleasure.”

Beaming, Dineira set her jumbled theses on the table, then turned to Arinel with a clap.

“Now, dragons! Where to start? You choose, dear. Ask me anything.”

Dineira settled on the nearest chair, buttocks slopping over the skimpy seat. Arinel took a deep breath, swallowing pique down her burning, parched throat. Focus! Dragons now, Mother later. The thought wrenched bile into her gullet.

“What exactly are you studying about dragon anatomy?”

Dineira touched a finger to her chin.

“Well, to be exact, I must say everything, since there’s still so much ground to cover, but, recently, I’ve been focusing on their blood. Components, reactions, practical uses…”

“Fireproof paint, for instance?” Jerald cut in, his level voice undercut with a rare hint of ice. Dineira’s smile sagged. She nodded heavily.

“I’m involved, but not in the manner you’d think. One of our exports is boras crystal. We ship them to Amplevale and Graye. They must fortify against dragon attacks. Rutgarth was two centuries ago, true, but like earthquakes and lightning, they may strike whenever and wherever.”

Dineira tapped a nervous hand on the tabletop, jiggling her leg.

“Before this, the main component in fireproofing was amiant. We have plenty across Hythe and Easthaven. Then Father published a treatise uncovering the dangers of amiant to the lungs, so we replaced it with boras picked from the Sands, but demand was more than we can supply. The lake’s been dug so deep, it will be mining soon.”

“And Greeneye blood contains boras?” Arinel guessed. Dineira had picked up a quill to twiddle. She tipped it at Arinel with a smile.

“Naturally, considering their body heat.” Dineira slid to a slouch in her chair, spinning her quill between her pudgy thumbs. “Their organs would have to be shielded with boras to withstand fire (should they ever need to shoot some!). And their blood transports it around the body.”

Awed as she was by the discovery, Arinel knew its price.

“The lady’s advisors are pressuring her to legalize the Greeneye blood trade. She’s been stalling the best she could, of course. Them bastards must have grown restless, took to the Tunnels instead. Yesterday’s news shook her. That was her worst fear.”

Dineira blew a long sigh, then set her quill on its stand she’d just spotted amid the clutter on her table, then hoisted herself upright.

“I’ve been observing the effects of Lattis on Greeneyes, but the lady asked me to shelve that and find a substitute for boras. Or at least, decide a protocol for Greeneyes to sell their blood sustainably.”

Lattis? Arinel leaned in. Now, this could help Meya.

“Do you still have them, though? Your studies on Lattis?”

Dineira sprang up, edging her voluminous curves around shelf corners and table edges to reach her study desk.

“Lowered priority but still progressing.” She rummaged through the chaos. “I have trouble focusing on one at a time. Got a bookshelf’s worth of half-baked treatises on paper and in my brain.”

“What have you discovered so far? Anything of note?” Arinel steered Dineira back with mounting impatience. Dineira tipped her head back, rifling through her memories. If her lab were any hint, they were just as jumbled.

“There is something. I can’t locate my writings at the moment, but I can show you. If you’d just move around here…”

Dineira gestured vaguely as she hurried out from behind her desk. Arinel and Jerald obligingly gathered at the end of the worktable. With a grunt, Dineira shunted away the pile of books and papers. She then flitted about her shelves, bumping chairs and sending papers cascading to the floor. She plucked a stoppered bottle filled with blood, an ornate padlocked wooden casket, a spare beaker, and a pair of cowhide gloves, plopping them on the workspace.

“Not to worry. This blood was taken willingly from a curator in the Library of Eyes. Towards a better understanding of, and a better life for Greeneyes.”

She selected a tiny key from her overloaded keyring, slotted it into the padlock, and popped open the chest. On a bed of waxed paper, rested a pile of silvery powder which shimmered rainbow in the sunlight.

“Lattis. It’s in powder form, I’m afraid. I’ve had to reclaim it dozens of times. Budget cuts.”

Grumbling darkly, Dineira pulled on her gloves, poured dragon blood into the beaker, then tore a strip off a stray parchment. She scooped up a smidgen of Lattis powder and brought it to the beaker, hovering the chest beneath to catch loose specks.

“Watch the blood. I’m pouring this in,” she whispered out the corner of her mouth, so as not to blow away the fine dust. Holding her breath, Arinel steadied herself with her hands on the grimy tabletop and leaned in.

Dineira tipped the paper. Lattis motes streamed down and vanished under the surface like salt in water. The red blood darkened to the purple black of Jaise. Blinking, Arinel turned to Dineira.

“What is this?” she whispered. Dineira crossed her arms, a smile of triumph peeking behind her grille.

“This,” she tapped her finger on the beaker, “is what has kept the truth about Greeneyes a secret for all this time.”

Dineira gestured for Arinel and Jerald to take their seats then cleared away the experiment, leaving only the beaker.

“With Lattis from Rutgarth trickling into every smithy throughout two centuries, you’d think there’s bound to be incidents of Greeneyes transforming that would expose their true nature, but there were none.”

Clunk went the blood phial as Dineira set it on the shelf. Having stashed the remaining items in the nearest gaps she could find, Dineira plonked back into her chair.

“By reading every eye that came to us, the Library curators discovered some of their owners had transformed by accident. Yet, when this happens, more often than not the Greeneye’s memory of it did not survive.”

Arinel’s heart quickened. Both Meya and Coris had been, and still were, suffering from lapses in memory. This could very well be the answer.

“So, we studied the eyes of Greeneyes who were held captive in Rutgarth before the Fall.” Dineira rifled through half-unfurled rolls of parchment.

“Those Greeneyes saw blacksmiths religiously avoiding all skin contact with the mixture of their blood and Lattis. They discovered some danger in it—is our hypothesis. As alchemist, my job is to prove it.”

Dineira gave a small gasp of triumph. She tugged out a piece of parchment and handed it to Arinel. Apart from its corners, the parchment was almost flat, both faces crammed to the margins with slanted text, interspersed with diagrams and formulas, written in black ink which had yet to lose its luster. At the header was the title in large print: On the Effects of Lattis on Greeneye Blood.

Arinel trawled impatiently through the rolling paragraphs. Dineira saved her the trouble with a summary,

“I propose that when dragons or Greeneyes are attacked with Lattis, as an instinctive reaction, their blood synthesizes a potent amnesiac, which targets memories of dragons.”

Dineira touched a finger to the beaker, nervous even behind gloves.

“This amnesiac is absorbed through the skin, and can linger for years, even decades. Greeneyes, being mostly human, are also affected by this substance.”

Arinel stared at the innocuous mixture before her, then pressed a finger to the glass. It was lukewarm, proof of the rigorous reaction frothing underneath the calm surface.

How had Dineira arrived at her conclusion? Was it drawn from observation of ancient Greeneye memories? Did she prove it using living humans and Greeneyes? It was too early to pin Dineira for anything, but Lady Jaise would never allow that, would she?

“Of course, it isn’t foolproof. I reckon there were more than a few folks who took the secret to their graves, for fear of being thought a lunatic! Even now, there definitely are people walking around knowing Greeneyes are dragons! But I’m sure it does help thin the herd. Just enough for survivors to be too few and far in between to be believed.”

Arinel nodded. Dineira’s take was similar to hers.

“What will you do with these findings?”

Dineira churned her lips, woven fingers wiggling absently as her eyes traversed her chaotic lab.

“The decision isn’t mine.” Her voluminous frame deflated as she sighed and smiled bitterly. “Alchemists are funded by the manor, but I’m commissioned by her ladyship for these Greeneye experiments. Sworn to secrecy, obliged to hand over my findings. My involvement ends when the lady is satisfied.”

“And what do you think the lady would do with it?” Arinel pressed her. Dineira heaved another sigh then shrugged.

“I suppose she could use it to cleanse the heads of people who have witnessed Greeneyes transforming. For the good of both sides, you know?”

Arinel narrowed her eyes. Dineira didn’t seem interested about what would become of her discoveries, more bothered that her achievements could never come to light as her own. Had she known beforehand it was to be thankless work, Arinel doubted Dineira would’ve accepted.

A series of knocks came from the door. Arinel turned to find a masked young man around her age, wearing a simple woolen tunic and patched trousers. He seemed startled to stone by her and Jerald’s presence, his loose fist held aloft, his mouth ajar. Dineira sprang up.

“Ah, Ethren! You’re early,” she called heartily as if to spook away the dead air. She gathered the boy’s bony shoulders in one wobbling arm and swept him inside, shining Arinel and Jerald an apologetic smile. “He’s one of my volunteer test subjects. We’re deciding how often he should sell blood.”

Dineira guided Ethren towards the side door, calling over her shoulder,

“Feel free to have a look around. Biscuits and tea on the shelves somewhere. Help yourself!”

Dineira paused to grab a quill and spare parchment, then hurried in after Ethren. The moment the door closed behind them, Arinel rounded on Jerald, her long pent-up temper bursting,

“You’ve never told me about Dineira! Nor has Grandmother!” She slammed her fists on the cluttered table, her voice choked with angry tears, “I could’ve had the Bishop introduce me as myself. We could’ve talked about Mother!” She slammed her fists again, sending Dineira’s papers tumbling.

Silence fell but for her ragged breathing. Jerald reached out, then withdrew his hand without so much as a rustle of his cloak. His eyes fixed at his little lady’s feet, he bowed deeply.

“My lady, I’m terribly sorry.” His voice trembled as he fought the whirlpool of resurrected grief, “I didn’t mention Dineira because she isn’t fond of Erina. Even as they worked side by side, they were never close. I reckoned it would only bring you unnecessary pain.”

Arinel perked up, her delicate figure which often belied her fiery temper taut with apprehension.

“Why? What had Mother done wrong?” she demanded, ready to defend Erina’s memory. Jerald shook his head with a sigh. However much he longed to shield her, he had no choice.

“She existed, that was all. Erina was a mere peasant maid, but Tyberne was more generous to her than Dineira, his apprentice. He saw potential in her, impressed by her eagerness to learn, pitied her lot.”

Jerald raised his eyes. What little he saw of the lady behind the grille over her mouth remained pale. However, learning her mother wasn’t fully to blame, she relaxed somewhat.

“You’ve seen Dineira with Diamat. She’s his only daughter. The jewel of his eyes. Descended from a long line of distinguished alchemists. She didn’t take well to being seconded by a lowly servant girl.”

Arinel glanced at the side door. Astonishing, the resentment and envy such a bubbly, chatty personality tempered within. Although Mother couldn’t have helped it, it pained her to learn Mother wasn’t liked by all. Jerald was wise to keep it secret, she grudgingly admitted.

Jerald sat down with a labored sigh.

“It was no fault of Erina’s, of course, nor Dineira’s. They were young.” He slid up his mask, allowing his cheeks a feel of air, eyes lost far in the past. “Tyberne should’ve been the wise one. He should’ve foreseen it.”

Her knees numb, Arinel slumped onto her chair. Pale sunlight scored a blinding white glint on the beaker. She stared morosely at its black depths.

“This could’ve been Mother,” she muttered, hands trembling as she turned the beaker slowly. “Telling me all this. Wearing alchemist robes. Working in her lab. Writing treatises.”

She looked around. A faceless woman glided about the shelves. The harder she peered, the vivider the mirage became. There she was, bent over the distilling set, an eye on the flowing hourglass. Then, she sat behind the desk, fighting her rolling parchment as she scribbled away under the watchful light of the midnight oil.

So much she’d been, so much she’d never be, so much Arinel would never know. If only Tyberne had chosen Dineira to help him that night, all this would’ve been the present.

Arinel’s heart writhed with shame at the thought. Yet, it was impossible to rid. Like a wall besieged by vines, she crumbled in her chair. She rested her forehead on the table, staring at the floorboards.

A sharp-edged patch of yellow poked out from the polished wood. Arinel pushed aside her chair, falling to all fours. By the time Jerald followed suit, she was wrist-deep in the loose floorboard. Without a word, he pulled on the board, and Arinel tugged the papers free. She brushed away the smattering of dirt and dust, revealing words one by one.

Enhanced Synthesis of Sweet Oil of Vitriol, and its Application in Medicine: A Treatise.

Lines of text and intricate drawings rolled on beneath the title. Jerald coaxed the papers from her frozen fingers. She hadn’t resisted, yet the papers crackled. His hands were shaking.

“Erina’s handwriting,” he whispered, his voice trembling. “This is the thesis they were writing when they died, spirits and vitriol to create a sleeping draught for surgery.”

“And they succeeded.” Jerald whipped around. Arinel faced him, strangling her voice through her powder-dry throat, “Mother looked as if she were asleep, all the while they were cutting me out of her.”

She rose to her feet and turned to the side door. Dineira’s giggling voice slithered through the wood, like the hiss of a viper. Her insides burned, doused in its venom.

“What if she was asleep?”


Impasse

Arinel had despised being cooped inside a wagon during her family’s pilgrimage to Icemeet from childhood. Yet, she’d never felt more relieved slumping onto the cushioned seats of her carriage. Jerald shuttered the windows, muffling the huffs and neighs of grazing horses in the nearby stables, then settled across her and Gretella.

Arinel tugged off her mask. The cold, stale air was a welcome reprieve on her cheeks. A plump hand rested upon hers. Gretella’s unmasked face was stricken with confusion and concern.

“Milady, you’re dreadfully pale.”

Arinel flailed through the fog in her head for the slightest clue on how to begin. She’d never known her mother, and here was the woman who birthed her, raised her, outlived her. How should she tell her? Should she unearth the grief and loss long put to rest, douse it with acid of truth? However cruel and untimely Mother’s death had been, Grandmother had made peace with Fyr. Wouldn’t it cause unnecessary suffering to reveal Erina’s death was not destined but planned?

Did Mother ever learn from Freda how she died? Would she yearn for justice? Had she willed that floorboard to shift? Whose sake should Arinel put first? Mother? Grandmother? Herself?

Arinel turned to Jerald. He dipped a heavy nod. Perhaps he believed Grandmother deserved the truth, or he’d resigned himself to the fact secrets weren’t bound to last. They couldn’t continue Tyberne and Erina’s work without disclosing how they’d found it in the first place.

Arinel nodded back. With a deep breath, Jerald extracted the treatise from his cloak and handed it to Gretella, then quietly recounted what they’d learned.

Gretella recognized her daughter’s handwriting instantly. As she listened, her expression morphed from bewildered nostalgia to petrified horror. Her grip slackened and trembled, her arms fell limp onto her lap.

Jerald finished the tale and bowed his head. Gretella sat frozen, staring through empty air to an altered past, stirred as if waking from a decade of slumber.

“So, that apprentice girl killed her,” she croaked, her trembling hands gripping the long-lost treatise. “Out of spite, for a few pieces of parchment, and Erina did nothing to deserve it?”

Arinel sat paralyzed by ominous premonition. She glanced at Jerald, saw the same fear splayed across his face. Gretella’s howl of grief rose slow, as if dragged up her throat by a mighty hand, shrill and chilling as the tortured keen of a dying wolf. She collapsed onto her lap, crumpling the yellowed parchment against her bosom, rocking with sobs. Rapids of thick tears flooded her wrinkled face.

“You want to see Dineira punished, Grandmother?” Arinel whispered with all the breath she could muster. “You want me to bring the case before Lady Jaise?”

Gretella shook her head, pressing the papers flush to her chest.

“The hateful wench could burn a hundred times if it would bring me some joy of revenge, it wouldn’t bring her back!” she spat, stroking the dry, rough parchment as if it were Erina’s shining hair. Tears spilled down her cheeks as she closed her eyes against the bitter present.

