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Beauty in Weakness


Dear Mother, 

There is something I must tell you, and I am too afraid to say it. Not to mention I know that you would stop me. So . . . I am leaving you one final letter instead. I have decided to go. I cannot say if I will be back, so I will make no promises. Know that I love you more than all of Mani. But you know that this is more important than you or I, or even this silver shell we call home. And so, I must go. I must. I will see you again, whether in this world, in the other, or in the afterlife.

Goodbye



(Planet Mani—Nytaea

Mani’Tor 20, 984—Night Season)

Lynchazel gathered her strength and leapt the city wall. She clutched her precious bundle with her left arm, extending upward with her right, as the force of her jump carried her through the air. Her ascent slowed just as she came within reach of the stone battlement at the top of the wall, some thirty feet in the air. Her right arm grasped the stone and she pulled herself onto the wall. Movement in this world was absurdly easy.

Here she stopped, looking both directions. The stone walkway on top of the wall was only about four feet wide, just wide enough for two of these lightworld men to walk abreast.

Fortunately, there were none in sight at the moment.

Lynchazel turned, scanning the horizon behind her. Still no sight of Sol. She was pretty sure this was the third day she’d been on this world, and yet no dawn. The dark sky changed color and the auroras came and went, almost like a normal day cycle, but who could say when full daylight would be back?

Twenty-eight days, he said. Fourteen days of sun, fourteen days of night. A strange world, this Mani . . . the thought of living here made her shiver, despite her certainty that it was a far better home for her daughter.

Lynchazel turned back toward the city. Nytaea, he had called it. The land of her child’s ancestry. She scanned the alabaster buildings and watched the starlight play off of silver-plated rooftops. The white Nytaean Palace loomed high over the other buildings, at the center of the city. Weak though this world may be, she had to admit . . . it was quite beautiful.

She glanced down at the bundle in her arms, which she unwrapped gently—just enough to reveal the perfect face of her first and only daughter, named after herself.

“Lynchazel,” she said softly. “We’re here. Your new home.”

꧁꧂
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(From the Vault of Lyn of Nytaea, Mother Heiress

Hersta 11, 2336)

I am getting really sick of your world.

Not very impressed so far, between the harsh conditions, the whole thing where I got imprisoned almost immediately, and the terrible food. I mean . . . just atrocious. You’d think these Hellebes scientists could give me something slightly more palatable than mystery lab chow while I twiddle my thumbs and wait for them to decide how next to experiment on me.

Oh, and my friends are all dead now. They didn’t make it through the Gate, so I’m stuck here alone.

So yeah . . . not impressed. Can I go home now? Back to Mani? 

I know, I know. I can’t. You probably think I deserve this, or that it’s necessary. I’m just a monster. Mother this, goddess that. I get it.

I also realize not all Hellebes are that bad. Look at Captain Zent —he was great. But he still left me here at the mercy of the Senate. I’m recording this in my Vault—being a Hellebes, whoever you are, you know all about Vaults—in order to leave a methodical account of the events that led me here. After all, I’m sure you haven’t heard the full story.

I was an orphan, and I came from a city called Nytaea where orphans were considered illegal citizens. My mother brought me there as a baby. Nytaea, gleaming city of alabaster and silver, was made by an order of magi long ago. Magi are Legaleians who wield the ‘Authority’ of the elements, that is to say they can control nature. Magic, you might say.

The Legaleians, of course, are the people who live on Mani. The Exiled. On Mani, there is no moon, and only one day passes per month. Two weeks of day, two weeks of night. There are few men there, believe it or not, as far more girls are born each year than boys. Sounds weird, I know, but . . . it gets weirder. But I won’t overload you—let’s just start from the beginning.

꧁꧂



Part One

- Disguise -
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The Fate of the Innocent


Silver has always been a part of Mani. Quite literally—the bones of this world are molded from pure silver. Not only is this metal plentiful, but it possesses many strange properties.

— From Secrets of Mani, by Sor the Lark



(Planet Mani—Nytaea

Fynle 26, 997—Sunrise)

It was the second day of dawn. Sol hung full above the horizon, casting pale orange light over the white city of Nytaea. The light filtered through the streets and played on the silver rooftops as Mandrie led us back to the orphanage. We could see the smoke from a street away.

Our orphanage was in flames as Kaen and I rounded the last street corner and caught sight of it. That old, beloved house where we grew up, the place I called home ever since I was a little girl . . . burning. 

She was right, I thought numbly as I stumbled to a halt, struggling to grasp the scene before my eyes. Two stories tall, the quaint building was made of wood instead of the more usual white stone. By now, however, multiple walls were beginning to cave in. Standing in the front courtyard were some dozen ruffians. Their leader stooped in front of two women held by his henchmen: Lentha, our aging caretaker, and Phoebe, an older girl of sixteen years from the orphanage. Phoebe was thrashing around in her captor’s grip and spitting angry words at the thief leader, while Lentha just hung her head.

No one else was in sight, none of the children, and certainly no one else in the neighborhood. They wouldn’t want anything to do with such an event.

“Lyn! Kaen!” called Phoebe as she saw us. “Hel—” She was cut off as the stubble-cheeked man holding her gave her a backhanded rap across the head.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Let them go!”

Kaen came up beside me and turned to say something to Mandrie. I was too focused on the horrifying scene to pay attention to his words.

The leader turned to look at me, and Lentha coughed up blood behind him. “Well, looky here—more of the brats!” he said through a gap-toothed grin, shaking a bag of jingling copper and gold coins. Lentha’s stash of money. “Your little friend here was trying to go back inside, but it’s a bit dangerous in there, so I had the boys restrain her along with this old hag. Ain’t that right, missy?”

I gritted my teeth and began to stalk toward them. I was strong; maybe Kaen and I could take them on. . . .

But then I saw the lead man do something strange, calling a flame into being with his right hand. Just like that. My blood chilled, and I stopped in my tracks. So that was how they had burnt it so fast. Magic. . . .

“You . . . monsters,” I spat. I looked toward the flaming building, half collapsing from the structural damage already, and wiped tears from my eyes. There was no way any of the children were still alive in there. I couldn’t hear their screams.

Kaen put a hand on my shoulder and addressed the thieves. “Put them down right now and back off! We have the city watch right on our tails. They’ll be here any moment.” His voice cracked, but it was a commendable effort at sounding threatening.

The fire mage laughed. But before he could speak, one of his men pointed the other direction and all eyes looked to see the city watch approaching at a run. The uniformed men shouted and began chasing the thieves, who scattered away. Someone must have seen the smoke and called for them.

The thieves cursed and dropped Phoebe and Lentha as they fled, and Phoebe immediately dashed to Lentha’s side, wincing at her own bruises as she held her caretaker gingerly. “Mum, Mum! Lentha! Stay with me.”

Kaen and I approached hastily and knelt down beside the grey-haired woman. Her face was beaten and bloodied, and she looked close to death. “Oh, Lentha . . .” I whispered.

