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Description⁠




Tanial rides with her "sister" princess and a handsome Gapten escort to a faraway King who will choose a bride.

Someone wants them dead.




Because the Gapten's man killed the genuine Princess, he's frantic to find a replacement or he'll lose his head. A foretoken sends him across Tanial's path and he instantly recognizes her uncanny similarity to the dead princess. His boot against her brow ends her resistance.




During their journey, however, the Gapten excites Tanial far more than the idea of being Queen. But to survive to love him, she must befriend her new sister, dupe the King's examiners, endure a weeks-long journey on horseback, and avoid an assassin.




The Faux Princess begins the exciting action-adventure epic fantasy series Dragons Run My Life. Life, love and similar trifles in a world different from and yet analogous to ours. Except for those called dragons.




The Sundial Images and Hands
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This image heads sections in Territory Two, in the southern hemisphere of the planet. The image varies, as expected, as a function of time of year and location (latitude on Toile), just as it does on Earth. These are approximations on many levels, so only provide an estimate of just how few hours of light are available, especially recalling that, other than the Star, most of the light the citizens have is produced by burning wood or a vegetable oil such as olive oil.


Set on a clock face marking the sixteen hours of the Toile ’dar, black is night; grey is twilight and bright jaune, or yellow, denotes the star has risen.

                                                                                                     


                                                                                                   

Hands


Hands, as used in these stories, can have two meanings. One is the usual: hands as found at the end of arms. The other is a measure, equal to four inches.


In some narratives, swords are described as one- or two-handed, referring to the hilt size and how many of the soldier’s hands are used to control the weapon.


In these stories, daggers are described as one- or one and a half- or two-hands. These ‘hands’ refer to the length of the blade. Thus a hand and a half (or one and a half-hands) dagger has a six inch blade.
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1: A Muddy Girl

2 Maryka




Tanial flung her red hair over her shoulder. “I won’t, Pa! He’s older’n you! And what about⁠—”


“Ya be more’n old enough, Tanial, and that’s all we’ll say about’t.” Pa’s voice dropped into the lower register, the one he used when he was really upset. “Fetch me some chew from Jerrik.” Nay, he’s angry, with that growl. He glared from under his brows. “I’ll take ya to Sten on yar return. Might not even want ya!”


She swallowed all her curses, imprecations and words. He’s done listening. Well, so am I! She did find it in her to slam the door; on the other side, something fell, crashing on the floor, but she didn’t pause.


In nothing but her rough muslin tunic, she noticed the rain, but paid it no mind. So I get wet. Good!


Five or six paces from the door, she stopped. He needs no chew; he’s got plenty! So it’s an excuse to get me out? Regole’s balls! I’ll get out, all right! Childish pleasure at splashing through the mud filled her, though she’d have to wash the tunic sooner than later.


Jerrik’s shop stood a league north of the village, but Tanial took a longer route, heading east to the main road, then following it west back to the shop. Even though the distance would be almost three leagues, the only bother was the muddy track. With the poor footing, the walk would be two hours and a bit, but she had no need to rush back. To be bonded!





Behind her, the sound of a horse plashing raised her head to check she’d allowed sufficient space. The horse’s head appeared over her shoulder, then a flash of pain⁠—





Tanial lay in the mud, wondering what she’d done to deserve this. Muddy water seeped into her rough clothing as she felt the back of her head where the rider’s boot had struck. Fortunately, he wore a soft boot, a rider’s boot, not a marching boot. While her head ached, she found no blood, no open wound.


Hooves splashed more gunk over her, but the horse didn’t pass. Boots, soft but not plain, these were decorated, boots of a leader. Before she looked up, the rider grabbed her tunic and picked her up as if she was a rag doll. He stood her up, stared, then dropped her into the mud again. His hand pushed her head into a pool of liquid brown soil, then scrubbed more into her hair.


My hair! My Regole-cursed red hair!


The rain increased as he finally accomplished his goal, and lifted her again. When she stood, he lifted her chin and studied her face. She went from fear through anger to confusion; there was no reason for this study. A lance through the belly should suffice. If he wanted her body for pleasure, or more likely exercise, her face wouldn’t be of interest.


Tanial’s fear returned and increased the longer he stared.


Finally, he turned his attention from her face; he tugged gently on her mud-encrusted tunic. “Strip.”


“What?”


“Strip. Your princess wears nothing. Strip.”


His tone had quickly shifted a long way toward annoyed. Still, this command⁠—there was no question it was anything but a command⁠—didn’t suit her.


He slipped a knife into view effortlessly, almost by magic. The point reached under her tunic and began to rise.


“Stop!” She glanced around; he was the only person in sight. Not that she could overcome him. I don’t want the tunic ruined. She stripped. In the increasing rain, she shivered, clutching her arms around her.


He used the back of the blade to ease her hands to her sides. The study was shorter this time.


“Except I have her body in the back of my tent, I would say your Princess stands before me.”


“What!” Tanial dropped to her bare knees. “I am… I am a farm girl! The Princess is my opposite.”


“Exactly. She is dead, and you are obviously not.” He grabbed her arm and pulled her up. She expected him to toss her over the blanket on the horse’s back, but he clasped her around the belly with one hand and used the other to seize the cinch belt and heave the both of them up and aboard the horse’s back.


Once he’d set himself, he lifted her to ride astride and held her safe with an arm under her breasts. “Do not worry your red-haired head, Princess.”


“I’ll not be your princess!”


He was quiet a moment, then lifted her until her ear was beside his mouth. The knife again appeared in his hand; the point made small circles around her nipple. “Consider if you will be better positioned to avenge your princess if you are dead.” His laugh chilled her.


He dropped her to the horse’s back and rode on. She wondered first about his statement, but the still increasing rain began to wash away the mud he’d scrubbed into her hair. He hadn’t wanted her to be recognized as a red-headed girl. She knew as well as any citizen that red hair spoke of the King’s family, except, she absolutely wasn’t.