“All she wanted was to see her work help Latakia. See her name down in history. See her Mum and Dad rest well in old age. What had she done wrong? Why must she die like this?”

With a wail, Gretella crumpled to a heap again. A page of the treatise escaped her clutches. Jerald caught it before it touched the floor.

“This branch of study would remain banned so long as the Royal Council believes Tyberne killed himself and his maid in a failed experiment,” he said quietly, eyes fixed upon the paper’s contents yet not taking in a word. He turned to Arinel, a tortured look in his eyes.

“We must bring the truth to light. That would mean exposing Dineira. I’ve no doubt it would end her career. Perhaps even her life, and…”

“Her research on Greeneyes.”

Realization hit Arinel like a ball of lead to her middle. Meya’s face flooded the forefront of her mind. This was no longer about her alone. Although it galled Arinel to barter with her mother’s killer, it seemed just as selfish to put justice for her mother above a whole race of half-dragon people, but surely there must be another way? A justification? Anything?

“Why? Is she the one soul in these three lands who can study Greeneyes?” snapped Gretella. Arinel tensed with guilt. They were weighing Erina’s life against a half-baked treatise written by her murderer. Yet, she had no choice but to be fair and magnanimous, like the Lady Crosset she was supposed to be.

“I understand, Grandmother, but it would slow our progress at best or set us back decades at worst. Dineira holds the knowledge in her hands and her head. She’d only be useful to us willing and alive.” Arinel pressed the throbbing veins in her temples, shaking her head. “I can’t be the one to decide. Least not the only one.”

Silence descended. Gretella shifted to face her full. Arinel strove to remain still as fear engulfed her.

“Arinel,” she began coldly. Arinel huddled tighter. Grandmother had only addressed her by name twice. First was last year, when she had spotted the visiting Zier leaving her room and entered in a rush to find Arinel sprawled in bed, fast asleep, naked but for the marks of illicit passion. The second was weeks ago, when she had confronted Arinel in private about her decision to die in the forest.

Both times, it was as if Grandmother had echoed the scream of Erina’s blood inside her, the half that had been an ambitious peasant girl, reminding her while she was Crosset, she was also Arinel. She had the right to treasure herself and to speak, that she loved the brother of the boy she was to wed, that she longed to live even if it would taint whatever remained of her family’s honor.

However, this time, it was more than honor and duty that held Arinel back. She struggled to throttle the hisses of her darkest doubts, as Gretella’s words pierced her like a hail of arrows.

“This is your mother. The mother you’ve never known and never will know. And it’s all—because—of that—wench!” Gretella snarled, jabbing her finger at the window. “And you’re putting the needs of others above your own? Again?”

“YES, BECAUSE I’VE NEVER KNOWN HER!” Arinel burst out, flinging Gretella back against her cushions. She whirled around, cheeks blotchy with blood and tears and twisted by her sneer. “And she’d never known me, either!”

Gretella’s cheeks lost what color they had left. Jerald stared like a child caught in the path of a hurtling wagon, knowing what was to come and that there was no escape. The sight cemented Arinel’s worst fears. To protect her, both of them kept the entire existence of Dineira from her. Freda knew how much more they’d been hiding from her.

“She mightn’t have given a damn about me, might have hated me, even. And I don’t blame her.” The venom festering in her long hidden words sizzled on her lips. She couldn’t hold them longer. They ate her away, hollowing her to little more than a husk, a name, a title.

“Father had her delivered to his bed like meat on a platter, and I chained her to it, the could-be heir of Crosset! She could’ve lived but he put me in her then cleaved her in half to have me!”

Silence echoed her cry back to her. She crumbled to her knees on the cold floorboards. Her cheeks were on fire, her arms ice. Her disgust for Father’s blood was such that she dug her nails into the wood rather than rub feeling into her limbs. She might tear her flesh to drain it.

“Does she want Dineira to live? Does she want revenge? I don’t know. I’ve never known her.” Arinel hung her head. “I couldn’t decide on her behalf, and I don’t think she’d ever want me to.”

Gretella and Jerald knelt beside her, the shivering warmth of their hands hovering hesitantly about her. At least, they’d refrained from lulling her back with lies of her perfect, loving, nurturing, forgiving mother.

More than ever, she longed for Zier. For a voice of bitter truth, of honesty, one who wouldn’t deny but bear witness to her evilest thoughts. The need pushed her to her unsteady feet. She stumbled into the paling sun, hardly caring if they would pursue or stop her, took off on the soft grass, sprinting blindly towards the castle. The soles of her hay slippers slammed against flagstones. Someone collided with her, throwing her to the sun-dried lawn.

Swaying on her feet, Arinel surfaced to a mask of black glass emblazoned with the white peacock of Graye.

“Ari!” gasped Agnes. She snatched Arinel’s wrists in her scarred hands, rambling, “where have you been? Aren’t you supposed to be at the alchemist’s?”

Arinel hastily scoured her numb brain for a sound excuse, forcing what she hoped was a dainty smile.

“The sulfur fumes gave Grandmother a headache. I took her for some fresh air by the stables.”

Agnes cocked her head, her sharp intuition stirring as it caught the scent of deception. Gretella wasn’t scheduled to be visiting the Sameris along with them. She settled on a grudging nod.

“Coris’s summoned us to his rooms. He’s probably made shocking discoveries in the Library.”

More shocking discoveries? Thank Freda.

Much as she longed to throw herself into Zier’s arms, Arinel was grateful to have the troubles of others to lose herself in rather than her own, a state of comforting distraction she often indulged in. She straightened with a sniff and a stiff nod, then led the way to the black fortress.

“Very well, then we shouldn’t keep Lord Hadrian waiting.”


The Heir and The Spare

Coris summoned a clandestine meeting in his guest quarters to share his findings with those he deemed as having genuine need to know. Heloise, Frenix and Atmund stood in a line before his desk. Meya and Arinel sat on either side of him like sister-wives, while Zier, Christopher and Simon loomed over them from the back.

“So…we can transform into dragons?” said Atmund, his voice shrill, back straight and taut as wire. Coris and Meya nodded for the fifth time, but Frenix remained wary.

“And we can fly? And shoot fireballs? And our limbs grow back? And our eyes keep our memories?”

Meya rolled her eyes. Ever patient (when it came to children), Coris nodded again.

“How does that make you feel?”

Atmund teetered as if caught unaware by a gust of wind. He grasped the edge of Coris’s desk.

“Lightheaded, milord, but could’ve been the blood loss,” he offered, then continued glumly, “wish I’d known all this sooner. Could’ve told Dad whenever I didn’t feel like selling blood.”

The older teens gulped, unnerved by the dark tale relayed in such a bland, unassuming tone.

“Those blood sellers get pricked with metal needles every fortnight. Why has nobody ever transformed? There’s bound to be some Lattis in those needles,” Simon deftly steered away.

“Dineira reckoned Jaise’s court officials are behind the blood traders. They must have been told not to mix Lattis with Greeneye blood,” Arinel suggested.

Lady Crosset seemed occupied elsewhere. Her eyes stared out from her ashen face, wide and unseeing, as if her body were reacting in the present but her mind were reeling from the past. Meya narrowed her eyes.

“Maybe the amount of Lattis also isn’t enough for our bodies to react. Took a whole arrowhead for me, according to Lord Coris.” She tilted her head at Coris, who nodded.

“And you, Frenix?” He turned to young Lord Pearlwater. Frenix churned his lips, then blew a sigh at his shuffling feet.

“If I gotta choose between Lord Pearlwater and dragon, I think dragon’s more fun,” he said levelly, then surfaced with a wry grin, “but I shouldn’t have to, right?”

“What d’you mean?” Meya asked. Frenix turned to her, then went on in that same dull, morose tone,

“I’m firstborn. Pearlwater should be mine next, but Father said he’ll give it to Farnas because I’m a Greeneye, and I won’t find a lady to marry me, and he doesn’t want Greeneye grandbabies even if I do, then he sent me all the way here to train.” He shrugged at Coris. “I might torch him if Mother cries again, so that’s probably for the best.”

Frenix left off in a manner just as chillingly innocent as Atmund, who nodded in agreement. Abandoning all effort to liven the bleak air, Coris sighed and weaved his steepled fingers together.

“Though it galls me, I’d have to agree.” He straightened, his sharp stare piercing the three Greeneyes in turn. “You all must learn to harness your power. Though I’d always be thankful for the rescue, it was fortunate you only burned down half of Lord Crosset’s forest, and that Draken and his men escaped unscathed.”

Coris eyed Meya, drawing all eyes to her as well. Meya shifted in her seat at the unpleasant reminder.

“Yea, could’ve been worse.” She glowered at the ungrateful prick, then studied her fellow Greeneyes in confusion and awe. “You three are receiving it much better than I did. Why, you dinnae seem fettered at all, Lady Heloise?”

Heloise jumped. She hadn’t been asked to speak, and didn’t seem inclined to protest, either. From her fidgeting hands and restless rocking on the balls of her feet, she seemed more desperate to be freed from the conversation.

“Perhaps I need time for it to sink in. Ever since I saw you take out your eye, I realized we’re not exactly human, but I hadn’t imagined we’d be something different altogether.” She forced a smile, fingering her bracelet.

“It may also be you’re still deciding whether to believe it,” Coris suggested sagely. At Meya’s questioning look, he explained, “when I told you the truth, I had proof. You’ve also transformed. You remembered inconsistencies in your past, and were able to connect the dots. It’s irrefutable. Once these three have experienced their dragon forms, the truth would impact them at full force.”

Frenix gawked at Coris, then Atmund, who shuddered and shook his head vigorously, then back to Coris, his eyes sparkling.

“We’ll get to transform like her?” He pointed at Meya.

“Unfortunately, yes.” Coris shone him an affectionate grin. Leaning back in his chair, he rested his hand on Meya’s tense arm as she gaped at him, his reassuring pressure focused on the scar.

“Of course, our means of transformation wouldn’t involve pain like living death. I’ll meet with Lady Jaise tomorrow to glean whatever knowledge she has.”

Coris reached for a loose roll of parchment on the desk then smoothed it out, revealing a map of Latakia. As his subjects crowded around him, he traced a spindly finger on the dotted line of a trade route leading to the eastern duchies, pausing to tap at large dots indicating landmarks and towns.

“The following day, we set off for Hyacinth. If we’re lucky, we’ll have five days in the Sands of Caesonai to train in relative privacy. After replenishing supplies in Hyacinth, we’ll leave behind most of the entourage and pass through the valley of the Blue Mountains. That should give us three more days of training before we enter Safyre.”

The surrounding audience nodded and murmured their yes, my lords, lifting their hands from the margins of the map, which curled back to roughly its earlier tightness. Coris eyed Frenix, Atmund and Heloise as he twisted the map into a rod-thin roll.

“That would be all for now for the three of you.” He deposited the map at the foot of a pile of books, then smiled tenderly at the two little boys. “I believe little Amara expects you for playtime? Better not keep your lady waiting, my fellow knights.”

“I’m a knight?” Atmund breathed.

“Can we tell her we’re dragons?” asked Frenix.

“I’ll leave the decision to you, but only her, and no other soul.” Coris quickly recovered his smile after a jolt. “Although, I’m afraid impressing her with your dragon physique will have to wait until we’re well in the Sands.”

Frenix smirked. He roused the ogling Atmund with an elbow jab, then sprinted towards the door, the masked boy in tow, Heloise shepherding them out.

The moment the door swung shut, another opened. Agnes fell out from the wardrobe and joined the ring, while the three squires filed out and took the vacated spots before the desk. Christopher planted both hands on the wood, streaks of white-hot fury on his cheeks.

“What are we training them for, exactly, Coris?” He tried his utmost to sound plainly curious, and, failing dismally, just let loose, “I know you’re infatuated with your new mistress, you’d like to further her cause, but shouldn’t our priority be the ore ship crisis? The crop failings?”

“Oy, Chris!” Simon grasped his arm, hissing. Zier shut his eyes and flinched back, braced for his brother’s rage. Christopher ignored them both, his handsome features twisted with disgust.

“Amplevale is heading fast to a famine! Your aunt is pregnant! And she’s worried her baby won’t come out right!”

“Chris, Mother’s being her hysterical old self. Lord Uncle’s sent over supplies. They’ll be fine,” said Simon wearily, but he seemed determined to look anywhere but Coris.

Silence reigned but for Christopher panting. Coris stared serenely back at him, waiting for the remnants of his outburst to ebb away.

“I’m training them for our voyage to Everglen.”

Meya could almost see the word scrawled across Christopher’s wide-eyed, pallid face, as well as Simon’s. Their post covered only so much ground as Safyre. Coris was demanding half a country and across two seas further than their duty. Zier merely blinked, but then again, so long as his Ari were on that voyage with him, he wouldn’t waste thought on it.

“Meya is not my mistress. She is thrice my savior, and I am bound by honor to repay her,” Coris continued coldly.

“I also don’t intend to procreate in Safyre while Latakia is drained of lifeblood from the east and western front. Lady Jaise will supply mineral-rich water to affected settlements in Meriton. All manors will coordinate to ration food. We will also dispatch spies into Nostra and investigate their movements. Meanwhile, I will mount a mission to Everglen, bring back the ore ships, and, hopefully, find Klythe in the process.”

“So you suspect Nostra?” Christopher frowned.

“The crop failings began in Amplevale and spread eastward. It likely began in Chione’s Lair and traveled through the Zarel Pass.”

“But how could Nostra cause a famine? Even dragons can’t have sucked nutrients out of our soil,” Agnes shook her head.

“They may very well could, Agnie,” Coris narrowed his eyes. “We can assume dragon research has progressed much further in Nostra. They may have discovered a strategic use of the dragons’ ability to drink from the earth. We can’t afford benefit of the doubt.”

Coris’s gray eyes seemed to momentarily blaze white. His best friends drew back and shared looks, digesting the astounding revelations and selecting the more delectable morsels upon which to plan their next move.

Meya narrowed her eyes at Coris. He’d glanced her way before countering Agnes, his eyes wide with fear. The same fear he betrayed when reunited with his old, bloodstained cloak. Was he hiding something from her, again?

Coris straightened.

“Our old friend Gillian is a dragon from Nostra.” The mention of their old enemy jolted his audience like the snap of a finger. Meya grudgingly set aside her suspicions.

“This creeping drought, perhaps even the missing ships, can be an attack on Latakia from the Nostran emperor, a move to claim Everglen, but providing he’s alive, it can also be Gillian’s plan to hold Hadrian hostage,”

Coris paused, and so did his sweeping gaze, with Zier on the receiving end, pale and faint,

“In exchange for The Axel.”

Air froze solid, even with the windows open, as the brothers locked eyes. Zier broke away and stared at his feet, a twisted grin on his lips.

“I was hoping you wouldn’t bring that up.”

Coris closed his eyes and sighed deeply, his long fingers locking together.

“I have no choice but to. Now that we know its importance, we must bring it out. For your own safety.”

Zier burst out a barking laugh, jolting Coris awake.

“My safety?” he spat. “You’ll cut me open and tear through my innards for a dragon eye. You’ll sacrifice me so the dragons can build a new Rota. At least have the decency to say it like it is!”

Zier slammed his fist on the desk. Arinel shrank back. Agnes glanced between the brothers, hands grasping her chest. Simon and Christopher shared worried looks. Meya found herself back in the infuriating dilemma of not knowing which brother she should thwack first.

Coris closed his eyes, his jaw set, his cheekbones white as his knuckles. When he surfaced, his pale silver soft and warm as moonbeam had darkened to iced steel, and his voice was void of emotion.