Phoebe gazed up at us with tear-stained eyes, her dull brown hair in tangles. Her hooked nose, one of her distinctive features, twitched as she tried to keep it from running. Blood leaked from one nostril. “They demanded money. When she wouldn’t give it, they . . . they . . .” She cut off, sobbing.

Lentha finally stirred, pulling back her greyed head to mumble something incoherent. I caught only the word “children.” And then her body went limp.

Just then, one of the last of the city watch came up to us, his bronze scale armor clinking with each step. “Sorry to run, but the mage soldiers will be here any minute to douse the fires, and they’ll give you any medical attention you need.”

He was off before we could protest, and we were left with our dead foster mother in the courtyard of the burning orphanage. Mage soldiers. . . . Lord Kalceron’s elite forces were the last thing I wanted to see. Lentha had always taught us to avoid mage soldiers, in fact all magi, whenever possible. I shivered and looked back toward the building, saying nothing. I wanted so badly to go and check, just to see if somehow, some way . . .

I made an illogical move to get up and run for the orphanage, but Kaen grabbed my arm. His face, normally so strong and resolute, looked hollow in the flickering light of the flames. His dark curls were plastered to his forehead with sweat and ash. With trembling lips, he said, “Lyn, they’re dead. So is—so is Lentha.”

Phoebe lay wailing over Lentha’s body. I felt like doing just the same. My throat was raw and scratchy, bearing a lump that I couldn’t swallow down. But I didn’t pull out of Kaen’s grip.

Slowly, Mandrie approached from behind us. I looked to see her small eleven-year-old figure beside us, clutching one arm to the other across her stomach. “Kaen,” she whimpered, “Lyn, I’m scared. This is like a bad dream. I thought . . .”

I lurched to my feet and ran to embrace her, pulling the distraught girl to face away from the dead body of our caretaker. “I’m so sorry, Mandrie.”

From behind me, Kaen said, “We should be going.”

I nodded, turning to see two mage soldiers approaching from the street to the south. They were unmistakable in their ornately-graven silver armor, bearing blue capes and horsehair plumes: water mage soldiers. I had only ever caught glimpses as a child. Two more of the blue-cloaked men approached from behind them just as the first two ran up and started putting out the fires. The mage soldier in the far back locked eyes with me and nudged his companion, pointing and saying something. A chill ran down my spine, and my heart began to beat faster.

Kaen was leading Phoebe away, but I hissed at him to hurry and pulled Mandrie with me. “We have to go now!”

None of them questioned. We hurried back down the street we’d come from. Kaen looked back and whispered, “Everyone hide!” He pulled Mandrie and me down behind a wooden garbage bin. “How did they get here so fast? Are you sure they’re after us, Lyn?”

I gave a nervous shrug, nearly gagging at the putrid smell of the refuse in the container. Breath coming quickly, I peeked over the top and saw the water magi dousing the flames while more mage soldiers clad in red and gold capes—other divisions, specializing in different elements—prowled the scene. They would find us in no time. “They’re looking for something,” I whispered back, “And I think it’s us. Whatever they want, it won’t be good if they catch us. We have to go, or they will soon.”

Kaen looked out past the dumpster and swore. “More of them are coming. We’ll just have to make a break for it. Come on!”

Mandrie scrambled out first, running for the street corner while Phoebe and Kaen followed on her heels. I followed, trying to keep an eye on the soldiers. They came closer and closer until . . .

They saw us. “You there, stop!” shouted one of the two. “You, with the white hair!”

The words sent a chill down my spine. I panicked and sprinted for the corner, where Kaen and Mandrie were. “Go, go!” I hissed to them, looking behind me to see the soldiers chasing us. I thought I saw a civilian or two staring at us from windows, but I was too focused on getting away from Lord Kalceron’s men. We weaved down side streets toward the worse section of town, following Kaen’s lead. I knew we’d be able to shake them there. The only issue would be Mandrie, who was not as fast, and Phoebe, who seemed to be hampered by the beating the thieves had given her.

“Over here!” I said quickly, pointing down another alley. “Go! I’ll distract them. I’ll meet you up at the nearest hideout!”

Kaen reluctantly pulled Mandrie and Phoebe down the alley with him, while I scrambled up on a nearby box and leaped for the overhanging roof. Using my gift of inhuman strength, I pulled myself up. As the mage soldiers came through, I shouted down to them, “Hey! You’ll never catch us!”

One of the magi, a gold-caped woman, stopped and pointed as she looked up. “There she is! They’ve taken to the rooftops, Captain.”

I ran in the direction of Kaen and my other friends, sprinting over the slate roof as fast as I could. I came to the edge of the first roof and took a flying leap, landing on the other side nimbly as a cat. The mage soldiers had rounded the street corner and were now firing firebolts and lightning my way, shouting for me to stop. They’re out of their minds—are they trying to kill me?

I took off, leading them farther away. Whether they were actually trying to hit me or simply intimidate me, my decoy plan was working.

Gathering my energy, I bounded across the street to my left and scraped my way up the slope of the roof and over to the other side, sliding to dodge another firebolt. I braked, getting my feet beneath me as I slid, and then managed to leap once more across the street.

I landed with my feet on a windowsill and my fingers over the lip of the roof. The jerk of my weight brought a jolt of pain from my shoulders and elbows. Gritting my teeth, I forced my limbs to do the impossible as I leaped with my feet, pulled with my arms, and swung myself up and over the edge, landing in a crouch on the rooftop. Sometimes it paid to have inhuman strength. Someday I would find out why I possessed it, and very soon I would feel the tiring aftereffects of it.

I heard their voices and the clang of their silver boots on paving stones even as I caught my breath and my bearings. Looking around to see the mage soldiers approaching from both sides, I made a split-second decision and dashed to my right, parallel to the street. I leaped from one housetop to the next, following the street, before swinging around to my left, following the slope of the roof. I followed the roofline in this direction, away from where I knew our closest hideout lay.

The mage soldiers were still on my tail, fortunately, although they had to be wondering by now why they were only chasing one of us. Had they split up? I stopped suddenly, stooping down to rip off a slate shingle from the roof below, then leaned back sharply as another firebolt sailed over my head, fired by one of the red-caped mage soldiers. An angry reprimand followed from one of the other ones—had he aimed too close? I peeked over and chucked the heavy shingle plate at my pursuers as they ran toward me. The shingle shattered, stalling them momentarily, and I began running again. It didn’t buy me any time in my escape from the magi; I was just trying to keep them preoccupied with me.

It was time to lose them.

I took a deep breath and leapt across the street. I ran straight up the slope of the roof, slid down the other side and vaulted across the street. Pedestrians below stared up in surprise, but I ignored them. I landed on the roof of a large shop, clambering up the side and traversing the complicated twists and turns of the roof before hopping onto the next building, and the next, and the next, down the street. Finally, as my breath began to come in gasps, I hopped off the last rooftop and dropped five paces to the cobblestone street below, rolling and coming up running.