For some reason no one felt obliged to explain, the King’s family wore clothes only to protect their bodies from physical damage. The women, and the princesses in particular, were never in danger; they appeared nude almost always. Tanial had heard of southern regions where the temperatures required warm garb; she guessed the princesses seldom visited there.


This man who’d captured her, he claimed to have the princess, dead! in his tent. Being so thoroughly inspected had not led her to examine him in return; after all, if he would kill her or use her, what did it matter his appearance?


However, his actions hadn’t fallen to that level, yet.


“Sir?” She hadn’t wanted her voice to be quite so meek. She tried again, as he hadn’t reacted. “Sir!”


“What, Princess Mine?”


“I am confused. You bade me strip, as if I were one of the princesses, but then muck the color of my hair to mud, as if I am an ordinary citizen. As we ride, however, the rain washes more and more of the mud away…”


He reined his horse to a stop, picked her up again and spun her about to sit on the horse’s neck, facing him. This time she blushed at the depth of the survey, but held her hands to her sides. Clearly, I’m not the first maid he’s seen so.


Finally, he snorted, the first sign of humor he’d yet shown, no matter how thin. “You are right.” He lifted her again, and carried her as he dismounted. “Down. Lie in the mud and cover your head again.”


Not what I hoped for. She decided his boot would apply necessary force should she balk; she dropped to her knees and began scooping the contents of one of the ruts up and over her head.


“Nay. All the way down. Cover everything. Then roll over and cover the back.”


Lying in the mire, she wriggled to spread it everywhere, including her face. She spat a partial mouthful out. “Is this really necessary?”


“I cannot say, Princess Mine. However, we have two towns to pass; I would prefer they see only a kriger who’s collected a serving girl for either his table or his bed.”


A thrill of fear tickled her as she asked, “And which am I to be?”


“It’s unclear just now. We’ll investigate the matter later, in a hot tub.”


Oh. Oh dear.


She rolled to her back. The fear came back as he knelt beside her, but his hands didn’t take advantage. He pressed her further into the soil, then rubbed more into her hair and along her sides. He stood. “Very well.” He reached a hand to her. “Up.” He turned her right round. “Good. You don’t even appear bare. Still…” He reached up behind the saddle. “… up with the arms.” He dropped her muddy tunic onto her. With a quick motion, he slipped the scarf from about his waist and tied it over her hair. Tucking the longer tresses into the back of the tunic completed her ensemble. He again caught her belly and mounted.


Once she’d been settled in front again, her back to his front, he clucked to the horse. As they set off, he said with a chuckle, “You did feel more appetizing without the mud and cloth. Oh, well, my penalty.”


“I hope I am not so unworthy as to make your hand agin my tit a penalty.”


“Hardly, Princess Mine. I referred to my failure to protect your princess. Although this…” He squeezed her breast lightly. Pleasantly. “… could indeed be considered a penalty, too, in that I cannot proceed further.”


“Oh.” I fear to ask what that portends.
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2: Liam's Camp

3 - 4 Maryka




Lessons, and a Pyre

The rain had stopped, started again and stopped again before they approached a manor house, the center of his encampment. The towns they’d ridden through had only beggars marking their passage; the man still pulled her even closer and nudged the scarf further down. Coming up to the garrison, though, he’d pulled the scarf completely off her before nestling his hand under her tunic, against her breast once more.


She hadn’t decided what his attentions meant, whether she’d be invited—or forced—to his bed. Or have her throat slit to lie alongside the dead princess. Or used and turned out, as she thought were the ways of soldiers.


“Come, Princess Mine⁠—”


“Please! Whether I am to be your princess or nay, call me by my name. Tanial. Let me hear it.”


“Your wish: Tanial. Princess Tanial. That does flow off the tongue. Gramercy. Now, come along.”





The bath that followed was surprising in several ways. Tanial had never used a communal bath before⁠—with no more than six families comprising fewer than fifty citizens, her hamlet had had no need for one. Finding five tubs, all full of steaming water⁠—clean steaming water⁠—and one in use when the man pushed her ahead of him through the open archway, was merely the first surprise.


“Shall I call a girl to assist you?” She was taken aback by the completely serious mien of his expression and words.


“Nay, sir. Gramercy.” Are you going to offer?


He was not. He helped her off with the shift and then down the steps into the first tub inside the arch. He waited until most of the mud had sluiced away, then with a hand, he led her bare dripping self to the next tub. After again helping her down the few steps, he handed her a soap, then moved to an adjacent tub where he stripped and immersed himself.


Well! She heard splashing; when she turned, the man who’d been soaking left his tub and used a cloth to dry before quitting the space. Now he’ll approach.


But he didn’t. Sorely confused about her appearance, her worth and his actions, she soaped herself to bright pink, then ducked her red hair in and out of the water until it had taken on its usual tint. With more soap applied to it, from the back of her neck to her forehead, she could finally have presented it to Maman for approval.


A hand reached over her shoulder. “One more for rinsing, Princess Tanial, and we’ll move on.”


Still at arm’s length, still as bare as she, he walked her to the last tub.


He stepped into the tub with her. Finally, I shall see…


But he merely took a pail and dumped clean water over her. “Shall I do the same?” she asked once her eyes and mouth had cleared.


“If you wish. A princess should not⁠—”


“I am not a princess, no matter what you believe. Close your eyes.” She filled the bucket halfway and used the tub’s steps to gain height, then leaned in against his body to empty it. “Nay, one or two more for a body your size. Eyes closed!” She emptied the second bucket, but when she returned with the third, he was laughing and his eyes were open; she could feel his lashes against her breast. She dumped the bucket on his face, and stepped away.


He didn’t follow quickly, but when he did, she understood. Maman and Pa had both explained, each differently, what she was beginning to learn about male reactions. She picked up a large cloth and handed it to him. I am not going to wipe him down! Although, if he were to⁠— Nay! Dry yourself; we still don’t know his mind.