“Yes, I’m asking you to undergo surgery to save the humans and dragons of Latakia.”

Zier staggered as if lightning had torn the ground before him, his once brazen blue eyes now fearful and pleading.

“Surgery?” He gawked at his brother’s cold, blank face, “but…it’s hardly ever been done. And the test subjects died! They died, Brother!”

“I know it’s a great risk, Zier. I know you’re scared.” Coris’s words rang hollow as the depths of his pupils. A crease folded between his eyebrows, “but we’re in Jaise, the town known for crafting the sharpest blades known to man. With Lady Jaise’s support, we have alchemists at our disposal. We can carry out research on blood transfusion, sleeping draughts, infection treatment. We can make it safe and painless.”

“You know sleeping draughts don’t work on me!” Zier snapped. “Do you plan to draw my entrails alive?”

“That’s because you’ve only ever swallowed them,” a quiet, lifeless voice interrupted. The feuding brothers spun around. Arinel sat frozen, eyes crossed, shocked by her own decision, yet soldiered on against her will, like stuttering clockwork unwinding.

“Healers have proposed the nose is a more direct path to the brain than the stomach. If we create a potent sleeping draught that can be inhaled like incense, it won’t have to pass The Axel in your stomach before reaching your head.”

Morsel by morsel, Arinel thawed. She turned to Zier, tears of guilt quivering in her eyes.

“My mother and her master were working on this the day they died. They were distilling sweet oil of vitriol when their lab caught fire.”

She covered her face with her hands, her voice muffled.

“A copy of their unfinished treatise survived the fire. Dineira…showed it to me today. She was Tyberne’s apprentice. The research has been banned, but with Lady Jaise’s support, we can perhaps continue it without the Council’s knowledge.”

A dreadful silence descended. Zier shook his head and hobbled away from his beloved.

“I can’t believe you, Ari,” he croaked, pale with disbelief. Tears dripped from Arinel’s chin. Zier pointed a trembling finger at his brother, shouting, “YOU’RE HELPING HIM KILL ME IN MY SLEEP?”

“Haven’t you been listening, Zier?” Coris slammed his hands on the desk and sprang to his feet. “We’ll improve the procedure! We’re not blindly drugging you then carving you up with a rusted knife. We’ll do whatever it takes to ensure you’re safe!”

“THEN KILL THOSE DRAGONS SINKING OUR SHIPS AND SAPPING OUR SOIL!” Zier bellowed, jabbing his finger at the window.

“Two hundred years this blithering Axel’s been stolen, and they only showed up now to claim it? What if The Axel wasn’t what they wanted? The bumbling spare died in vain for the prodigious heir’s misled cause! A befitting end! Oh, but the heir is dying! Who’ll continue the Hadrian line now?”

Zier swept them with wide, crazed eyes, his arms thrown wide, then wheeled to Coris, the only one who had not flinched a muscle.

“This metal ball.” He gouged at his stomach then tore at his cloak, “and this Hadrian blood are the only parts of me you, or anyone, has ever given shite about!”

Coris waited out the tirade like an empty dam, an unfeeling wall, the tempest fanning the flames with his calm. Zier faltered, shaking his head, disbelief and disgust masking his pain.

“You haven’t changed. You don’t give a damn how many pawns you’d have to lose if it would win you the heist. Simon. Agnie. Ari. Me! Everything you’ve ever done is for duty. For that cursed Hadrian seat! You don’t know love. You don’t know fear. You don’t know mercy. You’re a coldblooded monster, like your half-breed mistress! And I’d be a danged fool to think you could ever be my brother!”

Zier stormed from the room, slamming the door behind his billowing, blood-red cloak.


Oblivion

Zier’s pounding footsteps had died, but still the stifling air bristled with tremors from the row. Witnesses remained rooted, staring at the door, reeling from the impact, too numbed by shock to think or feel.

As expected, Coris was the first to recover. Or seemingly, at the least. He filled his lungs with a long draw of breath then emptied them in a labored sigh. He turned to the one remaining Greeneye. Half-breed, as his brother branded her.

“Meya, I’m so sorry.” Trembling with shame, he steadied himself with a hand on her shoulder, bowing deeply. “He’ll give you his most contrite apology. You have my word.”

Meya’s concern was not for herself. Gawking, she shook her head, but Coris was satisfied with his order of priorities. He sat, drew up a piece of linen paper, then scribbled away with his trusty hawk-feather quill, pausing for thought at intervals, then adding more bullets and instructions.

“Coris,” Meya called. Ignoring her, Coris pushed himself to his feet and handed the paper, now folded thrice so it would fit snugly within a palm or stashed under a belt, to Simon and Christopher.

“We need preparations for dragon training. See to this by tomorrow.”

Simon took the note with numb fingers, still staring in wide-eyed disbelief at Coris along with Christopher. Coris turned next to Arinel, who remained petrified in her seat.

“Arinel.” Lady Crosset surfaced as if from a stupor. Coris bowed his head slightly. “I apologize for the short notice. You have tonight and tomorrow to decide whether you’d like to travel on with us, or stay in Jaise.”

Arinel seized in horror, eyes bulging from swollen sockets. Coris dipped his head once more.

“Your mother’s research may be crucial to retrieving The Axel. Naturally, you’d want to continue it, but you’d also want to find Klythe.”

Arinel shivered, torn between two mournings. She dipped a deep nod, folding herself between her arms. Meya rose and went over to embrace her.

“And what will you do with Zier?” Agnes whispered. Coris cocked his head, seemingly unperturbed.

“If he agrees to undergo surgery, he must be examined by Jaise’s healers. He’ll have to stay. If he doesn’t, then he’ll travel with us to Everglen. He’ll have to contribute in some way.”

Silence fell. Even Meya had been robbed of her inherent ability to talk in any situation. Coris’s calm leadership, soothing in the midst of crisis, was unnerving when the crisis was his own. It seemed fitting, destined even, that the Hadrian brothers would clash. A being of selfish freedom without restraint, Zier was bound to be alienated by his inhumanly logical brother.

Meya shook her head in frustration. He seemed accepting alright, when they were talking on the pillow, but once the opportunity arose for making amends, Coris hadn’t heeded a word of her advice on how to deal with Zier.

Coris surveyed each of his subjects, impervious to their thinly veiled looks of apprehension and admonition, his signature smile glazed like syrup over the cracked, peeling skin of his lips.

“That would be all. I’m so sorry you must witness such a scene. You’ve earned your rest. Goodnight.”

* * *

Dinner stopped by to keep Meya and Coris company once their guests had departed. Though foreign and plain at first glance, even the fussiest eater need only muster up the courage to take the first bite, before he would become a devotee of the Hythean cuisine.

Roasted flat bread gleaming with droplets of olive oil, stuffed with deep-fried patties of mashed peas, seasoned with tangy sesame cream. An assortment of scalded vegetables, to be dipped in a sauce of mashed eggplant. And, for dessert, tiny cakes made of a dozen delicate layers of peppery nuts and wafer-thin dough, drenched in gum syrup and garnished with cinnamon.

Yet, even with recipes designed to impress, with plenty of ingredient for surprise and awe, the meal was a subdued one. Caustic stench from the row between brothers lingered heavy in the air, like tendrils of nostril smoke from a foul-tempered dragon. Ventilating the room by gushing over food sounded laughable.

“I’m very sorry, Meya.”

Meya surfaced from her trencher, three fingers inside her mouth. She met his eyes, then the stick of boiled carrot he’d been stirring aimlessly in his pot of starchy eggplant paste. The poor thing looked two orbits away from snapping in half. Sighing, she pulled her fingers free, scraping off the residue with her teeth.

“’Tis no use sorry-ing me, Coris. You gotta go talk to him.” She polished the last remnants of gum from her fingers with a napkin.

“I know I shan’t speak for Greeneyes and dragons in all the three lands, but I wouldn’t want to risk your brother’s life for our cause if there were any other way, either.”

“He betrayed our family and stole a secret that could jeopardize all of Latakia, Meya.” Coris’s eyes blazed, his voice like a winter gale. “It’s high time he learned there would be consequences!”

“For Freda’s sake, you’re his big brother, Coris!” Meya slammed her fists on the table, sending carrot fingers jolting out of their trenchers and spoons out of their bowls, eyes locked in a death match with Coris.

“He expects you to protect him. Not serve him up on a platter to be dissected for something he did as a child!”

Coris glowered back, his face impassive, his jaw clenched. Meya deflated with a huffing sigh, settling back down on the carpeted stone.

“Look, I’m as frustrated with him as I am with you, and as you are with him. And I’m tempted to blame it all on him just as much as you are. But you gotta think like us selfish common folk for once, Lexi.”

Coris averted his eyes and scanned the tabletop, a wordless show of defiance. Swallowing the urge to roll her eyes, Meya leaned across and grasped his meatless arm.

“You’re asking a lad of sixteen to offer up his life for an experiment. A banned experiment that’s already killed so many. And you and Arinel—his brother and his beloved—are pressuring him into it.”

Coris looked up, gray eyes peering out from sunken sockets, lost and melancholic.

“He’s cornered, betrayed. He’s alone, he’s scared. So he lashed out.”

The whirling tempest dissolved. His defensive arms of blade-like winds died away, revealing his true battered self alone at the eye of the storm. Coris hung his head and covered his face. Meya stood on her knees and circled to his side, gathering him into her arms.

“He thinks you don’t love him,” she murmured into his trembling shoulder, closing her eyes as the warmth of her breath reflected to engulf her cheeks. “He thinks you can’t be bothered to do everything in your power to protect him before considering the last resort. You gotta talk to him, Lexi.”

One by one, she peeled his resisting fingers from his face, pried his chin from his chest, and tipped his face up with a tender finger, then understood his reluctance to face her. His complexion had drained to ashen, his overbright eyes rimmed with red.

Knowing enough not to comment, Meya smoothed his hair, then helped him to his feet and to their bed.

“If you’re not ready to face him, then sleep on it for a night, alright?” She coaxed him down, smoothing the silken blanket over him. “I’ll get a head start on Ralon’s memoir for tonight’s reading practice.”

“Nightcap,” Coris mumbled. Meya cocked her head, acknowledging defeat, then shuffled back to their dinner table to cobble up a drink. She traipsed back to an impatient Coris with her green Jaise bowl, filled to the brim with cold chamomile tea, then tapped the laudanum vial four times over it.

“Four drops.” She pushed the bowl into his eager hands, adding with a blush on her cheeks, “that’d be six kisses tomorrow.”

“Told you, I need far more to carry me through the night.” Coris held the bowl before his lips, inhaling deeply to feed his nostrils with the faded aroma of blissful slumber. Meya’s cheeks deepened in color as she unfurled an affectionate, mischievous smile.

“I just said kisses. I dinnae say where.”

Coris sat blinking for a breath, more than ample time for Meya to snatch Axel’s memoir from the bedside table and scamper beyond his reach.

Coris’s grin of giddy anticipation morphed into guilt and apprehension in a heartbeat. An eye on Meya as she undressed for a bath, he downed the rest of his tea in one hearty swig, slammed the bowl on the table, then plunged into the bed’s supple embrace, praying yet not expecting sleep to claim him swiftly and linger until dawn.

* * *

Coris woke again well before the end of first sleep, drenched in cold sweat and feverish enough that for once, he couldn’t feel Meya’s heat.

For a while, he laid there, unable to decide which was more bearable of two evils. Asleep but plagued with nightmares, or awake but dogged by withdrawal.

At last, poor lad came to the disheartening conclusion that sleep was not an option. Coris grudgingly forced himself upright, cradling his throbbing head in his hands, as Zier’s words beat a tattoo on his skull with every pounding pulse.

You don’t know love. You don’t know fear. You don’t know mercy. You’re a coldblooded monster.

Monster…He was no stranger to the word, having been surrounded by its whispered form and its countless variants from childhood, especially after his bloody victory in Cristoria.

Fat, short, clumsy, he leaned on his sharp mind to excel, to manipulate those who would otherwise ridicule him into his underlings. Committing atrocities no child should be capable of in the name of duty, in the hopes of a shred of his reluctant parents’ affection.

For his beleaguered father had only sired him to continue the line. For his unready mother had been caught sipping poison tea, hoping to flush him from her womb as she did his three predecessors. For he had a little brother who was handsome, tall, strong, a delight, a miracle child…

He couldn’t best him at that, so instead he bred fear, hatred and disgust wherever he went, so he wouldn’t be forgotten. There might have been times he picked at the layers of shed skin he’d plastered over this void where Freda should’ve placed a soul, but he would ultimately decide it was the only way for him to be.

He was the Hadrian heir, the future Baron Hadrian. From the moment he was conceived, there was no other path, nothing else upon this path. He embraced his noble duty, committed to his guard of The Axel, for without them, he was worse than nothing, a waste of resources even its own mother could not find in her to love.

Often he wondered if his quest to liberate dragons was because he truly cared for them, or simply because it would fulfill his foretold purpose as Corien’s namesake, whoever he was. End the guard of The Axel in his time, be the heir Hadrian needed for Father and Mother. Therefore justifying his existence. Did he even love Meya? Or was he simply paying his dues? Clinging to the illusion of the one fool who mistakenly saw value in his sorry life worth saving, when he’d given nothing to trade it?

Even as he knew, as Zier knew.

A monster cannot love. A monster does not need love. A monster does not deserve love.

Normally, Coris wouldn’t have to dwell on these torturous ruminations, as whenever they surfaced, he’d drown them back to the bowels of his consciousness with the oblivion laudanum brings. And now, more than ever before, he craved that blessed emptiness.

Just a couple of drops. A few more swigs, then. One last lick might just do the trick, keep the Mist of Nightmares at bay…

Meya didn’t stir as Coris fell like stone, his face bone-white and cold as moonlight. From his slack hand, the empty vial rolled. Its last dredge of poison seeped into the sheets as it lolled back and forth, echoing the dying throes of its master, before falling still.


Bated Breath

Arinel had always appreciated the value of life. She was well aware each life carried a different value, and thus could be traded.

The life trade was ever prevalent in her world. As a baby, she was chosen to live at the expense of her mother. As a young girl, she was nourished by the life force of hundreds of peasants who worked her father’s land and grew the food that fed her. As a becoming bride, her father had insured her safe passage to Hadrian with ten guardsmen, of whom five survived.

Over the years, as she watched nameless, faceless people parade before her to form a wall of living flesh, protecting her from harm, as she imagined her mother lying serene on a bed of blood, cast aside to die as if she were a mere container for a higher being, she was overcome with uncertainty. Was she worth all these lives? Had she lived up to the potential these people saw in her, when they drew their last breaths at her father’s command?

The answer was no, and never will be. Though life could be traded, life could never be replaced. No matter how much she would contribute to progress in Latakia, how many lives she would go on to better and save, how many dreams she would accomplish in her mother’s place, the shed blood of others that flowed within her veins and tied her to life would never be diluted by a single drop.

And yet, even as she knew her sin could never be undone, nor her guilt forgiven, she couldn’t help but try in vain. It was her only way of living. Arinel hardly knew, anymore, what it was to live for one’s own self. The choice Zier had always found so simple and inherent to make.

“This is your mother. The mother you’ve never known and never will know. And you’re putting the needs of others above your own? Again?”

Arinel burrowed her cheek deeper into her pillow, hunched her shoulders against the chill within her bones, shutting her eyes against the prodding moonlight.

My needs aren’t worth considering. Every sacrifice, every life lost, every choice made have always been for Lady Crosset.