Confident that I had shaken the mage soldiers at last, I made my way as quickly and quietly as I could toward the hideout, conscious that half the city might have just seen my escape antics. I ducked my head whenever I passed by a person as I ran. I was beginning to feel the exertion, and sweat was breaking out on my forehead.

At last, I made it back to the run-down section of the city. I sought out the abandoned warehouse and let myself in the back door, glancing both ways first to make sure that no one was watching. It was an old building with worn, wooden siding, and the plain wooden furnishings inside were covered in dust and cobwebs. Kaen, Phoebe and Mandrie stood near the back, and looked up with relief as I entered.

Mandrie was the first to greet me. “Lyn! Oh, I’m so glad you made it back safely!” She ran up and threw her arms around me, burying her brown curls in my chest.

I patted her back as I caught my breath, ruffling her hair affectionately. “Of course. I wouldn’t let some measly mage soldiers catch me.”

“Were you followed here?” Kaen’s voice had a sharp edge to it.

I shook my head, gently pulling Mandrie off of me. “No, I threw them off a ways back. They could only chase me for so long.”

Phoebe looked skeptical. “And how do you know they won’t still find us here? How did you even get away from them?”

“I led them in the opposite direction by rooftop,” I explained. “Then I doubled back and came here.”

She nodded, satisfied, not asking how I was capable of performing such a feat. We all knew that I was agile and quick on my feet, but Kaen was the only one who knew that that extended to superhuman feats that no normal Legaleian—that is to say, no human—could perform.

Mandrie looked back at Kaen. “Brother, what do we do now? Where are we going to stay?”

“Right here for now,” he answered. “Although we have to make sure that our scent has been lost.” He glanced my way. “Lyn? You up for going back out with me to scout the area?”

I took a deep breath in, nodding slowly, and wiped my sweaty brow. “Yeah, I’m fine.” No sooner did I say this, however, than my knees buckled. I almost fell to the floor before Kaen caught me.

He grunted at my weight, muttering, “You don’t look fine. Phoebe, maybe you ought to come instead. They didn’t beat you up too badly, did they?”

She scoffed. “No, just some bruises. I’ll come. Can’t trust you to watch your own back.” Sharp-tongued as ever.

I nodded weakly. “Thanks. Mandrie, can I have some food?” My stomach was trying to learn to talk back.

She scrambled up to fetch some from our meager supplies, bringing me back a piece of a hard loaf. “Here you go, Lynx!” She used her nickname for me, though her voice lacked its usual brightness.

I devoured the bread like a ravenous wolf, swallowing it in a few seconds. Almost immediately, it helped to replenish my energy. “I feel a little better now,” I said. “You two go, and I’ll stay and watch out for Mandrie.”

Phoebe grunted an assent. “Kaen, we should go and talk to your boss. Do you think he’d be willing to pay you for your work up until now?”

Kaen and I had been at work with a local construction crew when Mandrie came to get us. We had begged leave from the master builder, insisting that the occasion was urgent. Despite the general outlook toward orphans in the city, fostered by harsh laws made by Lord Kalceron, Lerr Harcost was a fair man who asked few questions and paid anyone willing to work for him.

“I was just wondering that,” Kaen said with a sigh. “I don’t . . . I don’t think I can keep working for him if we’re going to be on the run for a while. We need to leave this sector of town entirely, as soon as we can.”

I nodded. “You’re right. We can’t stay here. We can find work someplace else. Just see what he says. But be cautious out there.

“We will. We’ll see you two later,” he said as he pushed the door open and walked out, holding it open for Phoebe.

“Be careful,” Mandrie called.

Phoebe glanced back at us briefly and then let the door swing shut as they departed.

I looked over at Mandrie, smiling as warmly as I could. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll make it.”

She nodded slowly before seating herself with a thump on the floor, not bothering to smooth her skirts. “Oh, Lyn,” she murmured, hanging her head. “But it’s not all right. They’re all dead. They’re all gone. Lentha . . . Tommy . . . Fran . . .” Tears began to stream down her cheeks, and her little chest heaved with sobs.

“Mandrie . . . I’m sorry.” I stooped down beside her and stroked her mousy brown curls. They were just like Kaen’s, but, at only eleven years old, her hair was not as dark yet. “It will be all right.” She leaned onto me, and I held her while she cried, rocking back and forth. Try though I may to be strong for her, I could feel my own tears welling up behind my eyes as my lip trembled, my chin and jaw feeling strangely tight.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Why did this have to happen? Why?
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Taken


The ancients write of silver being scarce. A precious metal cast into coins and used as currency. This has confused many scholars and is one of many secrets we still have yet to unravel. There are theories, of course. Some say that we, like the Wellspring, came from another world. Others claim Legaleian culture was simply different back then, or that, once upon a time, silver was not so easily accessible on Mani’s surface. 

— From Secrets of Mani, by Sor the Lark



(Fynle 26, 997—Sunrise)

Kaen and Phoebe returned an hour later, bearing a pouch of coins and a sack of food purchased from the street market. “Here’s some food,” Kaen said with a sigh. “Master Harcost was very hesitant to give me our wages, but he eventually did.” He shook the coin bag, causing the copper inside to jingle. “This is all we have to go on for now.”

I nodded. “It will have to do.”

We stayed in the second story of the abandoned building that night, where we cleaned up a bit before setting up our sleeping arrangements. We kept one person on watch at all times. Tomorrow, we would move—it was too risky to stay in one place too long, as we didn’t know what the mage soldiers wanted with us, nor what might happen should they catch us.

Nothing good. That’s what my gut told me.

The next day, the backstreets were abuzz with news of the big chase with the mage soldiers. Everywhere we went, people talked about it:

“Oh, they’ll catch them for sure.”

“I heard they’re part of the Underground.”

“They say it was one girl, with hair like the blazing Sun!”

With each passerby we came across, I grew more afraid of what they might say, or who might report us to the authorities. My friends gave me glances that varied between amused and annoyed. Were the mage soldiers still after me? And why? There was no way they knew about . . . no, only Kaen knew my secret. There was only my white hair, but surely that wasn’t enough to . . .

Wait. ‘You! With the white hair!’ I recalled the mage soldier from the day before who had said just that, and groaned inwardly as I realized Lord Kalceron may be after me specifically—that this might not just stem from his well-known hatred of orphans.

The streets were cluttered as we made our way through the lower Market District. Here, the once-great city of Nytaea was brightened up by storefronts and merchant stalls. Colorful ribbons, banners and other decorations festooned the timeless white of the aged stone buildings, crisscrossing the streets not far above head level. Carts, horses and pedestrians passed by every second, hiding us in their midst. The hustle and bustle always made this part of the city seem so much more alive than other sectors, but it was hard to even think with all the noise. Varying scents from the food vendors’ stalls rose and fell as we passed them by.

Sol shone her usual brilliant white through the silver sky to the east, the last colors of dawn fading away at this point—being as it was the third day of the Sunlit Cycle, or Day Season. Each day, the white sun would rise to its zenith and eventually set, and we would enter the Sunless Cycle, or Night Season; then after another two weeks, it was back to the Sunlit Cycle. I know, it’s confusing.