His playful mood dampened once they’d dried off and he donned a clean uniform. “You wrap in a dry cloth; I’ll have a more suitable outfit brought,” he explained. “Pull this one over your hair for the time being.”


Clean, dry and wrapped in coarse dun-colored cloth from her head to below her knees, she took long strides to keep up with him as they crossed the courtyard of the manor house.


“Why were you out walking to’dar?”


His question caught her by surprise. I thought we were past that. “Pa sent me to bring some chew from Jerrik’s shop. He’ll be upset without it.”


“Not by you missing?”


“Not so much. I go walkabout too frequently for him to worry overmuch.”


“Ah. And?”


“And… and to’dar, we had a disagreement, I suppose.”


“What over? You seem a tractable girl.”


That’s true. I haven’t given him reason to think otherwise. “To’dar, he decided I should be mated.” The sound the man made combined a gulp, a snort and a wheeze. “Are you well?”


He coughed once, then looked her in the eye. “I am, but surprised. If I were to guess, then, you disapproved?”


“I do. First that he would think to demand it, second, while Sten is pleasant, if docile, he’s even older than Pa.”


“So, nearly dead, then?”


I’m not going to answer that. She grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. “And you? Why were you out riding, hours from your warm citadel, filled with your mates, and amiable serving girls?”


His expression appeared dismayed at her charge. She smiled internally. “I have no good reason, save neither my mates nor the girls are as amiable as you believe. I felt… I had to ride west this morning, early. My boot acted nearly on its own; I had to stop and make sure you were uninjured.”


This might be fun after all. She swept the dun fabric off. “And am I ‘uninjured’?” She covered back up and grinned at him. “Mayhap you noticed my belly is empty. Is there food?”


They’d taken seats in a large empty room, at a table that might have held ten or more. The man waved to someone outside her view. He said, “I hope you will last another moment,” before it hit her. He’d said he had to ride this morning. He had no reason. Dragons. Dragons did that. He was following a dragon’s wishes. Mayhap it won’t be so much fun. A chill that fur would not have dispelled struck her. His arm came around her and pulled her tight. “Are you well? I felt⁠—”


“Fine. I’m fine. Really. Fine. Fine.” Shut up! I don’t know what to do. She dragged an arm from her wrap and snaked it around him. “Just hold me.”


A serving woman brought two plates filled with a thick stew. “One of my ‘amiable’ serving girls,” the man said with a chuckle.


Tanial dragged her mind away from dragons to glance at the woman. She looked to be Maman’s age, with a dour expression on her face. She hadn’t slopped the dishes, and the watered wine didn’t spill when she set mugs beside the plates, but amiable was indeed a poor description.


“I see,” even though she didn’t really. He handed her a wooden spoon; she used it on the stew. Several bites later, she sipped the wine to settle her nerves, then set to the bowl again.


The man held her until she replaced the glass; as she gathered her spoon again, he did likewise, recovering his hand from her side and allowing her to straighten her posture. She filled her mouth, then watched him eat as closely as she could without actually turning and staring at him. No matter. Before she came to any conclusions about this man the dragons had sent, he noticed her furtive glances and with the arm about her belly again, slid her up to sit on his leg. Once more his hand fell on the lower curve of her breast, but this time it enforced his wish not to be gawked at. She finished her portion silently, sitting there, straddling his leg like it was a pony’s back.


They set down their cups together, and he spun on the bench. Before she could wonder what, he placed her to stand, still looking away. His hand caught hers, and he directed her to the staircase at the far end of the room.


She gathered her wrap about her and trod the ten steps up. Without looking at him, she said, “East or west?”


“East, Princess.”


The note of surprise in his voice, coupled with pleasure, gave her hope as she glided to the right. He allowed her to continue to the very end; reaching around her, he worked the latch of the solid door there. She walked through, into his space.


This room was spare, almost to the point of being barren. A narrow bed stood against the southern wall; an open rack with a few uniforms decorated the one opposite. In fact, she realized the room was defined by the expanse of window facing the hills to the east, where the star would rise. Heavy glass had been set in the panes; it had no other covering. Off to the side next to the clothes rack stood a small table with a basin and water pitcher. She stopped at the window and surveyed what she could see: in the gathering dusk, not a great deal past a dark tent.


After a moment of silence, she turned to see the man still standing in the doorway. Facing toward him, she observed a second table and two backless chairs at the end of the room with the door. She walked toward them.


“Well, come in,” she said, keeping her tone between frustrated and inviting. “This is your space, is it not?”


“It is, Princess, but I do not feel safe here any longer.”


She stopped; fell onto one of the chairs. “I didn’t hear you.”


“You did. You make any place with you within unsafe for me.”


She stared at him for a very long minute. She dragged the dun cloth from over her head and dropped it on the coarse wooden floor. “Please explain yourself.”


His grin was certainly uncomfortable, much like the hunters’ when they returned empty-handed, knowing the larders were bare. He pulled the door closed; the latch fell into place. With a sigh, he took three steps to the second stool and sat, facing her. “Princess Tanial.”


“You told me my princess⁠—”


“Damn and blast!” He stood and grabbed her hand. “You have reminded me. Cover your head again.”


Down the steps, wordless all the way, then out through a side door which must be directly under his room’s window. “Stay here a moment, Princess.”


She nodded, having little other recourse, and waited. Beside her feet, a pile of clothing lay, male, and stained with a dark something. Blood? She chose not to test it.


As she turned her eyes front, the man popped into view. “Come. The way is clear.”


“Serving wenches elsewhere, then?”


The joke died on her lips without ever reaching his. Inside the tent, through an opening in the partitioning sheet, she saw what he’d promised. Her breath caught, held. A girl lay on her back. She was nude except for clotted blood stains originating in a wound below her breastbone. Red hair had been fluffed out behind her. Her face⁠—she’d died quickly enough that the surprise hadn’t been washed away by pain.


Tanial knew of mirrors; she’d used one once or twice in the past year. She knew her appearance. Looking at the dead girl was like stepping in front of a perfect mirror. Well, if she discounted the girl’s death. Breathing finally became important; she gasped. “How… What?”