Lady Crosset would know what she wants, but I’m no longer Lady Crosset. Now, I’m just Arinel. And I barely know Arinel. Rather, is there anything to know about Arinel?

The gong of the chapel bell reverberated in the night air, signaling the end of first sleep. Arinel rose thankfully from her mattress, trailing not a remnant of drowsiness.

Last night was the first since she left Crosset that she slept in a bed. As scullery maid, she was relegated to a hay mattress on the floor of the great hall alongside the others. Here in Jaise, she was given a separate room conjoined to Meya’s, which was fortunate, considering the frequency with which Meya and Coris went about their nighttime business.

Beside her, Gretella lay awake yet unheeding, bloodshot, swollen eyes boring holes into the ceiling. Arinel quickly turned away in shame. Below, Heloise’s mattress lay empty, her blanket overturned. She’d probably woken long before the bell, sleepless from the astounding revelations of her dragon nature. Agnes had sat up and was combing her hair. Fione rubbed sleep from her eyes as she struggled to rise and go tend to the fire in Meya’s room—

“EEEEEEEEEK!”

A scream pierced the air, springing everyone to their feet. Arinel spun wildly about for the source, then a second screech answered her—

“CORIS! CORIS, NO! CORIS!”

Fione flung herself at the doorknob, tumbling headfirst into the room. Dim crimson light from the dying hearth clashed with white moonbeam. Meya knelt on the bed, half-naked, shrieking as she shook Coris’s limp body. His eyes were open yet blind. A trail of spittle glistened as it inched through his parted lips. Arinel leapt over Fione’s prone form then onto the bed, caught his bouncing arm and kneaded his wrist for a pulse.

“SAVE HIM! SAVE HIM!” Meya wailed as she thrust Coris onto Arinel’s lap. Something hard and cold dug into her knee. She shifted, and a glass vial rolled onto the linen, unlidded and empty save for one brownish drop clinging to the bottom.

A familiar, sickly sweet smell hung faint about them. Arinel bent close to Coris. His slow, feeble breaths reeked of the same nectar. Her heart lurching, she yelled at the gawking Fione,

“HE’S POISONED BY LAUDANUM! GET THE HEALERS!”

Fione scrambled to her feet and dashed out the door. Arinel whipped around when Coris’s weight was lifted from her. Meya had splayed him on the bed. Her mouth clamped over his, she poured air into his lungs.

“Don’t die,” she panted as she massaged his heart. “Don’t die. Don’t die. Don’t die.”

She dove and blew into his mouth again. Tears stung Arinel’s eyes as she watched. With trembling hands, she untangled the blankets and cloaked Meya’s bare shoulders. For as much as she longed to comfort her friend, she couldn’t stay yet. There was one crucial thing she must do.

“I’ll be right back,” she whispered, not knowing and not having time to see if Meya had heard. Her fist clenched around the baleful phial as if to crush it, she sprinted to the door and fell into the hallway, screaming for the one soul who would regret tonight for the rest of his life,

“ZIER!”

* * *

The once empty hallway had transformed into a site of vigil by the time Zier rounded the corner and joined the fray, Christopher, Simon and Heloise hot on his heels.

Arinel released his hand and rushed to the pathetic figure crumpled on the floor beside the door. Her bare, freckled shoulders rose from the unraveling blanket pooling around her folded legs. Straggly blonde hair with a hint of red-gold at her crown hung over her face and draped across her knees. Hands clasped tight in prayer, she sat listless as healers and apprentices in sweeping black cloaks hurried in and out the room she shared with his brother, rocking on the balls of her bare feet, gleams of emerald spilling from her fingers.

Meya Hild?

Zier shuddered at the sight. The names he’d branded her, coldblooded, monster, half-breed, and she’d barely flinched. Even at the mercy of dragon mercenaries, her spirit held unbroken under the weight of two dozen lives. Now, however, she was on the brink of despair.

Brother.

Zier turned at the slam of the door. Another wide-eyed apprentice had just scrambled in, lugging an empty wine barrel. Lady Jaise weaved her way through the chaos in her billowing nightdress, dishing curt commands to her fretting subjects left and right. Desperate shouts from inside the room burst into the corridor, swallowing her voice, ebbing and swelling as the door swung on well-oiled hinges.

“HARDER! CHEST AIN’T RISING! WATCH YOUR RHYTHM!” a senior healer barked at his apprentice, who was likely in charge of the mouth bellows.

“You—don’t—die—under—my—watch!” Bishop Riddell grunted, jolting and panting as he massaged Coris’s heart, then hollered to the unseen maids, “WHERE IS THAT ANTIDOTE?”

“NEARLY THERE, SIR!” Dineira sobbed from the other end of the room. Then came her father’s growl, his breathing heavy and choppy as he  switched with Riddell.

“Come on, lad, breathe! Or you’re going on the barrel!”

“Barrel?” breathed Zier, eyebrows tied and cheeks draining in dread.

“They’ll roll him on the barrel to revive his heart. Couldn’t keep up pumping by hand for that long,” Simon whispered out of the corner of his mouth, eyes still fixed on the doorway.

Chilling fear coursed down his arms to the tips of his fingers, as guilt tore at his heart like claws of whetted ice. Zier knew full well what had pushed his brother to cast away his life like dice in a gamble.

“You fool,” he cursed, sobs choking his voice, his breaths ragged as he bit back tears, then roared, “you blithering fool! D’you have to kill yourself over everything I said?”

His scream couldn’t reach his brother, but instead alerted his grieving mistress of his presence. Meya surfaced, glowing green eyes ablaze through tangles of golden hair. Teeth bared and gnashing, she stomped over with murder in her eyes, blanket trailing from her naked torso.

“YOU!” She snatched his collar and dragged him down, rattling him senseless as she screeched into his ears, “YOU MADE HIM LIKE THIS! HE WAS CRYING! HE WAS SOBBING OVER WHAT YOU SAID! YOU UNGRATEFUL BEAST! YOU SELFISH COWARD! THIS IS YOUR FAULT! THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT! HE’S GUNNA DIE AND THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!”

“MEYA!”

Pried away from the petrified Zier by the combined efforts of Arinel and Agnes, Meya crumpled to a weeping, wretched heap. Even more so than she blamed him, she blamed herself. As the silent crowd looked on in mingled shock and pity, she crawled to the wall and fell against it, thrashing her fist feebly on the plaster.

“Take my blood, take my eyes, take my anything.” She collapsed on the floor, begging Fyr for more borrowed time for her beloved. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave again…”

Lady Jaise stepped forth and knelt beside her. She shed her cloak and robed the mourning girl, then gathered her into her arms.

“Hush, lass,” she chided gently as she nestled Meya’s head on her bosom, whispering reassurances down her hair, “you may fear, but you mustn’t lose faith in your lord. You are his lady. You are his duty to love and protect. A Hadrian does not desert his duty.”

Her solemn words rammed blow after blow onto his heart, oozing shame and guilt like poison, crushing his chest from inside out. As Meya twisted her hands in Winterwen’s gown and bawled into her embrace, Zier lowered his eyes to the floor amid cold, accusing stares from his friends.

Muffled, harried voices echoed from the other side of the door, mounting in urgency with each moment crawling by. Then came a piercing scream, followed by hushed voices.

Fearing for the worst, Meya wailed and buried her face into Lady Jaise’s chest, as the lady stared transfixed at the door alongside every eye in the hall.

After what must have been five Miracle Fests, the door fell open. Bishop Riddell stood panting, pale and drenched with sweat, clinging to the doorframe. At last, he caught his breath and eked out a smile.

“He’s breathing,” he croaked, his voice thick with tears, then belted over the shouts of joy from the gathered crowd, “he’s awake. No lasting damage. He wants the Lady Hadrian—”

Meya streaked past him inside, throwing the door into the wall with a bang. Even as Zier shot in barely a blink after, she’d already cast herself over his brother, sobbing onto his bare chest.

Coris stroked her hair with what little strength he had left, muttering feverish apologies. Soon, he registered Zier standing nearby. His bleary eyes slid to the side to meet Zier’s blue, then his colorless lips twisted into his lukewarm, reassuring smile.

Zier had never loathed it more in his entire life.


Splinter

Coris may have been whisked from Fyr’s raft in the nick of time, but he was still in the beguilingly calm waters that may bear him to the dreaded Black Lake. Bishop Riddell and Jaise’s senior healers warned that young Lord Hadrian must be kept under vigil through the night, for the laudanum had yet to be cleansed from his system, and may pull him under again once the antidote had faded.

At best, he would suffer the fevers, aches and nausea of withdrawal. He must be kept cool, well hydrated, and well away from more laudanum.

Zier volunteered for first watch without the slightest of hesitation. His offer was undisputed. Being their cousin and closest kin, Simon stepped up to take the next watch.

It was third hour by the time Meya drifted off to sleep with her hand around Coris’s wrist. Her tears had dried, yet her nose was ruddy, and her breathing loud and ragged. Simon had tucked in straight away to prepare for his dawn shift, snoring softly on his mattress by the bed.

Under his eyelids, Coris’s eyes flitted restlessly. Beads of sweat glistened on his wide forehead along his receding hairline. Every once in a while, he’d rub his head against his pillow, frowning as he struggled and failed to find his sweet spot. He was likely aware Meya had her finger on his pulse, and so refrained from tossing and turning to his heart’s fill, feigning an easy sleep to lull his lady into allowing herself some rest.

Zier blew a weary sigh at the thought. As he watched Coris fidget in place as if tied down by invisible ropes, his shallow well of patience ran dry. He fished the towel from the water basin, wrung it, then dabbed at his forehead.

Coris wrenched his eyes open halfway. He took a moment for his faculties to awaken, then his dull gray slid to the side, settling on Zier.

Zier left the folded towel on his forehead, then flipped back a corner of his blanket. His hairless skin stretched thin to wrap his ribs, white and dry as bone in the moonlight. He took his clammy, bony hand, warmed it between his.

“Where does it hurt?” he whispered. Coris’s chapped lips crinkled into a wan smile. He strained his shoulder into a minuscule shrug.

“Everywhere,” he chuckled, tilting his head. “If you were to leech me, you’d have to suck me dry.”

Zier betrayed no flicker of humor, and Coris’s grin sagged. He turned instead to his bedmate, staring long and still at her tear-stained countenance, then gingerly slipped his arm through her loosened grasp. It was so thin, it slid free without a hitch.

A trail of mucus seeped from Meya’s nostril. Coris took the towel from his forehead and gently cleaned it, then tugged up the blanket to cloak her shoulders.

It was an intriguing sight. Zier had never seen Coris tending to women. Usually, it was women—maids, nurses, Mother—tending to him, sickly as he was.

“You love her?” He couldn’t help his curiosity. Coris froze with his hand halfway down a sheaf of her hair. Tremors wracked his fingers. He withdrew silently to his half of the bed, yet his gaze lingered upon her.

“I prefer not to ascertain.” His voice barely traveled in the solid silence. “I don’t have the right, the capacity…”

“No, I am the one to choose. For why won’t they want to marry me, Zee-dee-dum-dimwit? My fat? I’ll lose my childhood weight in puberty, then I’ll be the handsomest, richest, most powerful, wisest, most learned of all the heirs of Meriton.”

“Oh? Why did Mother try to kill you, then, you monster?”

He retorted in anger and scorn. The slip that sparked his brother’s downfall, led him to accompany Father to the Siege of Cristoria, to accept Johnsy’s invitation to Crosset. For more than anything, Corien Hadrian craved love, yet also believed himself undeserving of any. A grotesque cycle, a self-fulfilling prophecy Zier set in motion.

Guilt and fear clashed within Zier. Yet, amid the maelstrom, waved a splinter of doubt. He hammered down on it as he’d always did, ignoring the dull pain as it sank back into his heart. The words they traded beat a tattoo against his skull. He clenched his hands together until they burned numb, his head bowed in shame.

“I’m sorry, Brother.” He shook his head. “I can’t do it. I’m no knight, I’ve always been a coward. I’m scared of dying.”

“That makes two of us, then,” said Coris. Zier froze, then snorted.

“Don’t try it. You’ve already accepted it. Fyr, you’ve been preparing for years.”

“Doesn’t mean I’m fearless, does it?” His voice remained soft, but with a hint of ice. Zier surfaced. Coris stared straight ahead, his gaunt face masklike, void of color and emotion, yet his eyes were bitter and morose.

The splinter stirred at the sight, battling to pull free, calling out to be dealt with once and for all, as if it had found its fellow in his brother’s eyes. And, for the first time, Zier asked Coris the one question he’d neglected to for six years,

“Why did you do it, then? Why did you lie to Father? Why did you sacrifice your future for me?”

Although Coris did not turn, the strain of the battle within was evident in the thinning line of his lips, the strangling grip of his hands on his blanket. He glanced at his slumbering mistress, then took a deep, shuddering breath.

“I hadn’t set out to do so, Zier.” He closed his eyes as he exhaled, sinking limply deep into his pillow.

“You…you’re the miracle child. Father would never resent you, would never trade you for The Axel. Perhaps, if I’d just let things be, then you’d finally see just how much he adores you.”

Zier stared at his brother’s tortured expression, dreading, anticipating. A part of him knew what was coming, that this would turn out to be just one of Coris’s mind games.

“If The Axel had only left you, none of this would have ensued. How in the three lands could I have foreseen all this?”

Coris shielded his eyes with a shaking hand, his voice choked with sobs dying halfway out of his throat. Crystal-clear teardrops fell from his protruding cheekbones. Yet, he couldn’t retreat now. He must know now. This talk of theirs was long overdue.

“Why did you do it, then?” he demanded, again. He planted his hand on the mattress, nails digging into the supple down as he loomed over his weeping brother.

“Just a show of brotherly love, is that it?” he sneered, even as his voice shook with tears. “Think you could stop me bringing The Axel to Graye with one kind gesture, after all the years of torture? Think you could hang Father’s love over me, scare me to behave?”

Coris laid another hand over his face, curling in on himself in shame. He flipped to the side, made as if to burrow and hide in his pillow, so Zier snatched his shoulder before he could flee.

“Why didn’t you confess?” He peeled back those pale fingers, revealing silvery eyes wide in terror. “Three days and nights, you let that hag Firesta poison you half-dead. Six years, you painted yourself the traitor of Hadrian. What for? Why would you go to such lengths?”

Zier rattled those bony wrists. Coris panted, breathless from swallowing his tears,

“Because I didn’t…still don’t…know…how to convince you…” he choked out between breaths then buried his face in his pillow, muffling his words, “that I can be…I’m trying to be…your brother…that I want to…I’m learning to protect and guide you…love you—”

“AND YOU DIDN’T HAVE TO, YOU IDIOT!” bellowed Zier, forgetting entirely the souls present in the vicinity. He heaved Coris upright, rattled his shoulders, locked his eyes with his brother’s gray—

“ALL IT WOULD HAVE TAKEN—WAS A SIMPLE SORRY, CORIS!”

Coris sat petrified but for his blinking eyes, so stunned his tears had dried. He stared dumbly as Zier’s grip faltered, as his hands slid lifelessly to his elbows. Zier bowed his head, boiling tears splashing onto icy stone.

“After you came back from Crosset, you went out of your way to be kind to me. You became the brother I’ve always dreamed of. So like Klythe, it was unnerving!” he snapped. His strength spent, he fell, resting his head on his brother’s narrow shoulder.

“I thought you’d cottoned on to what I was about to do, thought you were luring me back to Father. And when I was back safe, you’d sell me out for his praise like you always did.”