Clouds rolling by cast long, flickering shadows of dawn upon the streets and the tall buildings. The peaked roofs around us felt like one more hedge of protection against those searching for us, but over them all to the north loomed the Nytaean Palace, gleaming white in the sunlight. Home of Lord Kalceron, governor of our city-state, along with much of the nobility. Nytaea, despite being only one of thirteen provinces of the Kystrean empire, had always been known as one of the greatest. Over all twelve kings—excuse me, governors—reigned a supreme Archlord, who I could only assume was eviler yet than Lord Kalceron.

We were heading to our next hideout. Hopefully, we could rest there for another while. We had made the hideouts over the years in case something along these lines ever happened, something that forced us from our home.

“Kaen,” I said as I kept pace just behind him, “What do you think those mage soldiers were after? I mean . . . they did point out my hair. . . .”

He said nothing for a moment, brushing past a couple of men as he walked. I mumbled a quick apology in his stead, while Phoebe and Mandrie followed behind. Then he answered, “I don’t want to believe that. Either way, I hope we don’t have to find out. Whatever it was, they were already on the lookout. We always knew we would have to move if anything happened to the orphanage, so . . . here we are, looking.”

He pointedly didn’t add, ‘and to Lentha,’ I noticed.

Phoebe made a growling noise behind us, muttering something about how “those pigs” most likely got away after the arson. While I understood her frustration and anger, the best I could do was hope they had been caught by the city watch and brought to justice. It was out of our hands.

“Let’s just focus on getting to the shelter for now, all right?” I proposed. I couldn’t wait to be done with this city entirely. That was our aim, but it would take some planning, the right timing, and . . . well, probably a bit of luck.

We came to an intersection in the street ahead, and Kaen turned right, with the rest of us following after. Labeled “Farley Avenue,” this street was narrower and less crowded, and led away from the Market District. In a few minutes, we turned onto another street, and a few turns later, we were heading into the eastern slums. Here, we might be in for some trouble. But that was why I had my favorite knife belted onto my thigh beneath my grey skirt; just in case.

Looking over my shoulder, I saw someone following us thirty paces back. It was a woman. She wore a wide-brimmed hat and a nondescript grey cloak cinched at her breastbone with a brass pin. But underneath the cloak and hat I caught the glint of silver armor. On her wrists were silver cuffs, and on her legs she wore silver greaves and tall boots. A mage soldier, possibly an officer. And yet disguised.

“Kaen,” I hissed, “We’ve got a tail. A mage soldier, maybe an important one.”

“Just look straight ahead and keep walking,” he replied, not turning his head.

I felt my heartbeat quickening in my chest. We kept walking past the backstreet that led to our hideout, lest we show the mage our lair. She probably had backup waiting somewhere as well. I glanced furtively down the perpendicular streets and up at the buildings above, attempting to spot possible threats. I caught a few shadowy figures hiding, but they seemed to be the local no-goods curious about who we were.

“What’s our plan?” whispered Phoebe from beside me. “How do we shake this soldier?”

“I’m sure she has others around nearby,” I replied without turning my head. “I just wish I knew why she hasn’t come out and attacked us yet.”

“I don’t like it,” Kaen said. “We’re going to have to split up. Phoebe, you take Mandrie and hide out on the next left, while Lyn and I distract them. Make a break for it when you see a chance.”

Phoebe knew better than to protest when time was of the essence. “All right,” she muttered.

Kaen led the way down the alley to the left, and Mandrie and Phoebe hid themselves behind some crates outside an abandoned building while Kaen and I sprinted for the next small intersection, preparing to wait for the mage soldier to turn the corner—at which point we would bolt, as though we were only two of four escaping that way.

The woman came at us suddenly from the street to our left, hurtling out of the dark with a blue, crackling energy in her hands. She rushed me, but I dodged nimbly out of the way just before she released the bolt of lightning. She skidded to a halt, surprised that I had been able to evade her magic. She then pulled out a thin, silver sword, the weapon of choice of Lord Kalceron’s mage soldiers, and turned to Kaen.

I rolled up the right side of my skirt and pulled my knife from its sheath with a small ssshk!

Seeing an opening, I leaped in with my knife and thrust at her neck. She saw it coming, however, and turned at the last moment, and my knife only grazed her shoulder.

The mage cried out in pain, twisting to slice at me with her sword. I ducked, and Kaen slashed with his own knife, which glanced off of her armor instead of sinking into her ribs. The enchanted silver armor proved as strong as they said, hard enough to shrug off our bronze blades. She sprang back, throwing out a stunning pulse that stopped Kaen in his tracks.

Now a second mage soldier, a red-caped man, jumped into the fray in front of the woman, shouting threats at us. He swung his sword at me in a horizontal sweep, but I leapt right over it and rushed him, throwing him back into the female mage and then closing in with my dagger. I didn’t have any more fighting skills than Kaen, but I was quick and very strong.

The man dodged to the side and hurled a firebolt at me, but I leaned backward to evade it. The woman, already recovered, jolted me with lightning magic, stiffening my body and causing me to drop my knife. I would have cried out, or at least grunted, but the pulse took my breath away. My teeth ached and my ears pounded with pain.

I recovered within a few seconds, though, and dodged to the left, leaving my knife on the ground. Instead, I smashed the man in the head with my elbow, driven by every ounce of force I had, and he crumpled to the ground, rolling limply. I turned to the woman in time to see Kaen diving for her—only to have her bat the knife out of his hands with her sword.

I stole the opportunity, kicking the mage woman with all my might. My foot drove into her shoulder and sent her reeling to fall back-first onto the cobblestones.

“Thanks,” Kaen said.

I paid him no mind, leaping in one bound to where the woman lay struggling to catch her breath after the fall. I knelt, placing one knee heavily on her armored sternum and pinning her right arm with one hand. I raised my other arm, making a fist. I wanted so badly to smash her face into a new one, but we had to know what it was that they wanted with us.

The woman glared up at me, still gasping for air, wincing in pain as I pressed my knee harder against her chest. Only now did I notice the gold highlights on her outfit, denoting her elemental specialty. With her hat off, I was able to see her face more clearly, and I was struck by how much it reminded me of a fox. Sly and vulpine. “So you are a monster,” she gasped, almost triumphantly.

“I just . . . I just want to know why you attacked us,” I said through heavy breaths. My heart was still beating like a racehorse, adrenaline rushing through my veins like wildfire. These effects were most likely due to the fight having awakened a buried energy that didn’t often make its way to the surface.

“I-I’ll admit,” the mage soldier sputtered through gritted teeth, “I didn’t think it would come to this.”

I hesitated, but I didn’t lower my fist.

“Lyn, you can’t trust her!” Kaen shouted from behind me.

I pressed down harder with my knee, causing the woman to grunt in pain, and raised my fist, clenching my fingers tighter. 