“One of my former officers decided he would introduce your princess to worldly ways. When she demurred⁠—”


“You mean to say he raped her!” She studied the body more closely; small scratches were evident around her breasts and thighs. “And became even more pigheaded when she refused!”


“I do mean that, although he was unsuccessful. He lost his temper with her and used his knife. Unfortunately for him, much the same happened to him when I found them here.”


This made no sense. These men were outsiders if not invaders. Why would anyone expect them not to rape and pillage. It made sense for the Princess to object, but Tanial was certain, sure as she was standing there with a man she expected to act the same way, the Princess was objecting on formal grounds, expecting by the morning, she’d have experienced a man. If she’d not prior. The look of surprise on her face was real. But Tanial wasn’t at all confident she should raise the question to him. Knowing her expectation might allow him to act on it, and while it was her expectation, she had no great desire to have it fulfilled. “Why?” she whispered.


“Why? Why was he intent on having her? Why did she fight? Why was I angry?”


“The last of those.”


“I was angry because he violated my direct order. And because he forced himself on her.” He sighed. “Mostly the latter. He’d violated my orders before, though not to this degree, and I allowed him.”


“Ah. Hence your penalty.” He nodded. “Well,” she began hesitantly, unwilling to stop herself from goading him a little, “Your man was doubly stupid, then.”


“How so? And while you explain, drop the toweling and lie there beside her.”


“Nay!”


“Nay? Why⁠—”


“I’ll drop the cloth and allow you to gawp on me even more, but I’ll not lie there beside her. It’s bad enough she was knifed by a man too foolish to understand; I’ll not despoil her even more.”


The corner of his mouth rose before he nodded. “You’ve called him foolish twice. Why?”


The drape lay at her feet; she took a step closer to the Princess. “Even for me, and more so for the Princess…” She gestured toward the body. “… the lesson is that honor… not permitting another man or woman to… You know.” He nodded again, but his wrinkled brows and cocked lips spoke to his failed comprehension. “But we are also taught survival is more critically important.” She shrugged. “I am sure the Princess was acting by rote, intent on ensuring your man knew he did not have her permission. She fully expected him to acknowledge that and then do his best job at pleasing her. Because we are also taught, when done well, great pleasure ensues.”


“She would have permitted him?”


“Nay, not permit. Not fought. And were he capable of pleasing her, she would have pleased him to her ability. And she still would have informed her family. Taking anything without permission draws a penalty.”


He laughed, but she was hard pressed to find humor in it. “Humph,” he finally said. His attention to comparing her body to the Princess’ had waned but little. “You have less hair than she. Other signs tell me she has one or two winters on you.”


“Oh?” Tanial turned to make her own survey. The man was right. Her breasts were smaller, her waist less small than the Princess’. “Growth, not age. What does that mean?”


“Nothing.” He took her wrap and tossed it to her. “Keep your head covered.” His hand in the small of her back directed her steps back to the second floor aerie. He closed the door before saying, “Sit on the chair.”


He probably won’t make any advances now. She allowed the cloth to fall, to cover the chair. “You don’t seem comfortable.”


A flint struck; from the tinder he lit one of the tapers on the table beside her. The dark window absorbed all the feeble light. Except, the flickers wandering about her skin amused her; she turned to allow more illumination of herself.


She sat straighter, raising her small breasts. He sat on the other chair, speechless? Silent, at least. Then he took a deep breath. “Princess Tanial, I am a man. Your appearance is hardly likely to turn us away, especially when dressed as your princess did. I am tempted to ask your permission for several nights of pleasure, or even more. However, there are other forces at work.” Accompanied by a whiff of sulphur, a dragon roared in her mind, Aye, there are! She shrank into herself, then forced herself back up, erect and excited. “For my men, for myself, for my distant ruler unaware of anything but your pleasant country’s existence, the eldest princess must be innocent. If you understand?”


“You mean you may not enter me. I assume, either here…” She touched her lips. “… or here.” She slid her hand between her legs.


“Aye. Hence my anger at Rignard’s attempt to prevent the Princess from even the possibility of⁠—”


“She’d have been of no value in your negotiations, because…” He nodded. Unable to stifle her anger at the man’s stupidity, she sprang up and slapped him as hard as she could. My six stone couldn’t have rolled him off the chair and across the floor; I must have surprised him. He moved, so she didn’t run to determine his health.


She turned her back on him⁠—wonder should I do so?⁠—and paced the five steps to the narrow bed. He’d pitched his wrap on it when they came in; she picked it up. A small blade nestled in a sheath near the closures; with a smile, she slipped it out, allowing it to lay against her, covering her navel. “I’m tired. I’ll sleep here. If you wish to warm me, you may do so. Other actions will be dissuaded. Pa was embarrassed, but quite explicit.” As she turned to crawl under the rough bedclothes, the corner of her vision showed him rising with a half-grin.





The morning brought light through the large, bare window. Tanial considered moving, but held still; the man’s arm was over hers, placing his hand in a… Well, she didn’t mind where it was. And he was warm. Much warmer than the room promised to be, by the feel of the sheet.


So, Tanial, you’re warmed by a man looking for a princess. Is this better than Sten? Pa. And Maman… How will… A minute’s consideration left her musing. Maman was quiet while Pa and I argued. She took no side. There’s a lesson there. She would later be able to speak to each of us. That’s Maman, for sure! Peacemaker. How will this, encompassing in the thought the little she’d learned, bother them? While her anger at Pa hadn’t abated, Maman didn’t need to suffer for her, Tanial’s, actions. What to do?


Her mood didn’t pass, but she rolled over anyway, under his arm, to gaze into his face. He was awake, as she’d been sure he was. “While it’s warm and comfy for the nonce, I have to rise.”


“Ah.” She wondered at the knowing tone in the single sound.


“Aye, ah. But first, I would be certain sure Maman would not suffer by my actions.”