“All these years, I can’t shake this doubt, that all this was for The Axel. That you wouldn’t have cared if I went over to Graye, if Gillian were to slit my throat on that hill, if I didn’t so happen to have this dragon eye stuck somewhere in my guts!”

Zier rammed his fist into his middle, the sight instead winding Coris. He wrestled his little brother to stop him walloping himself to a hemorrhage.

“Why didn’t you ask?” he gasped. “Why haven’t you said a thing?”

Zier pressed his watering eyes flush against Coris’s shoulder as if to cauterize them, his hoarse confession echoing in the still night,

“I couldn’t bear to lose my brother now that I have him. I couldn’t bear to hear the truth.”

Without thinking, without planning, as Zier sank into his embrace, for the first time in his life, Coris raised his arms to hold him. He was much broader, much stronger than he was, yet Coris tried his best to protect, to comfort. For once, to be brother first and Hadrian second.

“I’m sorry, Zier. For everything I’ve done.” Through renewed tears, he mustered up words and whispered them into his ear.

“I won’t begrudge you, if you should withhold your forgiveness, until you feel I deserve it. Even if it may take more than my lifetime.”

It was over Zier to decide now. It was all he could do to absorb the ghost of the warmth he’d never received from his brother’s clammy, shrunken chest. Coris simply smoothed his hair, understanding.

“We won’t force you into surgery, Zier. Least until the risk is negligible. You’re not a coward for fearing it. Anyone would have been afraid. I would have been afraid.”

Tremors bled into his voice. It wasn’t him feigning empathy as a ploy to gain his trust as he often did. Although relieved and grateful, Zier knew he didn’t deserve it. Yet again, Coris was abandoning the quickest route to justice and freedom for Greeneyes, because of Zier’s selfish desire to stay alive, placing his brother’s cowardice over the predicament of the woman he loved and her kind.

At the thought, he sneaked a glance over Coris’s shoulder. To his horror, he found himself staring straight into a familiar pair of glowing green eyes. (Although, to be honest, would’ve been more worrisome had she remained asleep through it all.) A thump followed by rigorous rustling of fabric revealed Simon wasn’t so heavy a sleeper, too.

Meya sat up, her silhouette cast by the crackling fire in the hearth. Zier pulled away from the nonplussed Coris and motioned for him to turn around.

Burnished silver and blazing emerald entwined in a silent, excruciating battle of wills, then Coris broke away and gingerly took his lady’s hand, his words reassuring Zier as much as pleading to Meya.

“We still have time. We still have much left to discover. We will find another way.”

After a long, suffocating moment, Meya clasped his hand in return, and the Hadrian brothers breathed again. She remained wordless, however. Her downcast face draped in shadow, her lips a grim line of cold fury, she withdrew her hand, turned her back on them, then slid soundlessly off the bed. She toddled to the side-door then disappeared behind it, for once seeking the company of fellow women over the secretive brothers Hadrian.

Meya may be generous when it came to the sake of her kind, but convincing her to forgive Coris for this latest betrayal would not be as simple.


Motherhood

Keeping time for the whole manor meant life in the church was governed by strict routine. Around midday, young acolyte Jerald would be found trailing after Friar Tumney, recording his observations of pea plants in his experimental plot.

Today, however, Jerald was on his own, for Friar Tumney was hosting the alchemist Tyberne inside the church. He was counting pea plants with pink flowers when the sound of retching interrupted the quiet noon.

Jerald straightened. The retching echoed from the back of the church. Being a monk armed with knowledge in medicine, he hurried to see to the sick. He skidded to a halt at the sight of a fair-haired woman around his age, bent on all fours before a plot of herbs, coughing and sputtering. The hem of her Crosset Green tunic flowed onto the ground like mint paste, held down by a wicker basket strewn with plucked sprigs of basil and rosemary.

Once she’d exhausted the contents of her stomach, the maiden sat up, dabbing at her mouth with her apron. She spun around, and Jerald recognized her as Tyberne’s maidservant. Noticing his priest habit, her brown eyes widened in fright. She snatched her basket and scrambled to her feet.

“Sir Acolyte,” she gasped, her voice hoarse, bowing so low the tail of her braid caressed the soil. “Forgive me, I’ve soiled your sacred herbs.”

Jerald dismissed it with an absentminded wave, covering the remaining distance with brisk, gangling strides. He bent to the maiden’s level, surveying her pallid, sweat-peppered countenance.

“Are you…” He hesitated whether to pry into a maiden’s private affairs, but succumbed to the urge of his training, “by any chance…pregnant?”

The maid glared down at her apron twisted in her hands. Having guessed her circumstances, Jerald knew better than to prolong her shame. Spatters of sick drooped from the leaves of his precious herbs, falling in dollops to the pool below. He snatched the watering can and washed them away.

“You’d better stay away from herbs. Even healers aren’t certain what the aromas can do to you and your babe.” He set the can on the barrel, returning to the maid with a disapproving frown, “and you definitely shouldn’t be working in the labs, for that matter.”

The maid quirked a cool, mocking grin.

“That’s swell, then,” her bright voice was dripping with sarcasm. “I was hoping I’d retch the thing out while I was at it. Turns out the uterus isn’t connected to the gullet,”

She spat bitterly then turned away, heaving a deep, sobbing sigh as she covered her face. Jerald dithered in silence as he watched her. Allowing the woman to rid of the life within her was against his teachings, but to force a reluctant woman to carry a babe to birth and raise it would be an affront to his mother.

She tugged on his sleeves, jolting him from his thoughts.

“Please don’t tell,” she begged in a tear-choked whisper, rattling his arms. “If they know, they’ll make me keep it. And they’ll kill me if I don’t.”

At the sight of her anguished brown eyes, Jerald’s blood froze to ice then boiled with fury. He knew those eyes. He’d known that gleam of living pain since he could remember. To see it again in this woman’s eyes, after all these years…

“He forced you, didn’t he?” he breathed through numb lips. The woman’s bulging eyes grew even wider.

“How did you know?”

Jerald focused on the grass beneath his feet as dull pangs of pain throbbed in his heart.

“Mother has that look in her eyes whenever she looks at me.”

Silence fell between them. Her grip on his arms slackened, yet her eyes lingered on him.

“So, you’re like my babe,” she whispered as her hand traveled to caress her middle. Jerald’s heart seized at the sight. My babe, she’d said. She’d accepted the babe as her own. She moved closer, a sign of trust as well as curiosity.

“Do you know your father?”

Jerald shook his head. He wasn’t one to spill his family’s secrets to every other soul on the road, but he felt compelled to. Her plight struck near to his heart.

“Mother was never to reveal his name.” He unfurled a wan grin as he settled on the shaded patch of grass along the church’s wall. The maid cautiously followed suit. The heat of her stare burned on his cheek as he gazed ahead into sunshine and blue sky.

“He must have been powerful enough. Even Lord Uncle didn’t dare confront him. He forbade Mother from exposing his deeds, spread rumors that I was born from an affair. Soon as I weaned, I was whisked away to live out my days here in secrecy.”

The maid paled as realization dawned on her.

“You’re the bastard of Lady Arynea?” she gasped. Jerald bowed his head. The maid clutched at the bosom of her tunic as she scampered back, gawking in fearful suspicion.

“Why have you told me all this? Aren’t you afraid your Lord Uncle will be angered?”

“My mother might be able to help you.” Jerald willed every last dredge of sincerity he possessed into his eyes. The poor woman shook her head vigorously.

“None can help me! Not with the father being Lord Crosset!”

Her words slammed into Jerald like blows of a battering ram. Even after what had happened to Jerald’s mother, his little sister, Lord Uncle took this woman by force. How dastardly…How heartless…How selfish.

“You’re Lord Uncle’s mistress?” Jerald dipped his head in shame. The mistress whipped around, her delicate hands clenched into trembling fists.

“Don’t call me that!” Her voice struck like a clap of lightning, jolting Jerald out of his misery. She straightened, her nose high, her eyes flashing with determination.

“I’m an alchemist.” At Jerald’s unwitting stare of bewilderment, she blushed and turned sharply away, adding hastily, “someday. Hopefully. I’m more than a broodmare for your uncle’s demon-spawn.”

Only after a beat did she realize the harm of the words she’d let slip in her anguish. Jerald closed his eyes, pursing his lips against grief. The maid scurried back to his side.

“Oh, goodly Freda. I…I’m so sorry, sir.” The warmth from her hesitant hand hovered over his elbow. “I didn’t mean to. After all, you seem a decent man…”

She trailed away into torturous silence. Jerald shook his head, pushing the pain back inside his heart so it wouldn’t leak onto his face.

“Mother probably feels the same. Only sometimes, hopefully,” he chuckled bitterly. The woman stared unblinking, studying him. Whatever she gleaned paralyzed her with terror.

“She still can’t love you?” Jerald turned round. Somehow, the heartbreak on her face was a warm balm mending the wounds on his heart. Her eyes swept him from head to toe, welling with disbelief and pity.

“After all this time? Even as you grew into such a fine man?”

Jerald didn’t know the answer, and he’d rather it remained that way for the rest of his days. The woman seemingly took his silence for a nod. She heaved a sigh of despair, muttering bitterly,

“I knew it. Babe would be better off not being born, and I should do it soon, before Freda bestows it a soul.”

Jerald shook his head, as again warmth enveloped his heart.

“Don’t trouble yourself unduly. I can see you already care for your babe.”

As the woman gawked, he met her gaze with a wan smile.

“You’re afraid you won’t adore your babe, that is why you wish to end her suffering before it began, but you already do. At the least, you’ll try your best, like my mother does.”

He cocked his head, reminiscing the moments he shared with his mother, the love weaved into her actions, even as his presence was a constant reminder of her nightmare.

“I mean no offense, but seeing you fret for your babe comforts me.”

The woman blinked, then looked down and cradled her level belly. Jerald sighed,

“To keep your babe or not is your choice.” The woman relaxed, smiling in relief and gratitude. Jerald returned her smile,

“But, if I may, I beg you at least to meet my mother. Lord Uncle is fond of her. She might be able to help in some way.”

The woman held his gaze, then her eyes wandered, her hand smoothing the creases of her tunic over her belly. At last, she returned with a question soft as the summer breeze tickling the young grass,

“What should I call you, Sir Acolyte?”

“My name is Jerald Bayne.”

The woman nodded, her cold, hard eyes growing gentle for the first time.

“Mine is Erina Chatrise.” She smiled, then added with the same boldness Jerald would come to know, and love, for the rest of his life,

“Thank you, Sir Bayne. I hope my babe would grow to be as kind and just as you.”

* * *

The muffled shouting from the other side of the door subsided into murmurs, then gave way to the still night. The women breathed a collective sigh of relief.

A triangle of orange light blossomed from the opening door, casting the silhouette of a young woman with glowing green eyes suspended in thin air.

Catching all the eyes glinting her way, Meya froze, sighing as she closed the door softly behind her.

“You all heard that ruckus?” The girls nodded.

“What were they fighting about?” asked Heloise timidly. Meya shook her head.

“Just had a heartfelt talk,” she muttered. Seeing no other empty spots, she gathered her nightdress and settled beside the door. Fione edged to the foot of her mattress, blankets bundled around her.

“Are you sure? That sounded violent,” she challenged, a hint of a grin in her voice. Meya shrugged.

“Take it or leave it, milady,” she retorted flatly, her eerie, glowing eyes narrowed. “I’m not recounting their every word. Not tonight. Maybe ever.”

Grumbling sullenly, Meya shifted sideways and glared out the window. Agnes turned her worried gaze to Arinel. At her determined nod, Agnes rose to her knees and trod her way to Meya, taking her hands.

“Meya, I know it’s a shameless request, but…” Meya turned round then sharply away. “Please, forgive Lord Coris. Just once more.”

Meya’s moonlit silhouette wavered. Agnes squeezed her hands.

“Laudanum, it destroys our reason, changes our very selves, binds us to it, body and mind.” She shuddered in fearful remembrance, eyes fixed on her lap. Meya turned to her, eyes wide in alarm. “I’m sure he hadn’t wanted to lie to you. Might’ve even tried to wean himself off it, but the craving was too strong.”

Agnes surfaced, but Meya had turned away. She shook her hands, desperate.

“He’ll need you as he fights withdrawal, more than ever. Please, take pity on him, at the least.”

Impatient silence washed back in the instant her words died. Meya’s face, half-lit by moonlight, was plagued by sorrow and indecision.

“’Course I won’t abandon him now, Haselle,” she sighed. Taking Agnes’s hands in turn, she leaned against the wall, shrugging feebly.

“But once he recovers…I dunno. Might’ve already been one lie too many. Lady Jaise’s right. He’s a Hadrian. He’ll always have his duty, his priorities, his circumstances. They dun include me. I’ve known from that First Night. Should’ve been prepared to lose him any time, but I ain’t. Tonight proved just how much.” Meya shivered. “I’ve never lost control like so.”

She shook her head, her voice trembling from staunched tears, “I gotta think. Please dun pester me yet.”

So final were her words, even the girls of noble birth made no move to protest, save for a large serving of fidgeting and shared looks. As if to quell the brewing dissent, Meya rounded on Arinel.

“Especially, seeing as you’re the pressing matter, milady.”

Arinel started. Recovering, she raised her eyebrows, even as she knew in her fluttering heart escape was futile.

“I’m pressing?”

“Yea, you. You look as if they’ve sucked the soul out of you in them labs.”

Arinel shook her head with a cold smile.

“Don’t you try shifting heat onto me. I’m perfectly fine.”

“Right, if the lady insists on playing the fool, I’ll tell.”

Arinel wheeled around in horror. Gretella had sat upright, shifting against the pillows supporting her curving back. She surveyed the wide-eyed girls one-by-one, brown eyes reflecting the splash of moonlight on her face.

“My daughter Erina was murdered by the alchemist Dineira Sameri.”

Gasps echoed from around the room. Arinel hid her face in shame as Gretella ruthlessly soldiered on,

“She put Erina and Tyberne to sleep, stole their treatise then set the lab on fire.”

Through gaps between her fingers, Arinel saw Meya’s questioning eyes, asking for proof. Gretella cocked her head at her.

“The lady found the treatise hidden in her lab.” Arinel hastily shut her finger-blinds and cowered lower. If only she had two more fingers, so she could plug her earholes. “But she does not wish to expose her. She doesn’t want to interrupt Dineira’s work on Greeneyes.”

Silence fell. Arinel peered fearfully through her fingers again. Meya sat dumbstruck, and she steeled herself for the fallout. She could predict her reaction. She wouldn’t begrudge her friend putting the living dragonkind over some dead maid who happened to be Arinel’s mother. So, why was she silently praying she’d be wrong?

Meya turned to her. Arinel expected hesitance, an excuse, perhaps an apology, but all Meya had was disbelief bordering on exasperation.

“So, you want me permission to avenge your mother?” she asked shrilly. Arinel looked away. Meya swore with a curse so obscene Agnes and Heloise cringed in unison. “Why in the three lands—You act as if nobody else can study Greeneyes!”

“I said as much,” Gretella sniffed. Shaking her head in annoyance, Meya sprang to her feet and marched to the bed.

“Goodly Freda, you and Coris would make a great pair.” Meya’s misshapen toes bumped into hers. “Listen, milady. I won’t hack through Zier’s guts to free the dragons. And I won’t bargain for it with justice for your mother, neither!”

“She’s not my mother!” Arinel snapped suddenly, throwing Meya back with the sheer force. The girl frowned, puzzled. Arinel turned away, taking calming breaths.

“You won’t understand. Your parents married for love. Your mother loves children.” Arinel fell weak with burning envy of the peasant girl, shoulders sagging as another sigh left her.