“Stop,” she croaked, “Or your—friends—die.”
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A Visitor in the Night


Nytaea, city of mage soldiers, was given over to a tyrant known as Lord Edrius Kalceron. The proud city was known for its wondrous architecture, a city of alabaster and silver marvels, but its future is dark as long as Lord Kalceron remains governor. Even in Archlord Domon’s new empire of Kystrea, Nytaea stands to experience one of the worst falls from grace—indeed, the difference is already marked. As a High Mage, however, he is extraordinarily long-lived.

— From Secrets of Mani, by Sor the Lark



(Fynle 27, 997—Waxing Day)

I froze. 

Sharing a look of horror with Kaen, who had come up to stand beside me, I released the pressure from the mage’s chest. She gasped in a couple of breaths, and then spat, “You fools didn’t think I had backup? That I wouldn’t realize two of you were missing?” Then she twisted her neck to the side, shouting, “Hespian! Do you have them?”

“Of course. Easy as catchin’ pigeons!” came a gruff male voice from my far right. I looked and saw the speaker at the head of the alleyway, a tall man in silver armor, standing over Phoebe’s unconscious body with Mandrie in his tight grip. The decorations on his shoulder plates seemed to indicate a very high-ranking mage soldier. He picked up both girls and began hauling their limp forms toward us.

The woman smirked at us. “Might want to let me up. I can’t say what the captain might do to your little friends. We knew we may not be able to bring you in, but Lord Kalceron wants his target.”

I rose to my feet, withdrawing my knee from the woman’s chest. I kept my knife out, unsure what she would try next. “What target?” I demanded. “What do you want with me? Let our friends go already.”

“Oh, his little white-haired wench,” replied the captain with a grin. “Can’t say why, but he’s been looking for you. Oddities like you are growing quite popular these days, apparently, and it’s not our job to ask questions. But I’m sure you could be coaxed into coming on your own if it meant saving your pretty friends here.”

Kaen growled from beside me. “Fiends. How could you stoop that low?” 

“Well, when you want to cage a wild beast, you have to be cunning,” Hespian reasoned. “Come, Lorta! Let us be away. He didn’t exactly give us a time limit. Don’t worry, friends, we’ll keep the wenches in . . . possibly good accommodation, and we’ll wait as long as we have to for you to show up.”

The woman, Lorta, limped down the alleyway to her captain, who handed Mandrie over to her while he hoisted Phoebe’s limp body up onto his shoulder. She struggled with the girl’s weight, grunting at the wounds I’d given her.

“We won’t let you get away with this!” I hissed through gritted teeth.

“Ah, but you have no choice,” purred Lorta with a snarl clearly meant to mask her pain. And then she vanished, along with Mandrie.

Hespian waved his hand, preparing to perform the same trick of magic. “See you at the Palace, friends.”

He vanished, leaving only Kaen and me standing there in the alley. Looking back, I saw that the third mage soldier was gone now as well. My elbow still throbbed from where I’d struck him.

Kaen clenched his hands into fists, stamping his boot on the stone pavement. “Curse those low-down wolves!” After a moment of heavy breathing, he asked, “What now? They just . . . made off with them.” He made a frustrated hand gesture, as though admitting how obvious his comment was.

I stared at the ground, shrugging my shoulders helplessly. “I don’t know. I . . .” I swayed weakly, suddenly overcome with an immense tiredness. I felt myself fall toward the ground as my vision went black.



“Lyn! Lyn!”

Someone was slapping me, shouting for me to wake up, but I didn’t know who it was. I mumbled something incoherent and then snapped my eyes open with a start, finding Kaen bending over me, face directly in front of mine and hand raised as though to slap me again if needed.

“Huh?” I groaned heavily. “Kaen?”

He lowered his hand, taking a half step backward. “You scared me for a minute there, Lyn. You suddenly lost consciousness, and I had to carry you here. It’s . . . you know, at least a little more out of the way.”

I looked about myself, realizing that I lay slumped against the stone wall of a building in a back alleyway. I groaned, sitting up slowly and squinting against the bright, white sunlight that shone from the east. It had faded from soft orange to its natural white over the last day. The cloud coverage was already rolling in for the day, building in layers. I stretched my hand, which still tingled from the shock of Lorta’s lightning magic. “How long was I out?” I couldn’t recall ever blacking out before.

“Just a couple of minutes. You hungry?”

My stomach growled. “Yes. Very.”

Kaen handed me some bread, which I wolfed down in a few heartbeats. I took a shaky breath. “All right. I feel . . . a bit better now.” I stood up hesitantly, and Kaen took a few steps back to give me space to stretch out, but he looked ready to jump in and catch me should I tumble again. “Really, Kaen,” I assured him. “I’m fine.”

“If you say so.” He took a deep breath, pausing for a moment before letting it back out. “But we need to figure out what to do now.”

I nodded numbly. “I know . . .” I held a hand to my head. Ugh, what a nightmare. Not only Lentha and all the little ones—now Mandrie and Phoebe are gone too.

“Lyn, let’s just worry about finding someplace to lie low for the night. It’s going to be dusk soon.”

I looked up at the sky above the buildings once more. With the day’s clouds streaming in, the auroras began to glimmer, a mirage of blue and green playing off of the thickening layer. “You’re right. I . . . I could use some sleep, I think.”

We ended up taking refuge behind the back of an old shop in a dead-end alley, where an overhang provided shelter from any forthcoming rain. I told Kaen to let me take the first watch, but he refused, insisting that he would stay up himself before waking me for the second watch. I was more exhausted than I could ever remember being, so I didn’t put up much fuss over it. I soon fell into a deep, dream-filled sleep.

꧁꧂

I saw a young girl’s face fading in and out of focus. I didn’t know where I was or who was bugging me, but she was speaking my name.

“Lyn! Hello, Lyn.” Her voice was young and childlike.

She was shaking me. “Stop,” I moaned, squeezing my eyes shut tighter. “Please just let me sleep. . . .”

“But Lyn, you need to wake up! There are things I want to show you.”

I shook my head slowly, feebly. “More sleep. . . .”

“Sleep?” the girl repeated. “Come on, just wake up! It’s been ages, and all you can say is you want to sleep longer?”

“What did you just say?” I asked. I opened my eyes to see who it was, but the girl was already fading away. I caught only the faintest trace of her childlike appearance, complete with white hair, before my dream changed.

꧁꧂

It felt like no time had passed when Kaen woke me gently, whispering, “Your watch now.”

I roused myself with an effort and rubbed my eyes. I nodded numbly, visions of the little girl fading as I glanced around for the first time. I still felt tired, and the wall of any building was no comfortable place to sleep against. I let my friend lie down to sleep and forced myself to focus on not drifting off.

Looking upward, I saw the last vestiges of the auroras twinkling through the thinner parts of the clouds. This was how every night of the Sunlit Cycle went—the clouds rolled in, heavily dampening Sol’s white light until morning, and the auroras began to twinkle within them. In the morning, the clouds would roll by once more, taking the auroras with them and revealing the white sun again. It was a beautiful display, though my favorite season of the Sol Cycle was still the Sunless Cycle, when the auroras became the world’s light in place of Sol.