His motion was pleasant against her. I’ll need to move so we don’t touch, at least. Soon! “I can’t imagine anything would result for your maman. Or any of your family and friends beyond not having you in their company.” He brushed her cheek gently. “They would suffer the not knowing.”


“No one will hunt them down?”


“Hardly. More dangerous things exist in this land⁠—as long as they are unaware their daughter is now a ‘princess'.”


“Aye, I imagine so. I will consider your words.” She moved his arm away. “Do I crawl over you or⁠—”


He touched her lip, and turned to sit on the edge of the bed before standing. He offered a hand, which she took after returning the blade. He led the way out.


When they returned, he pointed to a stack of fabric. Those are clothes! She spun to face him. “What?” ’Tis really foolish.


“Pick as you will, Princess Tanial. Be sure your head is covered. We’re not ready for exposure.”


I don’t know if that’s to the better or not. She sorted through the stack. There were none similar to her tunics from home. However, none were so fine she would fear to wear them; instead all seemed sturdy and well constructed. Two included drawers, almost pantaloons, but the others were a variety of longish tunics and wrap-around skirts with matching overshirts. Every one had a separate piece that could be used as a scarf, no matter the original intent.


She cast a glance at the man, but he was facing away, pulling on his own clothes. With a shrug, she took one of the long tunics. The selection was based primarily on its color: not brown. Since everything she’d worn since she could remember was colored to match the mud she’d almost certainly cover it with, finding a jaune tunic that reached almost to her knees filled her with a pleasure she hadn’t expected. Wrapping her ginger hair in the matching scarf didn’t give her the same pleasure, but she shrugged again and tied it off.


“Oh, nay, Princess!” The man’s half-smile didn’t give her much ease.


“Have I chosen poorly?”


“Not at all, believe me. But for the hair, try this.” He dug a scarf from the pile.


“That’s… I don’t even know what that color is.”


“Most people wouldn’t. But your princess would. It is violet, or perchance, purple. It will offset the jaune.”


With it covering her head, she had to agree. This would make her stand out for something other than her red hair. “Gramercy.”


“No need. We have many things to do together; I don’t wish interruptions. You should be hungry; come along.”


His curt invitation left her miffed, but not enough to balk him; she was hungry.


The server, the same one as last evening, placed their utensils and indicated the long table with the morning’s offerings. They ate in silence. When she finished, she daintily wiped her lips and said, “Do we talk here or somewhere else?”


He pointed to the door, then rose and went that way. She followed, mumbling to herself.


Outside the building he led her to a stone staircase. A platform atop the protective wall had a rough bench built in; the star broke through clouds to illuminate her garment. She smiled as she looked down. That’s what I hoped for!


He waved at the bench; she took the closer end. He straddled it at the far end, then slid a small blade from his cuff. After he dropped it on her lap, he said, “Keep this with you. Later to’dar, I shall teach you the rudiments. Those Pa didn’t show you.”


Unwillingly, she touched the blade. “Where would I…”


With a gesture, he bade her rise; when she did, he tested the waist and sleeves of the tunic, then snorted in disgust. “If someone approaches, hide it in the folds.” He demonstrated, and she nodded, then repeated the motion. “Likely it won’t be an issue this morning.


“Sit. You have questions. I have some answers and other questions, and requirements. You first.”


She settled herself, conscious of the weapon tucked into her dress. “May I have your name? Something to call you besides, ‘Ho!’ After that, what do we do with the Princess, and how will that impact me? May… may I trust you?”


He smiled. It was delicious. “You leave the most important to last. You may trust me in these ways. While our paths align, I will protect you to my ability. If you portray the Princess, and you do not wish one of the two younger princesses to be considered the ‘Senior’ Princess, while we may bed together, I will keep you warm and nothing more.”


“What about the younger princesses? I don’t⁠—”


“By the look on your face, Princess Tanial, I think you do. Recall, the princess must be… you know.”


She guessed, but wanted to force him to say it. “I am a poor country girl, uneducated in the ways of royalty beyond a distant view as they parade by. So, I don’t believe I do know.”


His snarl gave her pause, but she didn’t back down. “The eldest princess…” He pointed toward the tent. “… is intended to marry well, to bring a viable political connection into life. Because that is her role. And because it is her role, she is expected to forego being with a man until she is married.” His look was daunting. “Therefore, my man paid for his sin with his life.”


“Not for killing her? But for wishing to bed her?”


“Exactly. Well, and for disobeying my explicit orders. If you are to fill her role, then you must be⁠—”


“I get that.” She turned to gaze out over the field the men had fortified. “And if I rebel?”


“One of the younger sisters will be promoted. And you will have less value to me.”


“Hmm.” Not pleasant thoughts flitted through her mind. I’ll not make up my mind just yet. “I will consider that as well. Let us see to the body.”


Tanial followed the man off the wall and across the small plot of ground into the tent where the Princess’s body lay.


“Sit,” he said, waving indeterminately.


She cast a glance before choosing a rolled up rug on the side away from the Princess. The roll made sitting a bit easier than the ground. He nodded, then took a similar seat a couple of paces away. Will he talk now?


“So, Princess Tanial, let us talk.”


Will he ever get to it? “Aye. I’d like that, a lot.” The glare he returned… I must not have sounded as nonjudgmental as I intended.


“I wish to install you in place of the Princess. What does that mean beyond what we’ve already said, you may wonder.” She nodded, vigorously. “Several things. You will meet the royal family, though they won’t notice you’re not her.” He waved again, vaguely in the body’s direction.


“They won’t? How—”


“They’ve not seen her for years. Her sisters… they may be an issue, one which I hope you can ease safely.”


“I don’t understand.”


He grimaced. “The sisters were sent here, to the southern estates, to prepare them for their royal life.”


Tanial barked out a grim laugh. “That worked out so well. Surely they’ll recall the younger⁠—”


He snapped to his feet and paced to the body. “You don’t understand! You and I are the only ones who know. Specifically…” He lowered his voice meaningfully. “Her parents don’t know.” He walked back. “According to reports, they won’t care, though after my meeting with the King, I’m hard pressed to credit that.”