“Erina didn’t want to be one, she was forced to be. She’d loath to think of herself as my mother. I’m the spawn of the man who raped her.”

“How do you know that?” Gretella challenged, her lined face stricken with reproach and sorrow. Of course, Grandmother wouldn’t understand. No-one would. It was wisest to keep these thoughts to herself. Arinel shook her head with another sigh.

“Isn’t it obvious, Grandmother?”

Gretella’s eyes narrowed on her stony face.

“In my sixty years, I’ve never met two mothers who are alike. It’s not obvious, Arinel!” Gretella hissed so viciously, it petrified even Meya and Fione. They hadn’t expected the fawning, reverent Gretella would ever snap at her darling little lady.

Still, Arinel couldn’t bring herself to believe. Alchemists operated on proof, and there was no proof. Just biased opinions and vague guesses. The uncertainty brought a wave of loneliness so freezing cold, she curled inwards and hugged herself for comfort, trying with all her might to strangle the cry of longing, of need that threatened to burst from her.

“My Erina was one unruly lass. More so than even you, I’d say.” Gretella turned to the other girls, her voice streaked with pride. Meya raised her eyebrow, skeptical, so she quickly defended herself,

“I wasn’t first to know she was pregnant, somehow. Curst lass thought I’d go straight to tell Lord Crosset! By Freda, I’d have spanked her buttocks raw had she not been twenty and pregnant. What in the three lands did she make of her own mother? Like mother, like daughter, I say!” she sniped at Arinel, who jolted. “Sir Bayne was first to find out, and even that was by accident.”

The focus in the room was so intense, air seemed to be holding its breath.

“Sir Bayne was a child of rape himself.” A round of gasps from the girls interrupted. “So he didn’t try to persuade or expose her, just brought her to his mother, Lady Arynea.”

“All Erina feared was she wouldn’t love the babe, but after her talk with the lady, she decided to keep it. The lady persuaded Lord Crosset to let her continue practicing alchemy safely.”

Arinel’s heart slowed. It was unbelievable, yet she craved to believe. Gretella heaved a deep sigh, her distant eyes brimming with guilt.

“Bishop Tyberne never once complained, did everything he could to make sure Erina was safe. All these years I blamed him, when I should’ve known she could never have died from his carelessness.”

She broke off, sobbing into her hands. Arinel peeled them gently from her tear-stained face, warming them between hers. Gretella pulled out a hand and clasped it over hers. A puddle of tears welled on it.

“Erina said she’d name you in honor of Lady Arynea if you were a girl, Sir Bayne if you were a boy.”

Arinel’s eyes widened. Her name—why had she never noticed? It was so similar to her aunt’s. Derived from the same Rune of light, arinn. Just as the lady had been a light for Mother in her darkest time, Arinel was also her light.

The truth filled her, a warm, spreading mass of light, driving away her lonesomeness. Gretella reached for her bundle of possessions, from which she extracted a small, nondescript book, then rested it on Arinel’s trembling hands.

“Had I known you’ve always carried this doubt within you, I would’ve given this to you sooner,” she whispered.

Arinel leafed through the pages. Her hands shook so hard, she could barely make out the words in the faint moonlight. Dates and margin scribbles. Alchemy formulas and hidden love letters. There were even drawings. Erina meticulously documented changes in her body throughout her pregnancy.

She noted how some music she’d been treated to by the castle minstrels elicited a flutter, or a flurry of sickening kicks from baby Arinel, how Arinel had stirred to her voice as she went about her day.

Arinel blushed as she read her grumbling entries of how her swelling belly hindered her spells of pleasure with Sir Bayne, and her unabashed, blasphemous fantasies she hoped would enhance their performance.

Grandmother was right. Mother was worse than Meya, but it only made Arinel more fiercely proud of her.

Then, in one of her final entries, roughly a week before that fateful day, she found it—Arinel. She caressed the letters with trembling fingers, Mother’s first and last gift for her.

She was unafraid, unapologetic, ever curious. And, despite it all, she ultimately loved Arinel. The more she read, the more she ached to know, the more she burned with resentment for the woman who had taken her wonderful mother from this world, from her, so soon.

“Erina never blamed you.” Gretella tugged up the frilly collar of her chemise and dabbed at her eyes. “She was selfless…fearless…tireless. Freda punished her with such a fate, but she believed neither a lord nor a god would stop her learning sacred truths, so why would you ever let doubt stop you?”

“Grandma—!”

Gretella received Arinel as she fell into her embrace, trembling shoulders soaking up her spilling tears. Through her chemise, the callouses on Meya’s hand chafed on her back. Agnes’s smooth palm slid down her hair.

All her life, she’d kept her fears to herself, too scared to reveal them even to her family or the boy she loved so they could cure them. Like a shell she had lived, as they festered and scabbed within her.

Without a mother to assure her she was loved and worthy of life, she wasn’t wrong for being born, she sought closure by living to please others, putting their wishes above her own. That in itself was not an evil, of course, but one could only give so much before one would be left empty and bone dry.

So, for once, Arinel decided to take, to let their shared tears fill her husk of a self into a living soul. For once, her wishes would take priority. One must stand for at least something, no matter at what cost, if one were to truly be alive. One of those things was honoring her mother’s legacy.


The Brides of Hadrian

The sun had climbed to crown Jaise Castle with its halo. Young Lord Hadrian tossed and turned on his bed, sleep eluding him in the heat.

“Meya?” he croaked, and his lady obligingly surfaced from Ralon’s memoir. Once she’d read the plea in his eyes, she shook her head for the umpteenth time and returned to Axel’s miserable tale.

“Not yet, Coris.”

“Meya, please,” begged Coris, prompting Meya to snap the journal shut with a flump. It was taxing enough piecing the words together letter by letter without her mentor nagging for a sip of laudanum-laced cure every quarter-hour. Either Coris knocked himself out now, or she’d knock him out for him with her method of choice, which involved a few knuckles but a lot of pain.

Meya deposited the little book on the bedside cabinet. Nearby, a candle clock sat lopsided in the puddle of its melted flesh. Two inches remained above the nail marking the time for the next dose of cure.

Sighing in frustration, Meya poured water from the crystal jug into a matching goblet, then held it to Coris’s parched lips.

“We got a while to go. Have some water for now.”

Coris scrunched his face. He thrust his head back and forth on his pillow, reminding Meya of Morel’s rolling pin. With him being so gaunt, she hadn’t expected he’d have enough cheek to twist into a fit. Then again, he’d had a lifetime of tantrum practice as spoilt little Lord Hadrian.

“I can’t sleep!” he whined, smacking a feeble fist on the mattress. When Meya remained unmoved, he threw his head back with a growling moan, thumping with all four of his gangly limbs this time. A tear seeped from his eye and slid down his cheekbone, gaining speed as it devoured beads of sweat along the way.

Meya’s heart writhed at the pitiful display, but relent now, and she could have dead Coris dangling from her arms rather than demented and delirious. The dull twangs of Zier’s lyre floated over from the desk. Fists and jaw clenched, she leaned in and braved an offer,

“How about a lullaby? I’ll sing you a song or two.”

Lord Hadrian was displeased. He banged his skull on the headboard.

“I don’t want lullabies! Give me laudanum! NOW!”

Coris’s scream of displeasure jolted Zier from his happy place straight into battle. He abandoned the lyre he was tuning and scampered in, swinging nimbly onto the bed. He pinned his brother’s flailing limbs with his knees and hands, quieted him with cooing shushes. Meya cradled his face in her palms and washed his feverish forehead with her song,

“Over the peaks of Neverend Heights…”

Even as her voice trembled with tears, Zier felt his and Coris’s tense muscles dissolving to clay from its unearthly beauty. Under him, Coris struggled drunkenly. Zier bit his lips and urged feeling to his hands.

Coris stilled and sunk limply into the bed, asleep before the song ended, and his caregivers sighed in unison. Zier slid numbly from atop his brother to Meya’s side, watching as she smoothed his hair with both hands and pressed her lips to his forehead. She drew back haltingly, her face veiled by loose hair from her fraying ponytail, sobs leaking into her shivery breaths.

Zier looked away and wordlessly held out his arm for Meya to cling to. He led her to the desk for a moment of fresh air, away from the depressing vigil, then poured tea into her Jayri bowl. She cupped her hands around it, her red-rimmed eyes listless and aimless, mired in dilemma.

A breeze slithered in through the open window, too light to disperse the dead air, so Zier helped it along with his feeble attempt at conversation,

“Meya Hild?” He gulped as her glowing eyes rose to meet his, hastily avoiding her cool stare. Scratching the cracks on his bowl, he mustered his courage, “I’m truly sorry…for all I said.”

Meya’s silence betrayed no reply. He risked a glance, then lingered. Her eyes had softened somewhat, and within he glimpsed a warmth unlike Ari’s loving, somewhere between a mother and a friend. He settled upon older sister. She returned to her bowl.

“I know you dun actually think that about me,” she said levelly as she turned the cup. “You just said anything you could think of that would hurt Coris the most.”

“But it hurt you nonetheless,” he argued. Meya shrugged.

“I’m used to names, got half a dozen back in Crosset.”

“And you shouldn’t have.”

Meya looked up, eyes a little wider in surprise. Zier himself had been blessed with a nickname, the Bumbling Spare, and he hated it with the fire of three suns. He couldn’t imagine being pelted with half a dozen, and a couple more of his contributions, for that matter.

A tongue of candle-like heat caressed his neck, startling Zier from his thoughts. Meya traced the scabbing gash peeking along the line of his collar, where she’d snatched him last night.

“I scratched you,” she muttered, a hint of shame in her dull voice, “and I said mean things to you, too. I mean, you dinnae tell him to go drug himself half-dead. ’Tisn’t entirely your fault. I’m sorry, too.”

She sighed and went back to tormenting her bowl as Zier stared and blinked. Her capacity for forgiveness was overwhelming. Then again, a less generous woman wouldn’t have stood his brother’s lies for as long as she had, and even she was doubting her choices.

“I prefer not to ascertain. I don’t have the right, the capacity…”

Zier tensed in hesitation. He feared for his brother’s feeble heart should Meya abandon him, but her kindness also shamed him from asking more of her, when she’d already sacrificed so much for his liar of a brother. Hoping to stall for time, he grinned slyly.

“By Fyr, now that you mention it, they’re dancing before my eyes again.” Zier raked his hands through his hair, clutching his head in anguish. Meya raised her eyebrows, and he heaved a melodramatic sigh.

“How could one be given the most heavenly of voices and the unholiest of bre—Youch!”

Zier yowled for sweet mother Freda as Meya’s talons wrung the flesh of his arm. So this was how those sores on Coris’s arms came to be.

Meya settled back in her chair, muttering through gritted teeth,

“I believe you two are brothers now.”

Chuckling, Zier shone her a meek grin. He rubbed his stinging arm and watched the sullen Meya slop honey into her tea.

The way Coris had looked at her, had tended to her last night, his agony when prompted about his true feelings for her, his fear at the sight of her fury. He could no longer bear to simply observe. Drawing a deep breath, he mustered his wry smirk.

“Been a while since we last talked in private. New developments aplenty. So, what are your revised plans for you and Coris?”

Meya shrugged as she stirred her tea.

“All circumstances considered, we decided we’d just wing it,” she said dully, a far cry from the determined impostor who accepted his offer. Zier blinked, alarmed as much by her revelation as her attitude.

“Wing it? Doesn’t sound like Coris.” He narrowed his eyes. Meya went on stirring. Frustrated, Zier leaned closer.

“We have until Safyre at best, then it’s reality. Father and Mother are bound to send word, ask about your babe-making progress. We can’t fend them off forever.”

The spoon stalled in Meya’s hand. Still, she refused to peel her eyes from it.

“And what does Lady Arinel say?”

Zier tensed at the sudden mention of Lady Crosset. He hadn’t had an opening to properly talk to Ari since their altercation in Muldor’s lab. Today, Ari brought her mother’s case to Lady Jaise, while he nursed Coris through withdrawal. He didn’t even have the chance to apologize for the night before. For once, he prioritized his family.

Ari would be proud, thought Zier morosely as he set about flavoring his tea, stirring a bitter sigh into the mix.

“She’d tell them the truth.” He nodded mockingly as he listed off, “reward you, marry Coris, sleep with him, bear him an heir, the way it should be.”

His heart writhed. The words seemed more final that ever, now that they rolled from his own tongue. Meya’s silence stoked the flames engulfing him. He hooked a finger in her sleeve.

“The only way you’d get to be with Coris is as his mistress. The only way I might get to be with Ari is after Coris is gone,” he hissed, shuddering at the cold, inevitable truth. Meya looked up, a shadow of defiance in her eyes, bolstering him.

“We both know we’re never going to accept that. And though Coris and Ari would, it’ll be torture for them. Both of them.”

Meya lifted an eyebrow, skeptical. Zier licked his drying lips, resting his hand over her wrist. He understood as Coris did it was not one’s place to demand love from another, even as one believed one would perish otherwise, but he must at least make sure she knew.

“He loves you,” he whispered. Her eyes widened and wavered as he held her gaze. “He’ll never say it, so I did.”

Meya bit her trembling lips. Zier retreated with a sigh, freeing her.

“I know it seems hopeless. I know you’re in two minds.” He absently tapped the back of her hand, carefully selecting his words. “Still, he’s not a prodigy for nothing. If you wished for it, he’d find a way.”

He spared his slumbering brother a long look, hoping, praying for his uncanny ability of overcoming the impossible to find a way for the four of them, out of this dead path their parents had set them on. With a deep sigh, he gave her hand one last squeeze, then leaned against his chair and retrieved his half-tuned lyre.

“Just let him know if you’re still in or out, so he can start scheming. Or screaming.”

Meya silently raised her eyes, watching as Zier busied himself with the knobs of his lyre, then turned to the blanketed figure on the bed. Each pluck of a string felt like a pluck on her heartstrings.

Agnes’s plea echoed in her head. She understood their fear. She knew Coris’s need was greater than hers, although he’d brought all this upon himself. Yet she couldn’t help but resent them. They knew she felt conflicted and betrayed. Still, they insisted she should stay by Coris’s side.

Meya did not adore Coris any less, but she also couldn’t carry on like this. Their differences in race, birth and status, their unsure future, she could handle, but she doubted she could withstand that paralyzing fear and utter despair, over and over, just with different lies. There were things that must change, before she’d plunge deeper into darkness with him.

She heaved a deep sigh, hoping to lift some weight from her heart, and was disappointed. Zier had finished tuning his lyre and was strumming Over the Peaks of Neverend Heights, plectrums on his fingers.

He had long, tapered fingers like Coris. She watched as they glided gracefully across the strings, her thoughts wandering to Arinel, a girl who was Meya’s foil in every which way, yet somehow similarly ensnared by a Hadrian brother.

“Why can’t your parents just switch Arinel from Coris to you?” The lyre song died. Zier surfaced, eyebrows raised. Meya shrugged. “You’re brothers. Makes no difference which one she marries, right?”

Zier blinked, then sighed and set aside his lyre. He fell against his chair, fingers loosely laced on his lap.

“For the Crossets, perhaps. For the Hadrians, it does, greatly.” He blew another heavy sigh, and Meya leaned closer, intrigued. “Coris and Arinel were promised to each other when Coris was healthy, and the Crossets were powerful. It was profitable, an alliance with a rival house.”

“After the Famine, Arinel became destitute, and her fiefs became ours. After the Heist, Coris became sickly and infertile. The reason Father went ahead with the marriage, apart from honor, is because she’s the only acceptable bride willing to marry Coris. No lord would waste his dowry marrying his daughter to a man who likely wouldn’t give her a son in the few years he has left.”