Another phenomenon that accompanied each Cycle was what we called constellations: star-like patterns that appeared on the cloud layer as Sol’s light struck the Energy Field that surrounded Mani. At least, that’s how I’d heard it explained. There were a few that appeared in the Sunlit Cycle, and a few others in the Night Season. Right now, the Sun Dancer constellation was glowing its brightest in Mani’s night sky. It was vaguely shaped like a dancing girl, but I certainly wouldn’t have thought of that on my—

A sound came from farther down the street. I tensed, suddenly on the alert. I glanced back at where Kaen slept, debating whether to wake him. If it was just a dog roaming around, however, I would feel bad. . . .

Slowly, I crept toward the noise. It was footsteps; I could distinguish that now. Soft footsteps, heading across our alleyway. I moved forward quietly until I could just make out the figure in the starlight.

It was a young woman, not even my age from what I could tell. Shocked, I stepped forward and said, “Excuse me—are you lost?” I could have kicked myself for my stupidity, but pity and instinct led me to say it. What if she was an orphan like me? Like all the others who had died in the last day? What if she needed help?

The girl gasped, nearly tripping in fright as she scurried back from me. “You . . . w-who are you? Get away from me!” She spoke in a hushed whisper that said she was still afraid to catch attention. It proved to not be loud enough to wake Kaen.

“I-I’m sorry,” I said, stepping backward as well. “I should not have . . .” I didn’t know what to say.

“Oh.” The girl seemed to truly see me for the first time. “I shouldn’t be wandering around this late. I didn’t . . . Are you—do you live near here?” She stared at me warily, and I caught a better look at her face. It was youthful in appearance, but in reality, she was probably the same age as me. Maybe fourteen or fifteen. She was very pretty, with dainty, refined features and thin, dark eyebrows over scared blue eyes. Her shoulder-length hair was a glossy black, surely washed every morning . . .

I gasped. “You’re . . .” She was clearly of noble blood. Of all the luck. I didn’t know what to say now. I was about to speak when I caught sounds of movement from the way she had come. I groaned inwardly at the thought that this young lady of the court had brought footpads or worse to our hiding place. “Quick—go!” I hissed.

“Huh? What?” She looked confused, almost hurt, until I clarified:

“Thieves! You have to get back to the Palace!”

She followed my gaze, nodding nervously. “G-goodbye, then. Forgive me.” She ran off the other way, back towards the center of the city where the Palace lay—confirming my assumptions of her nobility—and I found myself wondering why I was helping this girl. Without a word, I spun to face the thieves, belt knife out and in hand.

There were only two of them, tall but scrawny men with unkempt beards and a knife and a cudgel between them. Not much of a threat, yet my hands still shook from nerves. I’d had enough fighting for one day, so I determined to try and scare them off instead of engaging. If I had any of my freakish strength left . . . I didn’t need to use it now.

“Don’t come any closer!” I snapped at them, slicing the air in front of me, and leaped at one of them, pushing him back with moderation so as to only knock him backward. The other one I threatened with my naked blade, and he fled with a curse, along with his companion. Never had I known how easy it was to scare off thieves.

It was at this moment that Kaen came up to me, having been awakened by the brief scuffle. “Lyn, what was that all about?”

“Footpads,” I answered him. “I was careless and made too much noise sneaking about. You can go back to sleep.”

Surprisingly, he did so, wandering back to his perch against the alley wall and slumping with his back to the bricks.

I spent the rest of the night awake on watch. I couldn’t help but wonder if I could have helped to somehow scare off the bandits from the previous day. . . . But that man had been a fire mage, and had a half-dozen companions, not one or two; I knew that I could do nothing for my dead family now, but it didn’t make it hurt any less.

The tears came now, and I huddled up to cry to myself, silent tears that wouldn’t wake Kaen up. When I was done, I wiped my face off and tried to take my mind off of Lentha’s beaten face by running through possible options Kaen and I could take this day, ways to get Mandrie and Phoebe back. I could only think of two possibilities. . . .

Finally, I deemed it close enough to cloudbreak to wake him from his sleep. “Kaen, get up!” I said, nudging him with my foot. “Kaen!”

“All right, all right,” he mumbled, getting up and stretching. Our situation seemed to come back to him. “Oh, great auroras. We need a plan.”

“I know.” I shook my head in despair. “We will get them back, Kaen. But . . . should I just give myself up? What else is there to do?”

“I-I don’t know,” he replied. “We can’t just turn you in! I won’t allow that.”

“But Mandrie is your little sister. You’ve always—”

“I know!” Kaen stamped his foot to emphasize his words. “I swore I’d always take care of her, and I’ll go to any lengths to get her back. But if there’s any way of avoiding just marching you up to the Palace gates and turning you in . . . we can find that way. I know it.”

I bit my lip, trying to hold back the surge of emotions from the past day. “I’m sorry. We’ll figure something out.” I sighed, gazing down at the grey cobblestones of the Nytaean street. “Well . . . what if we break in and try to free them somehow?”

Kaen shook his head. “Won’t work. We’d need a disguise, a ruse . . .” He frowned for a moment and then snapped his fingers. “Wait, that’s it!”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


- Chapter 4 -
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Infiltrating the Palace


Silversmiths: a long-lost order of men who used magic to work silver into any shape imaginable and imbue it with incredible strength. It was they who forged the blades of old, which are wielded by mage soldiers and elite swordsmen today, capable of breaking lesser blades and absorbing most elemental magic. Men have tried and failed to create a blade of any worth with the soft metal apart from the Silversmiths. But alas, they died out in the late 800s, taking their secrets with them.

— From Secrets of Mani, by Sor the Lark



(Fynle 28, 997—Waxing Day)

So there we were, two hours later, marching right up to the Palace walls of Nytaea. My hair was the most normal and unassuming color of brown possible—walnut shell brown, to be specific. Hopefully, not too many would notice that it was dyed. Kaen and I had changed our clothes into slightly more decent, if costly, ones. “Look natural,” he would say to me periodically, or, “Don’t act nervous.” Sure, right. How could I not be nervous now? Ugh, I would never willingly work at the Palace if it weren't our only option. Kaen and his brilliant ideas. . . .

The Nytaean Palace was a beautiful, stunningly complex structure that loomed over the entire city, easily the greatest attraction that greeted the eyes. The River Ardencaul ran underneath part of it and out the other side. The Palace was surrounded by a wall, with multiple guarded gate points allowing the nobility and their carriages access in and out. The four high towers of the Palace, however, were easily visible over the barrier, along with the inner walls and arched catwalks that ran between them.

We didn’t approach the front gate but rather circled around to a smaller side gate. They would still be looking out for a white-haired girl, of course, but the guards didn’t have much time for anyone else. We were waved through impatiently, after a line about seeking work at the Palace.

At the door, we were met by a black-and-green-liveried servant, who politely but disparagingly asked what our business was.

“Sir, we are looking for work here,” I said, bobbing a small curtsy.

The steward gave a small hmph! and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Well, we are always in need of good help. I assume you are orphans?”