“I’d hope not.”


With a nod, he continued, “Her sisters will have missed her by now, and the staff at the Skole, but…” His face twisted into a grimace. “… since she left with one of my men⁠—”


“They’ll think her safe? Oh well.”


He nodded, but the grim expression didn’t change. “That’s our first job, getting the sisters’ support. Or not their anger, at least.”


“What about the people training them; those who they’ve been situated with? Someone has to know her. It’s not like she had any disguise!”


He shrugged. “We have some time.”


“Oh? How much? And what about her? While she’s dressed the part, I’ve never seen her to recognize her. Is she really the Princess? Will we bury her without rites? That seems—”


“We will treat her body with respect. Beyond that, I don’t know the proper forms for your rites.”


“Nor do I. But we can’t allow her to lie there.”


He grimaced again, then nodded. “We lost men a few ’dars ago; their pyres will disguise an extra one. She will have her own pyre.”


“When? How many?”


“Tomorrow. Four men.”


“How were they lost?”


“Not in battle. That would almost be acceptable. Nor did they fall in a stream and drown. Forsooth, we have little idea… we have no idea. They were clearing a small section of land. Then, they were dead. To’dar, we build pyres for them.”


Hmm. Mayhap not the best way to honor the rites, but a pyre will serve. But he’s leaving without… “Don’t their deaths bother you? Not knowing?”


“Not knowing does. I’ve set my men to continue the investigation.” He sighed. “Without dying. I must accompany you.”


“Oh.” She paused, musing over his words. “Well then, when will we meet the sisters?”


“We will set out the next ’dar. The trip will be three ’dars.”


“I have to ask. You’re not one of⁠—” She stopped, wondering if her question would be a smart one. You’ll never find out if you don’t! She met his sullen look with one of her own. “You’re not one of us. I mean, you’re not one of King Esben’s⁠—”


“As I said earlier. I am not.” He gave a more expansive wave than he had before. “We are not.”


“So, what are you doing… What was your man doing that he could spirit the Princess away from everything? And then take her three ’dars travel. Surely not dressed as she was.”


He sighed. “We arrived from Aberystrad several thir’dars ago, using as our base this camp near the border. My orders were to meet with King Esben and arrange to transport the elder princess to Yalande to be wed to our King.” Better listen! That sounds a lot like what Da wanted to do. “Your southern estate, Princesser Skole, where the princesses are trained, is now under our protection as well as King Esben’s.” She scoffed and he favored her with a hard look. “As it may be. The skole is three ’dars travel by road, at a pace suitable for the princess, bare as she would have been. However, should the princess be stuffed in a sack and thrown over the horse, the trip can be hours, far less than a ’dar.” He stood and walked back and forth. “Rignard was to provide an honor guard for her. To escort her here, and then to Sianel Dnias, where emissaries of our king will meet her in an otto’dar.” He gave another heavy sigh. “He apparently could not restrain himself.”


“If I am to play this part, should we not travel instead to Sianel Dnias?”


“With you not yet committed, I thought to collect the younger sister agin your refusal to play the part.”


“What else did he overlook when he bundled the Princess off to rape?”


He flashed a quick smile. “Intelligent, too. By the stars, Princess Tanial, I regret you make such an excellent princess.”


“Oh?” He hasn’t answered, except to prove something else should have accompanied her before. “Well, do we have a burial shroud? No matter how we continue, laying her bare on the pyre would certainly raise questions which I suppose you would not welcome.”





The preparations took them through mid’dar, but at the end of them, the Princess lay on her platform amongst the four fallen soldiers and one serving boy. “She’ll fit in,” the man said as he walked Tanial away.


“No one keeps track of serving boys, then?”


He agreed, keeping a steady pace. “At first light, we’ll fire all of them, and by nightfall, the flames will be done.” He stopped outside the door to the dining space. With a hand in the middle of her back, he bade her enter before him.


The hand pressing against her… Why do I feel warm? Comfortable? She allowed the pressure to point her to the table again. The meal was light; “You’ll be happier for it,” he said with a note of warning. She said nothing, allowing her quirked eyebrow to respond. He grinned for the first time since they’d risen.





Back in their room, he said, “Change into this.” He handed her breeches made of a heavy, rough fabric.


“With the tunic?” She handed him the blade.


“Nay. Nothing else save the scarf.” He waved the edge. “We’ll begin your training.”


“Fighting requires bare skin? Why the breeches, then?” She pulled them up and tied the cord. They were not sized to fit her, nor would they have fit him. The cord landed above her hips and the waist bellied out where she’d pulled it tight. The legs reached to her ankles.


“The chest bare may distract me,” he said with a smirk. “But really, it is to lend a clarity to your actions, since you’ll have nothing to prevent minor cuts or slashes. Not that I will be so careless, to’dar.”


She folded the jaune tunic and placed it on the bed. “But the scarf?”


“The scarf has two purposes. First, the usual disguise of your hair. Second, I will teach you a few techniques for its use that may serve you well, should it be necessary. Bare feet, as well, for to’dar.”


Again, his hand landed on her skin, above the cord holding her breeches up. She started at the feeling, then relaxed. Would it be so bad to join with him? It’d be better if I knew something about him! He led her down the steps and out to the stables.


“First, we ride out. There is a sandy spot good for this sort of thing.”


He swung up, then took her arm and lifted her so she sat in front of him. One arm circled her belly, keeping her from slipping off.


The ride lasted until just before she became restive. He guided the horse through a small copse to a pond. The patch of sand at the pond’s edge brought a smile. The star shone down, but a few trees shaded the beach.


She threw her leg over the horse’s head and slid to the ground. He followed, then set the horse to graze.


“Here we are,” he said. “Stand here, in front of me.”





The shadows had lengthened; they’d nearly encompassed all before he took the blade from her and threw her into the pond.