“So, you’re saying…” Meya whispered, steeling herself against the cold realization. Zier nodded, shoulders sagging under the weight of his woes.

“Either Coris miraculously becomes strong again, or I marry for the both of us.” He closed his eyes and sighed again. “My wife must bring in twice the dowry, give me plenty of surviving sons. Ari has nothing to offer. Worse, she carries a blood malady. That’s what killed her sisters.”

Meya’s heart writhed. If even Arinel wasn’t good enough for Zier, what chance did she have with Coris?

“So, either way, Coris can’t marry me, can he?” She unfurled a sardonic smile. Zier turned sharply to her, and her grin widened. “Because I’m a peasant girl?”

Zier fell silent, then his face lit up.

“There’s a way,” he blurted. Despite herself, Meya looked to him.

“We go to Everglen, bring back those ore ships. We give you credit, you’re recognized by the king for services to Latakia in a time of great need. Then, he rewards you with titles and lands, like Edward did for Maxus…”

Zier broke off. He turned to find Meya’s cool stare and bitter smile waiting for him.

“Yea, I’m a woman and a Greeneye. That would be a catch.”

Zier froze, then sighed and nodded in defeat. After a war had ended, a distinguished soldier may be knighted by his lord. A humble merchant, through generations of hoarding wealth, funding wars, marrying daughters to destitute power, could pave the way to nobility for his descendants, but not himself.

Even in Maxus’s case, the decision to knight him must have been just as much out of fear and necessity as a reward. Meya knew now why, for two hundred years, the Wynn Kings who succeeded Philip the Usurper had stopped shy of going against the Hadrians. Should the Hadrians ever betray them and return The Axel to the dragons, it may spell the end of Latakia.

If it was rare even for a man like Maxus to rise above the station he was born into in his lifetime, what chances did she, a peasant girl and a Greeneye, have of becoming a lady? Of marrying the heir of a powerful noble house? Of being bestowed titles and land to rule? Of being accepted and respected as an equal?

If such things were possible, there wouldn’t have been a need for fairytales like Tricia of Haventoth to placate the fruitless dreams of bright-eyed maidens. In this land, worth was decided by birth, and Greeneye peasant girls were not destined for greatness.

“I know you’re infatuated with your new mistress.”

“Like your half-breed mistress!”

Arinel was a noblewoman, so she was the wife. Meya was a peasant. Mistress was the most she could ever hope to be. No matter how many lives she had saved, her lord’s included, or how much she would contribute to Latakia’s cause, or even as Coris regarded her as his Lady Hadrian.

It’s not fair.

Her hands clenched into fists on the icy wood. If there was one thing she hated more than wasted privilege, it was injustice. It was why she railed time and again against the unjust laws Crosset imposed upon Greeneyes.

“How much better Latakia could’ve become, if more people like you had the chance we’ve been given?”

He was right. Freda knew how many Greeneyes there were, how many people there were, who could be just as or even brighter than Meya. This wasn’t just her getting to marry Coris. This was showing all those nobles and royals they were all worthy. That they all deserved the chance to rise and prosper. Man or woman, noble or common, dragon or human. The way Coris had seen her potential, had given her a chance and a choice.

She’d journey to Everglen, bring back the lost ships and erase, or at least erode, this stigma on her people. From her destination on the horizon, her Song would have the king’s ears, even for a fleeting moment. So that though she herself may never receive a thing in return in this life, she’d lay the first stone on the path to a better day for the downtrodden.

As her will solidified, her smile softened with the warmth of hope, and her eyes sparked a mischievous glint.

“Still, brilliant scheme, milord.” She returned to Zier with a smirk. “Guess I’m with you troublesome brothers to Everglen and back.”

“What about the catch?” Zier asked. Meya’s smile widened, undeterred.

“As I’ve told your brother, milord, the thing about catches, all you gotta do is lay low. A loophole will show someday.”

Her eyes wandered to the window, to the same cloudless spring sky she’d always looked upon in Crosset. She tilted her head, her smile now melancholic.

“Granted, some might take a lifetime to find. Some might swallow you alive, but nothing’s ever all for naught.”

Even when you expected nothing in return, or precisely because of that.

Meya chuckled to herself. Agnes was right. In more ways than she had thought.

“So, you’ll marry Coris?”

Meya jolted. Zier’s handsome face was aglow with hope. She rolled her eyes and snickered, amused and just a wee bit annoyed.

“That’s another story, milord.”


Right of the Bereaved

Dineira’s trial would open Lady Jaise’s court today. From her seat on the plaintiff’s pew, Arinel took in the court as she awaited her nemesis.

At the front of the hall, Lady Jaise sat in her high-backed chair, her lips a grim line under her half-mask of black glass. Her hair fell free past a black lace veil trailing from her toque. A shimmering robe of purple-black silk cascaded down her shoulders and flowed from her armrests to the floor. Six jurors flanked her to each side, all masked and draped in black.

On the pew across the room from her sat Diamat Sameri and his wife, a plump woman whose fidgeting further likened her to her daughter. As his wife huddled against his arm and grasped his hand, Diamat glanced about the room, then settled on Arinel. Although she couldn’t see his face, his carriage seemed fearful and confused rather than hostile. Winterwen likely hadn’t told them why they were here.

Amid the crowd of shadows flitting past the doorway, one reached its way to the depths of the hall. At the end stood Dineira Sameri.

As an alchemist, Dineira was no doubt called to court on occasion to provide insight on cases. She breezed down the hall as if stepping into old footprints worn into the stone. Her brisk gait stalled when she spotted her parents on the bench normally occupied by relatives of the accused. She mouthed wordlessly, then lurched to a halt before the chair and table at the center of the room. She gawked at the chair, then turned to Lady Jaise,  offering a shivery smile.

“My lady, y-you’ve summoned me for my opinion?”

“No, Dineira. Today, you are to testify for yourself.” Winterwen’s melodic voice was calm and pleasant, with a weight to it Arinel hadn’t felt before, an icy front masking a heavy heart. Dineira shuddered. Winterwen raised her decorated hand and indicated the empty chair.

“Have a seat. We’d be here for some time.”

Dineira spared the chair a glance, then simpered.

“Oh, I-I-I’d rather stand,” she stammered. Her feeble attempt at a laugh trailed to a pathetic end in her throat as she edged away from the chair. She clutched her cloak close to her sides, as if she feared she’d be cursed if it touched the seat which had condemned countless men.

Winterwen’s smile stretched taut.

“If you insist,” she accepted tonelessly, then turned to the clerk. “Bring out the evidence.”

Dineira jolted as if stung by a scorpion. The clerk circled around the row of jurors and laid a wooden tray on the table. Dineira hobbled forth to read the papers upon it, then staggered, scrabbling at the chair to keep herself on her feet.

“This treatise was written by the late alchemist Lucis Tyberne and his maid, Erina Chatrise,” said Winterwen. Arinel clenched her fists as the surreal spectacle unfolded, anticipating yet dreading the outcome. “It should have been destroyed in the fire that killed them seventeen years ago. Can you explain how it came to be in your lab?”

Dineira stared transfixed at the unearthed treatise, one hand gouging at the chest of her alchemist’s robe.

“H—How?” she gasped, panting, glancing wildly around the hall. “Who? How in the—”

Arinel stood, and she broke off. As Dineira stared, frozen, she slid off her mask.

Dineira shrieked. She scrambled back, tripped on her cloak and fell on her behind.

“Erina,” she breathed, then shook her head sharply as her senses returned. “No. Oh no. Oh Freda.”

Her hands flew to cover her face. Tears dripped from the chin of her mask. Arinel dragged her leaden feet one in front of the other. She was numb, winded as if walloped by a battering ram. Despite her Crosset eyes and Icemeet skin, she still resembled Mother.

“You asked Sir Bayne if Arinel takes after her mother,” she forced her voice through her throat constricted by grief. “I hope you still remember her face. I’ve never seen it, thanks to you.”

Dineira flinched, then fell on her face, cowering at Arinel’s feet.

“I didn’t mean it. I didn’t. I truly didn’t,” she sobbed. Arinel snatched her foot away from her scrabbling hands. “Mercy. Please. Have mercy…”

“Dineira, what have you done?” Diamat’s voice rang from across the room, hoarse with disbelief. He shook his head as Dineira trembled. “You took their work for yourself and murdered them?”

“NO!” Dineira screamed, scattering tears as she cast her head side to side, then pressed her forehead on the stone. “Not murder them. I never meant to. Please. Mercy!”

After a piercing wail, Dineira flattened herself to the floor. Arinel’s hands shook. She dug her nails into the fabric of her dress, for she might gouge out Dineira’s neck otherwise.

“Your testimony will decide your sentence.” Lady Jaise’s cool voice echoed across the hall. Dineira jolted. “Tell us what happened.”

Arinel turned back to the whimpering, piteous black puddle before her. Dineira lay trembling as the room waited. At last, she heaved up her head, her nose an inch from the tiles, her voice thick and rasping,

“Research on anesthesia and surgery are banned. We must carry out experiments after sundown.”

Silence was absolute in the court. Arinel calmed her breathing so as not to disturb it.

“We couldn’t find test subjects. Erina was pregnant. Father would never allow me to volunteer. Tyberne administered the anesthesia to himself.”

“I was in charge of holding the mask, the usual brainless work.” Dineira spat, betraying her lingering bitterness. “Erina recorded Tyberne’s condition.”

“Our apparatuses were made entirely of glass, except for the hose connecting the mask to the globe of anesthesia. I molded it from Jaise Gum.” Arinel raised an impatient eyebrow at that seemingly useless segue. “Once Tyberne was asleep, I forced the mask on Erina. I was larger than her. She couldn’t fight me off.”

A tortured scream from Gretella rent the air, a manifestation of the fire of hatred and grief roaring inside Arinel. Her fists were clenched so tight they’d gone numb.

“After she went under, I snatched her notes and the treatise. Cut a leak in the hose for good measure, then hightailed it onto a wagon headed for home,” Dineira continued in that same lifeless tone.

“There were no burning fires. Tyberne didn’t even dare light the fireplace. All we had was an oil lamp. There wasn’t much sweet oil left in the globe. The room was well ventilated. They should’ve been awake in a quarter-hour and remember nothing.”

Dineira shook her head slowly. Tears dripped from her mask again.

“I’ve no idea how the fire had begun. I only heard the news from Father once I reached home a fortnight later. I hid the treatise. I didn’t know what to do with it. I didn’t dare publish it as my own. I didn’t even dare read it. I’ve forgotten it, almost…”

Gasping for breath, Dineira sank into a quivering heap once more. It was all Arinel could do to remain standing. Instead of a peaceful, blessedly ignorant slumber, Mother died fighting for both their lives, sinking into a sleep only Arinel would wake from. Had she known what Dineira had meant to do? Did she know she was going to die? Was she scared? Was she prepared? Was she just worried about the treatise? Which was worse?

Footsteps echoed in the silence. Arinel turned to find Jerald on his feet. He trusted Gretella with Agnes, then descended the steps to meet them.

“The lamp was likely the source,” he said gravely. Dineira perked up in alarm. “The guards who rescued Erina recounted they found the lamp fallen under the table beside her, shattered to pieces. After you left, Erina must have slipped and knocked it down with her, and it ignited the vapors from the leaking hose.”

Dineira trembled. She clutched at her shaking head, blubbering,

“I didn’t mean to hurt her! Never hurt her!” she moaned. “All I wanted was more! More than hold this or stir that or clean those, while she gets to follow him and discuss theories with him! But never kill her, no, NO!” She fell forward, pummeling her forehead on the stone. “Mercy. MERCY!”

Arinel shook her head, trying her utmost to confine the tremors to her fists, but it was in vain.

“There’s no use pleading mercy from me. The law will decide,” she snarled.

“No, Lady Arinel, you will,” Lady Jaise interrupted. Arinel whirled around, eyes bulging behind her mask. Winterwen dipped her head.

“In Jaise, for heinous crimes, murder and rape, for instance, we invoke the Right of the Bereaved,” she explained. “The court will only decide the highest sentence possible, drawing from precedence. The remaining family members, or the family member designated by the victim in their will, the Bereaved, will decide the final sentence.”

It was as if lightning had struck the court. She was to decide the sentence? Up until the trial, Arinel was sure she’d rejoice at the sight of Dineira hanging for her crimes. Even once she’d heard her story, how it wasn’t meant to be, her resolve had wavered yet didn’t crumble. However, now that the decision was to be hers, it felt like murder, not justice.

She was Lady Crosset. She was an alchemist. All she’d known was protect, provide and innovate, give life and support life. Taking lives was not in her nature.

“Lucis Tyberne had no wife nor children. His parents are also deceased. You and Madam Gretella are the Bereaved for Erina Chatrise.”

As Winterwen spoke, the clerk flitted about collecting the jurors’ verdicts, then swept back to Winterwen and served them to her.

“The jury has decided, my lady.”

Dineira jolted at the announcement, watching the lady as she perused through the pile of parchment. After the minutes which seemed to drag on for eternity, she lowered the papers with a heavy sigh. Dineira trembled, fearful yet still with one last flicker of hope peeking from the line of her pursed lips. Her mother buried her face into Diamat’s arm, sobbing silently, steeling for the worst.

“For two counts of murder, unintended they may be, the loss of two lives whose dreams and potential would never be realized, whose absence would forever torture those who remain, the consequences are all too dire.”

The Sameris trembled harder at the foreboding speech. Arinel held her breath as Jerald embraced her.

“The highest sentence possible…” the lady projected her voice to the far reaches of the hall, “…is death by hemlock.”

“No…NO! MERCY! MERCY!”

Dineira screeched in despair then fell to a shivering heap before Arinel’s feet. A chorus of gasps rang from across the room. Dineira’s mother had fainted, a dead weight hanging from old Diamat’s arms. Gretella buried her face in Jerald’s handkerchief, sobbing uncontrollably, as Agnes rested her head on her shoulder.

Jerald’s arms tensed. Arinel looked up to catch his reaction. Instead of vengeful glee as justice was finally served for his beloved Erina, the line of his pursed lips conveyed just as much conflict as Arinel herself.

“Lady Arinel,” Winterwen called, and Arinel turned numbly back to her. “You don’t have to make the decision now. Take all the time you need.”

Without waiting for her nod, she turned away and took her gavel.

“Court is adjourned.”

The sharp rap reverberated in the silence, interspersed by Dineira’s sobs. The jury rose to send off Lady Jaise in a wave of clothes rustling and chairs scraping, then filed out the side door after her. In no time, Arinel was left standing amid the cries of the condemned and the avenged.


Memento

Lyre song trickling through the gap under the door greeted Arinel as she approached the guest quarters. She heaved a deep sigh, curled her finger then tapped her knuckle thrice on the wood.

The soothing tune died, replaced by the rustle of hurried footsteps on carpet. The door fell gingerly back, the sunlit sliver occupied by Zier’s bright blue eye.

“Quietly. They’ve just drifted off to sleep,” he whispered.

“They?”

She stepped around him into the room, and her question was answered. Coris was spread-eagled on the bed, snoring, his blanket reduced to a rumpled heap beside a mop of curly golden hair, which trailed down the side of the four-poster in a fraying ponytail.

Zier rearranged his brother’s limbs and spread the blanket over him, while Arinel tucked the cloak Zier had draped over Meya’s shoulders more snugly around her.

“Poor fool.” She propped her hands on her hips and admired her work. “Must have been up all night watching him.”