We both shook our heads frantically, but before we could deny it, he waved a dismissive hand. “It matters not to me. I will tell my superiors that you come from impoverished families to work for their debts. You will receive sufficient food, clothing and lodgings as long as you are here.”

“Thank you, sir! You are too kind,” said Kaen, bowing deeply. 

“Yes, well, come on in. My name is Gorman Sedler, and I will escort you to the proper senior staff to instruct you.” The steward waved us inside.

I shot Kaen a quick victory grin, and he winked back. We were in.

A quarter of an hour later, I was talking with a maid to whom Gorman had directed me. She looked to be some ten years my senior, blonde-haired and dressed in the customary Kalceron livery: black-skirted dress with green cuffs and deep-green highlights.

“Well, new girl, what’s your name?” she asked in a husky voice.

“The name’s Podda,” I said hastily, trying my best not to act nervous or scared. This was the alias I had prearranged with Kaen, who would be going by Roger.

“Well, Podda, you’ll be needing proper clothing. I’ll take you to see Lina, and she’ll get you all fixed up. The name’s Betty, by the way. Come on.” She waved for me to follow. She was a busy woman, but not too busy to show me the ropes of the maidservant’s life. Firstly, she took me to see Lina, a girl not much older than myself who handled all of the crafting and mending of the maids’ and servants’ attire. She fitted me with a spare black-and-green dress. It fit me all right, but far from perfect—shoulders a hair too narrow and made for one a bit less flat-chested than me.

After this, Betty took me around and began to introduce me to the other female Palace staff, teaching me as we went. I was surprised to find that many of the girls there—few were older than Betty—were as cheery as she, though it soon came to light that that was mostly just a cover-up for their stressful lives as servants to a harsh overlord.

I had come at a good time, because one girl had recently been lashed to death on the governor’s orders. One minor slip-up, and . . . it did not go well with them. Or so I gathered, at least. All the rumors I had heard as a child in the orphanage appeared to be true. The maids said he took the pretty ones for himself if he chanced upon any that he fancied. They didn’t expound any further on that.

I supposed Kaen should have an easier time with the men-servants. They were a lot harder to find, given the relative rarity of men in our world. Three or four to one, if I recalled correctly. Perhaps he would even move up, or rather, he would if he didn’t lose his patience and botch it all by going for Kalceron’s throat at first sight. This was not going to be a quick operation.

That night, I slept in one of three main sleeping rooms in the maids’ quarters, bunked side by side with a girl named Teli, who was no older than Mandrie. Probably ten or eleven. The bunk beds were triple-decked, so two more slept beneath me and two more above. It was far from luxury, but in truth it was better than my life had been at Lentha’s orphanage. The food was decent—that is to say, finer fare than I had eaten in quite a while. I slept well that night, despite the feeling that any one of my new companions would turn me in to the mage soldiers come morning.

They didn’t. The next day was a very ordinary one by a maid’s reckoning, and entailed more work. We got up before cloudbreak and washed, swept, dusted, cooked, and served breakfast to the lord’s family and household; we then broke our fast, cleaned, mopped, scrubbed and cooked some more. . . . Such was our routine. We served meals to the residents of the Palace, only after which we would eat our own meals. This consisted of either cold leftovers of the delicious foods that the noblemen ate or a selection of meals we were allowed to cook for ourselves—using only the plainest ingredients.

Over the next few days, I learned a lot about being a maid. I learned to cook fancy meals—tantalized the whole time by delicious smells without getting to taste a bite—as well as how to wash and fold lordly clothing carefully and serve meals. A few days in, I even had to serve Lord Kalceron himself dinner, which was nerve-racking but . . . surprisingly uneventful.

I caught on quickly to the maids’ routine, and before long I was accepted as one of their own. No one even slightly suspected their new maid of being the white-haired monster Lord Kalceron was seeking.

I never got a chance to sneak down to the dungeons and search for Phoebe and Mandrie—I didn’t even know where the infamous Palace dungeons were, and for all I knew, the girls were locked in some random tower instead—but I resolved to find out just where they were being kept. Perhaps Kaen had found out more about it than me.

In my rounds, I would occasionally see the young noblewoman I had met in the street that one night, whom the maids referred to as simply, “Lady Mydia.” Fortunately, she never recognized me.

Nearly two weeks after my induction as a maid, I witnessed the first real cruelty I had seen from Lord Kalceron. I was one of a half dozen girls assigned to serve the governor’s family that night at their long, richly embroidered table. The young girl named Teli was also there, along with a handful of menservants I didn’t recognize. The dining hall was elaborately decorated, with high-backed chairs carved in intricate patterns and windows trimmed in dark wood overlooking the western view of the Palace. A crackling fireplace lay at the far end, hung with drapery in the theme of House Kalceron, bearing the green dragon.

Lord Kalceron sat at the center of the table, black hair slicked back, dressed in fine apparel of black silk laced with the deep green of the Kalceron colors. It was only the second time I’d seen the man up close, and I felt my throat tightening before I even got near him. I was glad to be pushing a cart at the moment instead of serving. Teli, my young partner, served tea to the nobles at the near end of the table.

Nervously, I glanced about and surveyed the guests, trying to be discreet about it. I noted Lord Kalceron’s partner seated to his immediate right, a thin, curvaceous woman who appeared to be in her late thirties. Her black hair was done up in a fashionable bun and pinned to keep it in place. Lady Lieda, his newest wife.

To his left side, however, sat the girl, Mydia, pecking politely at small portions of appetizers the other maids had brought in. As Teli and I approached her section of the table and I was able to hear more of the conversation, I caught Lord Kalceron making mention of her in his deep voice as “my lovely daughter.” Suddenly, it clicked, and I felt a chill spread across my skin.

The princess did not look up, however, as Teli reached over and poured her a cup of tea. She simply nodded, accepting the beverage.

When Teli got to Lord Kalceron, she slipped up and dropped one of the cups on her platter near the governor, and he backhanded her viciously across the face. His family and guests pretended not to take notice, or maybe didn’t care, but I saw Princess Mydia duck her head as she tried to hide a mortified expression.

Fortunately for me, no one noticed me amidst all this. All I could do was stare dumbly and try to keep anonymous as he quietly ordered his guards to take the girl out and whip her at the post. What could I do? Attack the governor of all Nytaea? His Authority was said to be fearsome, and I knew well that he had half a dozen mage soldiers stationed in the shadows around the room. If I tried to stop Teli’s punishment, I would only make a scene and get myself killed. I let them drag her away, the injustice of it boiling inside me. Princess Mydia ran from the room, either as a small act of rebellion or to hide tears. I wasn’t sure which—perhaps a combination of both.

The rest of the dinner was torture. My palms were so sweaty from nervousness that I nearly made the same mistake as poor Teli, and I was shaking by the time I and the other maids were done. “There was nothing you, or any of us, could do,” Betty whispered to me as we hurried back to the kitchen with the dish trays. “It happens often; you just have to try and forget it.”