He’d spent the time teaching her how to hold the weapon, how to strike with it. That had been pretty quick; the whole rest of the time he spent on teaching her defense. She’d learned to use the scarf to wrap her blade arm for protection and to use it for a diversion. Parrying, side-stepping, ducking, all the things she’d done in play in her village took on different meanings, and she learned the proper application of force.


With his last words before picking her up, he said, “Most everything I’ve taught you to’dar, we’ll continue to practice. But make no mistake; you are not ready to fight. All this is to teach you how to disable an attacker long enough so you can run away. To me, or some other guard.”


The water was clear but cold; it took her breath. She fought to get her head above the surface so she could gasp. When she could see, he was splashing water over his head and chest. “What was that for!” she screamed. “Regole’s balls, it’s cold!”


His laughter annoyed her more as she stalked to the sand. He was squatting, still throwing water over his body. “Let me help.” She dropped to her knees, then leaned back. With her hands on his shoulder blades, she shoved forward as hard as she could. The tactic worked nearly as well as she’d hoped; his arms flew up and with a gratifying splash, he sprawled in the shallows.


She stood and untied the cord to remove her breeches. The heavy fabric made wringing the water out hard, but she persevered. When her hands ached, she tossed the pants over a branch to continue drying. For these several minutes, the man had been doing likewise several paces along the shore, not close enough to make a reprisal or any other approach. Even one I might welcome, she grumbled internally. Oh, well. She ran to throw herself in the water, scrubbing the sand from her skin. When her eye caught a glimpse of the man, he was sitting straight, staring at her.





The evening was similar to the ’dar before, except she pointedly did not take her blade to bed. She snuggled against his warm body. To help the aches disappear. Nothing else!





In the morning, dressed in the jaune tunic and purple scarf, she followed him to the pyres. He indicated the torches in the open fire; she took one and paced to the Princess’ platform. When the signal came, she touched the kindling all around, then laid the brand atop the pyre.


He took her hand and walked… Well, he’s walking, I’m trudging. That wasn’t as pleasant or fulfilling as I wanted it to be. Wonder what’s next.


The man led her to break fast, although she didn’t have much appetite.


“Can we talk here?” she asked once she’d swallowed the couple bites she could stomach.


“Not about anything you’d want to discuss. Wait. We’ll return to the pond and after you exercise, we can talk.”





Again, he marked the end of that sparring session by pitching her in the pond to cool down and get rid of the sand. After she’d hung her breeches from a tree branch, he sat a few paces from her. “Do you remember what you wished to ask?”


“Why is the Princess to go to Sianel? Whichever princess it is?”


Again, his face twisted in a grimace. “Our king and yours seek to confirm their relationship. As I am instructed, our King wishes to meet and possibly examine the eldest princess, to determine if she may make a suitable queen.”


“Examine?”


“Intelligence, physical abilities, all the things a princess should bring to such a joining.”


“And you propose I should complete the twenty years of studies in less than a otto’dar?” He snorted a brief laugh while she spoke over him, “Truly, how will I accomplish this? And if… nay, when I fail, what then? Do I follow my Princess to the funeral pyre?” Her voice rose. “Become a lady-in-waiting?” She stomped her foot. “A trull on the street?”


Any humor he had had was gone, vaporized by her anger. “If none of you are suitable, neither King will gain the bond he seeks. If you are not suitable, but one of the younger ones is, then the bond will be made. In that case, it would depend on how you failed the examination. If you are not…”


“If I’ve been with a man?” she said into his silence.


“Aye. Then you’d likely follow your princess. Any other failing, beyond incivility, would have you returned to your King. Incivility would call for a punishment not quite as dire.”


“I find your lack of concern discomfiting. Is your plan to have me succeed or fail? And again, how am I to pass these examinations?”


“There’s really not very much that’s so different from your upbringing so far. The hardest part is understanding the costumes, and since you are to appear bare, that becomes irrelevant. Since you’ve been isolated, there is no one you will recognize, nor will any recognize you beyond the features we’ve already covered.”


She stood, then walked along the lakefront several strides. When she turned back, her eye went to him; he appeared anxious, a frown over his face and a twist to his lips that was not a smile. They were in fact, thin and tight when she again stood before him. “Standing before you bare as I am…” She ran her hands down her body, over her breasts and belly to cover her groin. “… you have surely taken me to be as foolish as your serving wenches. Or moreso.”


“I don’t understand, Princess.”


“Surely costume is not the sole difference between princesses and farm girls! Especially since I am to wear none! What else must I know? Pfaugh! I may as well return home. This can never succeed.”


“You would return to be pledged? To stolid, aged, docile Sten?”


“And you would have me mated to a King I’ve never heard of?” A tear ran down her cheek; she stamped her foot in frustration. “By Regole’s balls, it is not being married that upsets me. It’s the living under another’s order and direction. You, a man and a soldier, will not understand! I⁠—”


He reached up for her wrist, then pulled her down atop him. Now he’ll rape me? The inconsistency between her fear and his mission, and his actions, killed the idea. He lifted her away, setting her on the sand beside him. His hand streaked again, this time to catch her jaw and hold her still a finger from his face. Her heart hadn’t slowed at all, and she began to shake.


“Stop that!” he said. “If you return home, you and Sten are bonded. I return with either no princess or the wrong one. Either means my death. The agreement forged between our two kings fails. Since I’ll be dead, I’ll neither know nor care the ill effects that arise as a result. Will you be happy, writhing beneath Sten, darning his breeches, weeding his gardens?”


She scowled as best she could.


“I thought not. If you align your interests with mine, I pledge to protect you as I may. Further, I will support your efforts to entice the younger princess to fill your role.”


She wrenched free. “I will not ‘entice’ her; she must be willing.”


“I’m pleased to hear you say so.” He brushed a few grains of sand from her cheek, then rose to fetch his breeches and draw them on. He felt hers, then said, “Still damp. You should wait til we are ready to depart.” He returned to sit facing her. “Your charge is both wrong and right. I do not think you foolish. I am certain the princesses are taught more than how to be naked in public, but forsooth, I have no idea what. Well, beyond the sorts of things you have learned in your life.”