Zier shook his head then beckoned her to follow him on tiptoe over to the desk. He sighed as he slumped onto Coris’s chair.

“She’s been swooning and retching since morning. I’m guessing it’s the heat or the Hythean cuisine—”

“Or she could be pregnant.” Arinel bolted from the seat she was halfway in. Zier froze with his fingers on the strings of his lyre, shaking his head in desperate denial.

“Can’t be. If she’s using Silfum, which I’m sure she is!”

“Silfum isn’t foolproof,” Arinel whispered, her lips barely moving. Zier gripped his lyre, eyes wide and fearful.

“Is there a way to know for sure?”

Arinel fumbled at her chair with numb fingers.

“There are many telltale signs, but the surest is the menses.” She pulled it back, settling down again with a sigh. “If she hasn’t bled in two moons, then it’s likely.”

Swathes of color returned to Zier’s cheeks. He straightened with a smile.

“Hasn’t been a moon since they first lay together.”

That made the matter more worrisome for Arinel. She huffed a breath of frustration, cradling her head in her hands.

“Meya, you fool,” she growled through gritted teeth as Zier blinked, astonished. “We warned her this could happen, and she just kept on sleeping with him! And I won’t be there to see if she’s pregnant!”

“You won’t?” Zier caught the slip, bringing her tirade to a halt. Arinel bit her tongue, steeling for the fallout. “So, you’ll stay?”

Arinel lowered her hands and clenched them on the tabletop, unseeing eyes glued to her lap as the heat of Zier’s lingering stare enveloped her. She hadn’t meant to tell him. Not yet. Not like this.

Silence suffocated them as Zier struggled for words to dissuade.

“But…we’re going all the way to Everglen, Ari! What about Klythe? You won’t regret it?”

Arinel sighed. She could guess what he was thinking.

“I’m not staying just for my mother’s sake.” She met his gaze firmly, enunciating each beat with soft raps on the tabletop, “I want to do this. I want to practice alchemy, support their cause in the way I can.” She tilted her head towards the slumbering couple.

Zier avoided her eyes, his shadowed face downcast. She grasped his hands, both beseeching and consoling.

“We could travel Latakia together, in a better time.” She shook their joined hands, rousing him. Zier met her gaze with a dejected pout, so she pleaded through her eyes.

“These are urgent matters I must deal with. I know you’ll trust me with anesthesia, and I trust you with Klythe. Please, Zier. I must do this.”

Zier’s eyes widened, then deserted hers in shame. He withdrew his hands and lowered his face. Perhaps he had sensed her puzzled look, for he mumbled,

“I…I haven’t apologized.”

Arinel blinked. Zier’s anguished face flashed before her eyes, his bellowing voice echoed in her ears. With all that had transpired, she’d just remembered what he hadn’t atoned for. She straightened and turned aside, giving him unparalleled view of her icy shoulder.

“And you only thought to bring it up now?” She didn’t need to raise her voice to send Zier flinching as if lashed. Yet, his mischievous grin returned just as soon.

“You didn’t seem furious with me, I guess.” He shrugged and cocked his head. “That or you always seem furious with me for something or other, anyway, so I couldn’t tell.”

Any other time, that would’ve been enough to elicit a weary sigh of surrender. This time, Arinel wasn’t inclined to be so lenient. Zier had taken many steps too far, and that could’ve been partly her fault for spoiling him for all these years.

After a strained pause, Zier heaved a sigh and gingerly took her hands.

“Ari, I’m sorry.”

Tension dissipated from her taut shoulders as she blew out her resentment in a soft sigh. Arinel turned back and met his pleading eyes. A gesture of forgiveness, sealed with her hand upon his.

“You must think of the consequences of your actions, Zier,” she scolded, pinning him with her solemn glare. “Freda has been clear with her warning this time, but I doubt she’d hold back again.”

Zier’s hand shuddered under hers. She caressed it comfortingly, her voice gentler now,

“Your brother has his limit, too. Don’t test it so daringly.”

Zier dipped his head in repentance, then turned to his brother and his mistress with a worried frown.

“What will we do with the babe, if she turns out pregnant?”

A dull pang of pain gripped her heart in vice-like claws. Arinel closed her eyes and shook her head.

“That’s solely their decision to make. Our opinions don’t matter.”

“Coris’s always said he doesn’t want children. What if he forces her to end it?”

Despite herself, Arinel gave the slumbering Lord Hadrian a long look.

“You’re his brother. Can you see him doing that to Meya?”

Zier froze, then sighed and shook his head, sheepish.

“No.”

“Neither do I.”

“So, it depends on Meya, does it?”

Arinel’s eyes strayed to her good friend. As a child born to a reluctant mother, it pained her to consider the obvious, only solution. Yet, there was nothing she could or should do. Whether the babe lived or die wasn’t her choice to make, her burden to bear.

“A dying nobleman and a peasant dragoness,” Zier quipped, then shook his head with a hopeless sigh. “To be frank, I doubt even Coris could conjure a solution for this. I pity the babe already. If there were one.”

Arinel managed a listless nod. Zier’s hand fidgeted against her palm as he cast about for a way to liven the air, then jolted as he remembered.

“Of course! How was the trial? What’s the verdict?”

Oh, perfect.

Arinel pulled her hand from Zier’s before he noticed it trembling. Faced with the daunting task of deciding life or death for her mother’s killer, half of her would rather continue fretting over Meya’s sexual escapades. Yet, she had no choice but to shake her head.

“There isn’t a verdict. Not yet,” she corrected with a sigh. “As I understand it, I am the judge.”

“Ah, I see.” Zier raised a knowing brow. “Right of the Bereaved, is it?”

“You knew?” Arinel leaned forth, intrigued. Zier quirked a mirthless grin, shrugging.

“Marquess Fratengarde.” He elaborated at the sight of her raised eyebrows, “few drinks in, and he’d grace us with nuggets of Hythean wisdom. For instance, you may take any woman in the three lands—”

“Rape, you mean,” Arinel cut in, cold yet sizzling with disgust.

“Yes, my apologies.” Zier dipped his head, then duly corrected, “you can rape any woman, except a Jaisian woman or a woman in Jaise.”

Arinel’s fist was clenched so tight, it had turned numb to the pain of her fingernails drilling into her palm.

“I succumbed to curiosity at twelve, asked Coris what it meant. Somewhat wish I hadn’t,” Zier echoed her contempt in his dead, sardonic retelling, then cleared his throat and straightened.

“Since Winterwen took the Jaise seat after her father, the court has a one-woman majority. The highest sentence possible is always castration.”

Arinel blinked, unsure whether she should be awed or repulsed by the Jaisian brand of justice. Not that she was in any position to judge, having hailed from the clan that invented the Ice Pillory, and that had chained, bridled and flogged a ten-year-old girl simply for walking over wheat.

Zier cocked his head, his expression deadpan.

“Most victims sent the rapists for a spell in the man-brothels of Hyacinth. Give them a drawn-out taste of their own medicine. Hard to say if that’s mercy, though.”

He ended with a shrug, leaving Arinel with even more moral quandaries to battle. What should she choose? Swift, violent retribution? Slow, torturous payback? Or forgiveness? She wondered if there were women who were satisfied with genuine remorse, who hadn’t chosen revenge when they very well could.

“Let me guess, the highest sentence for Dineira is death, and you’re torn?” Zier’s voice was gentle as the touch of his hand upon hers. Arinel lowered her face in shameful confession. He squeezed her hand, his sigh loud in the stillness of late noon.

“You can always see humanity in the wicked, Ari. I’ve always admired you for that.”

Arinel shook her head, sardonic smile creeping onto her lips.

“I don’t have a spine, that’s all,” she spat, disgusted with herself. Zier’s hand tightened around hers in rebuke, and she let loose, her voice choked with tears,

“That night, I decided I’ll live by my own will…then I see her parents…and she confessed…’twas an accident…but then there’s Grandmother…and Sir Bayne. They’d want justice, obviously.” She broke off, resting her burning forehead on Zier’s hand.

“Do they? Or did you just assume they do, again?” he challenged wearily, the weight of his hand pressing down on her fleecy hair. Arinel froze in shame. She imagined Zier shaking his head as his sigh blew down on hers. “What did they say, Ari?”

A moment of charged silence fell, then Arinel deflated with a long, tortured sigh of defeat.

“Not a word from Sir Bayne, of course. Grandmother left the decision to me.” She surfaced, her eyes downcast. “Said she had twenty years with Mother. I had none.”

She shook her head, her eyes faraway. Recalling Grandmother’s tearful nods, she burrowed her face into their clasped hands again, “but I know what she’d want! I know I’ll let her down!”

“No, you don’t. She lets you decide. She wants you to choose what you think is best!” Zier argued.

“But, still…”

Zier sighed at her feeble protest, shifting his hand to fit better over hers.

“Erina is in the Heights, Ari,” he said, and Arinel trembled at the truth in his words. “I’m sure she’s at peace, and Freda’s treating her well. Your happiness is what matters to her, and Gretella and Jerald above all. They all love you dearly. You don’t have to worry about disappointing them, or the public’s thirst for vengeance, for that matter,” he added wryly.

Arinel jolted. He saw through her when she hadn’t realized she had something to hide. Zier squeezed her hand.

“You’re not spineless for not wanting retribution,” he said, his voice solemn. His heat loomed over her hunched, piteous form. “Talk to me. Why don’t you want to execute her?”

For all his flaws, Zier was never once judgmental. A rare quality she guessed he nurtured from being misunderstood for all his life. It scattered her constant, irrational fears. She’d always felt it safe to voice her true thoughts to him, knowing he’d always listen, always understand.

“Perhaps because she didn’t mean to kill Mother, and she shows remorse.” She straightened with a sigh, Dineira’s blubbering voice echoing in the back of her mind.

“She hasn’t claimed the treatise as her own, hasn’t so much as touched it for all this time. Must’ve tried her best to bury the guilt. Nothing would come out of killing her but more suffering. Diamat is a decent man. I don’t want to hurt him.”

Zier nodded deeply, accepting, waiting as Arinel scoured the haze in the deepest depths of her heart for the truth, and made sense of it.

“No matter how much she despised Mother as she lived, a piece of Mother’s memory lives in her still,” she confessed. Her watering eyes stared but did not see at the white sky. “I want her to live, if only so that memory would live, and she would convey it to me in some way. A dragon eye, perhaps.”

Zier raised his eyebrows, surprised at her scheme. He tilted his head, his eyes wandering as he nodded to himself.

“She took your mother from you, Tyberne from his parents. She must live to atone, not die and be redeemed. You spare her life, providing she will live it to your benefit.”

They met eyes, then a sly grin graced his lips.

“’Tisn’t spineless mercy at all, Ari. Cold retribution, more like.” Laughing, he leaned back in his chair, retrieved his oft-interrupted lyre, then strummed it to his liking.

“Go ahead, let her live. Won’t tarnish the ice-hearted name of Crosset.”

Arinel couldn’t stop her lips as they relaxed into her first genuine smile in days, sighing as the simple, familiar sight of the boy and his lyre filled her eyes, inundated her heart.

“Thanks, Zee.”

Zier started, blinking in dawning realization, then settled with a smirk.

“And he’s back,” he drawled, raising a wry, knowing eyebrow at her. “You haven’t forgiven me until now, have you?”

Arinel cast her eyes about the room, striving to remain cavalier.

“I’m surprised you’ve only just noticed.” She couldn’t resist a quip, even topping it with a punchline, “or rather, I’m not.”

She turned round, flaunting her dainty smile of victory as Zier ran his tongue over his bared teeth in annoyance. Their eyes met, and all movement ceased. The world fell into the stupor of night, even as day blazed upon it.

There was no need for words as they both leaned forth, their lips meeting at the perfect middle, pressing harder against each other as the seconds ticked by. She had no right to scold Meya, she realized. She also couldn’t resist the charms of a Hadrian brother.

Even with duty and propriety at stake, she would risk it all just to taste paradise for one last time, before the long farewell that could become permanent, if the seas proved impossible to cross even with dragons on their side.

Everglen. How she hated the name.

Arinel tightened her embrace, knowing she’d have to let her beloved go once he’d given his vow to return.


Epilogue

Three days and nights after Lady Arinel spared Dineira’s life and stripped her of the right to practice alchemy for the remainder of her days, Lord Coris recuperated enough to sustain comprehensible conversation and exercise calm leadership, and was deemed fit for travel.

The sky was a shade of lilac darker than the rolling dunes beneath, invaded from the eastern front by the pale, milky yellow of the waking sun. A path strewn with coarse gray pebbles sliced through hillocks of blue-gray sand to the mountains on the horizon, desolate but for the occasional curiously-shaped boulder and twisted, leafless tree.

Lady Jaise released Meya’s hands after a showering of well wishes, and moved on to discuss business with Coris. Lady Arinel stepped up next to bid her farewell, and she’d come with a parting gift. Within the thin oblong box she offered lay a feather white as snow, trimmed into the silhouette of a Snow Fern frond, its tip capped with silver.

“The feather of the snow tern.” Arinel touched a tender finger to its delicate fibrils, her expression grave. “Each Crosset would carry one throughout our pilgrimage to Icemeet. It’s a charm for safe travel.”

Meya took the box, her fingers trembling in the warmth spreading from her heart. She slid it gently into the pocket of her cloak, joshing to cover her embarrassment,

“One must wonder what it was doing when Gillian showed up.”

“Perhaps its luck was spent on your Greeneye misfortune.”

“Yea, that explains it.”

Arinel rummaged in her sleeve, then. She picked up Meya’s arm and deposited a cold, heavy, jagged lump on her hand.

There’s more?

Meya raised the mysterious trinket so it caught the faint light of dawn. Close-set terraces of charcoal-gray gleamed like petals scattered with dewdrops. A rose carved of iron.

“Eisenrose. It blooms in iron mines. Father gave it to Mother to pray for her safe birth.” Meya surfaced to a downcast Arinel. “Half his prayers were answered, apparently. That or they’d been for me and not Mother.”

“Come now, dun be like that!” Meya threw her arms around the poor lady, surprising even herself with her audacity. Yet, there was no take-back, and she didn’t want it. Arinel’s sigh flowed down her back as she rested her head on Meya’s shoulder.

“Two lucky charms, and we still lost five guards and six dogs.” Meya shook her head with a smirk. “Just how unlucky am I?”

“Horrendously.” Arinel had found her bite. Meya gritted her teeth in affection and annoyance.

“You’re awfully superstitious for an alchemist, you know that?”

“Oh, shut up,” snapped Arinel. Meya chuckled in triumph. She tightened her arms around her good friend, solemn now.

“Thank you, milady. For everything.”

Arinel sniffed and squeezed back. Her cheek chafed Meya’s as she shook her head.

“You be safe out there.” Tears choked her voice. Meya closed her eyes with a smiling sigh, motioning towards the black wall.

“And you in there.”

Arinel patted her back, then her hands slipped away. She retreated to the protective arms of Gretella and Jerald. Her gaze lingered on Meya’s back as she stepped onto the carriage after Coris.

Perched sideways on the driver’s seat, Zier watched Meya as she helped Coris onto his bench and laid a blanket over him, then turned to Arinel. After one long, last look at his love, he trained his eyes on the winding road. A silent, excruciating pause as he steeled his resolve, then he jostled the reins, spurring the horses to a trot.

Wheels jolted and cranked to life, thrumming the soles of her feet, carrying Meya to the next chapter of her journey. She leaned out the window and waved to her comrades at the foot of the Black Walls, until their shimmering figures sank below the swell of the hill.
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