But how could I? Such things should not happen. I couldn’t understand how a human could so dispassionately call for such meaningless punishment on another. The servants whispered that his wife, Lieda, was just as cruel. Was all nobility this way, or just House Kalceron?

Teli returned that night, bleeding from numerous stripes down her back. We did our best to take care of her, knowing that she had to be back to work on the morrow. When I finally climbed into bed, I lay there—without a bunk companion—and stared up at the bunk above me with restless eyes, unable to sleep.

Eventually, after all of the others were surely asleep, my insomnia prompted me out of bed to pace and meander about aimlessly. I wasn’t even sure why I was up, but for the nagging guilt that I couldn’t shake. And yet my story was not all that different from these maids’. My shame and horror likely stemmed from having to witness Teli’s treatment after only recently experiencing the brutal tragedy at the orphanage. . . .

I wandered out of the maidservants’ quarters, unsure of where I was going. I knew it was against the rules to roam the Palace after the day’s work was done. We lived strict lives. But, unheeding of the warnings I had received time after time, I made my way out into the vast corridors of the Palace. I had some knowledge of the Palace’s layout at this point, but I had no particular destination in mind.

I turned a corner and stopped in the doorway as I came face-to-face with a shorter, slender woman in a sleek black dress. With shock, I recognized her as Lady Lieda. She glanced at me with cold, vulpine eyes, causing me to take an unconscious step backward. “My . . . my lady. I am sorry. I-I lost my way, and I was—”

“Save your breath,” she murmured. “I don’t believe you maggots are supposed to be crawling around at this time of night.”

“I . . .” I curtsied as humbly and deeply as I could. “I apologize. I am new here, and I forget the rules as easily as I forget the layout of the Palace.” I kept my head bowed.

The woman gave an amused snort. “Well, someone is quick with her tongue, now, isn’t she? The pig can speak, perhaps well enough to save her own filthy hide.” Her velvety voice dripped with venom. I glanced up worriedly as Lady Lieda leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Or perhaps I ought to just kill you now, hmm?”

“M-my lady . . .” Inside, my heart was beating wildly and my mind raced. Would she really do something as sudden and violent as that? And with what, her Authority? She was . . . I racked my brain desperately. I was pretty sure they said she was a thunder mage.

“Don’t worry,” she said after a moment. “I will let you go this time. I am not interested in the likes of you tonight. Should I catch you in my way again . . . I’ll make it quiet but painful.”

“Yes, my lady. Thank you.”

“Now get out of my sight!” she hissed, baring her teeth like a wild animal.

I shied back and turned the other way, scurrying off toward the maids’ quarters. That woman is insane. Who spoke that way to a mere serving girl? I was pretty certain this was the right way back . . . 

Footsteps sounded behind me. I was near to the front doorway of the Palace, where bracketed torches illuminated the way. I glanced back anxiously, quietly cursing my absent-mindedness, but I saw no one in the relative darkness of the hallway. I didn’t call out; that would be foolish. Instead, I hid behind an ornamental suit of armor, waiting to see if the mysterious person walked by or turned another way. The footsteps grew louder, until at last I saw a shadowy figure come into the torchlight. I nearly gasped as I recognized Princess Mydia, complete with a cloak and cape, which I had only seen her wear that night in the backstreets of Nytaea.

I must have moved, because I caused the suit of armor to rattle, catching Mydia’s attention. I could have kicked myself. She started and called out softly, “Who’s there?” as though afraid of someone catching her. Who, I wondered, the guards or her stepmother? Turning, she caught sight of me and started once more. “Who are you? You’re . . . you’re one of the maids. What are you doing out and about at this hour?”

“I . . .” I had nothing more to say for myself than I did the other night, but she must have recognized me now, because recollection showed on her face.

“Wait a minute!” she hissed, still in a whisper. “You’re that urchin I saw in the city the other night! The one who saved me from the thieves.”

“No. You’ve got it wrong,” I protested quietly.

The princess narrowed her eyes in disbelief, lips drawing in an almost pouty way. “No, I know it’s you!”

“. . . Yes,” I admitted with a sigh, massaging my forehead with my palm. I couldn’t very well try to hide my identity now that she had recognized me. I lowered my hand and attempted to introduce myself. “I’m, ah—they call me Podda.”

“Oh, I see,” she said slowly. “But how . . . hmm, so you came here recently? To the Palace?”

Well, at least she wasn’t quite as unperceptive as I’d thought. “That’s right,” I answered at length.

“Why . . . ?” Mydia’s youthful face displayed confusion. Then she glanced over her shoulder, as though afraid that her witch of a stepmother might catch her. “But never mind that. I was just on my way somewhere. Want to come with me?”

My heart began to beat faster. This princess was inviting me to sneak outside of the Palace with her? “Where?” I asked hesitantly.

“Just outside. Here.” She took my hand in hers and pulled me with her, and that was that. She led me away from the entrance, down a hallway to the left.

“We can’t just go out the front door,” she whispered back to me. “The guards will let me past any time of day—my father doesn’t care—but if I had one of the maids with me, it would look strange.”

“And . . . why are you taking me with you?” I asked from behind her.

She glanced back at me as she pulled me through the halls. “What, you wouldn’t have followed me anyway?”

“Well . . .”

Mydia laughed. Then she ducked her head in abashment, lowering her voice. “That’s okay. I kind of want to show you now. And, come to think of it, I’m pretty sure you were there when my father ordered that girl to be whipped earlier.”

“Teli.”

“I . . . I’m sorry about that. You see, I feel the same as you. I, too, am saddened every time my father shows injustice to his subjects. My father is . . . a very twisted man.”

I was shocked to hear such words from his own daughter. “You sound like you don’t care for him much,” I remarked.

“I didn't say that, but . . . he’s just a terrible man. Come with me.” Mydia led me out a side door, which led into the beautiful Palace Gardens. The place was lit by lamplight here and there, casting an almost eerie glow about the gardens. “This is my favorite spot,” she confided to me. “It reminds me of my mother.”

I nodded, taking in the starlit scene. Plants and shrubs were arranged meticulously in circular patterns, branching outward from the courtyard where we stood. Their leaves were actually . . . green, not the usual silver and grey that Mani’s soil tinted most plants. The last light of dusk was fading away, and the dark sky of the Sunless Cycle was sprinkled with myriads of beaming stars whose light illumined the garden in addition to the lamps. Flowers of all sorts were curled into themselves, awaiting the coming sunlight, though a few seemed to be the nocturnal kind. Some plants needed Sol’s powerful light to fully function, while others could subsist easily off of the Night Auroras.

“Who was your mother?” I asked.

“Eivael Badon, by birth. She came from the city of Cryvad in the far west and married into House Kalceron. I’m Mydia, by the way.” She blushed slightly, after saying such an obvious thing. “I suppose you already knew that. It’s Podda, correct?”

“Yes . . . correct.” She seemed not to hear the hesitation in my voice. I felt almost bad lying to her, but it was needful, and I could not trust her, however genuine she seemed. “Did your mother pass away, then?” I asked her.
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