She wilted but then straightened her back. “I fear we are still doomed.” She sighed, then ran her fingers through her hair. “Being dead will not be so much worse than marriage with Sten in a town that stifles everything.” With a twist, she settled herself. “You must know something.”


“I met King Esben three otto’dars past. He spoke but a few words: peace and harmony and the like, and sent me to one of his ministers, an elderly, somewhat forgetful man. From him I learned the princesses are all at Princesser Skole. The eldest princess is named Saitanne; her Kammerdame is Beliana. He went to lengths to point out this Beliana supervised only the princesses, not the operation of the skole.”


“How did you find him? The King?”


“We met only briefly. He was quick and greeted me well. His words were pleasant, but with an undercurrent of… I felt strength in him.”


That matched the little she’d heard. She nodded. “This minister, he knew nothing of the princess save her name?” He shook his head. “And this skole, that is what you described earlier.” He nodded, and she rose to fetch her breeches, then pull them over her legs. Eugh! He’s right. “If I fail,” she asked, quirking her eyebrow, “would you be pleased?”


He chuckled. “It would depend on how you failed, Princess.” His humor became carnal. “It could be an enjoyable journey back to Lindebalgh.”


“I suppose.” Not ready for all that implies. But, would he really be executed? Would I? “Certainly more enjoyable than appearing in Sianel Dnias without the elder princess, eh?” He shuddered. “Hence this game we play. Let us ride tomorrow to meet my sisters. Then you can teach me what I need to know to fail without ‘dire consequences’. For either of us.” She almost laughed at his look of relief.


“We can do that. But, you do not wish to be queen?”


“Nay. I meant what I said. From what I have seen, the queen sits beside the king, makes no decisions and has babies one after the other. Unless she dies. I have different activities in mind. However, if the queen ruled… That could be a different situation.”


“It could indeed. Our king is young enough that he is unlikely to die, so you probably would not become ruler.” He stared into her eyes. “You would pass this off to the next youngest, then? The very youngest is too young, I fear; we needn’t bring her.”


“What exactly will happen in Sianel Dnias? Or did they not tell you that, either?”


His smile had a definite twist. “I am now instructed to return you to Princesser Skole, where my King’s emissary is bound to meet you and apply the first tests. It will be well if both you and your sister pass those. If you do, we will sojourn to Aberystrad, first to Sianel Dnias for more examinations, and then to Yalande, to the castle. There, the King will complete the examination and make the decision.”


“Oh. How long a trip is that?”


“As we will travel with your retinue, five ’dars to Sianel Dnias. Then, two otto’dars to Yalande. We will not move quickly.”


“Ah. Plan on my riding with you. No litters for me. And you will warm my bed. Nothing more,” she chided.


“Is that wise, milady?”


“Given your expression, probably not. However, I am the elder princess, am I not? This is my direction. If I go, those are the terms.”


He stood and closed the distance between them. She took his proffered hand and rose into the circle of his arm. “It will be my pleasure,” he said, “to ride by you, and warm your back agin the vicious cold.”
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A Bath and a Name, Greetings

They mounted at first light. Tanial wore a kermes outfit combining a short tunic with breeches heavy enough to protect her from the saddle. The scarf the man selected was stark white. For his part, he donned a formal uniform, suitable, he said, for escorting the princess.


After the morning and half the afternoon riding hard, the man drew up. “Through here; follow me.”


She nodded and followed. He walked his horse through the thicket of woods bordering the road they’d been riding. Several minutes brought them into a clearing through which a moderate stream flowed. He dismounted and gave her a hand down.


“I’m sorry we have no fire to warm you, but you should bathe. I will help with your hair. When you’re ready, we’ll make our approach as Princess and escort.”


“Bare, then?” though it didn’t need saying.


The bathing was quick; the stream was no warmer than the pond had been.


As he opened his pack, the man said, “When addressing me formally, use Commander or Gapten. In relaxed circumstances, you may call me Liam.” He hurried to her, and wet the soap he carried. She was too shocked that he’d given her a name to say anything at all; she stood and ducked her head to rinse when he asked. Her former garments soaked some water from her hair, and then went into Liam’s saddlebag. He gave her a hand up to her horse, then mounted himself.


“It’s not so comfortable riding this way.”


“We’ll find a better blanket for the riding. I should have brought one; I apologize, milady.”


She waved it away and turned the horse to the road. Sunlight shone again, and she fluffed her hair, hoping it would dry before they arrived. The plod of the horses’ hooves didn’t prevent her wondering if he… if Liam had given her his trust.





Liam set a moderate pace for the next several minutes, then slowed to almost a walking pace. Tanial had not even adjusted to the gait before they rounded a turn and, through the trees, a wall appeared.


This wall included three turrets and a central gate below the middle one. Even more, it boasted riders storming out in their direction.


“Your opinion is they’ll be pleased you are returning the elder princess?”


“That is my belief.”


She nodded and rode calmly alongside him. Well, she worked hard to appear calm as the six riders approached, all armor-clad and with swords drawn. The short swords he’d told her worked well from horseback. She guessed crossbows were in the tower, ready to support the mounted force. Though what possible danger they can see from an unarmored rider and a bare maid. “I am frightened, Commander,” she whispered. “So much…”


He rode close enough that their legs touched. Without giving the riders a sign, he told her, “You will be fine, Princess. Simply remain steady and use your head. You are the Princess.” She nodded, took a deep breath and sat tall⁠—as tall as she could⁠—on the horse’s back.


Liam spurred his horse forward; with a hand he bade her fall back. As she snarled under her breath, she did, and so couldn’t hear the conversation between him and the leader of the ‘welcome’ force. Her heart beat a little softer when no one attempted to strike Liam’s head off. Perchance we mark a victory, however small?


He broke away from the leader and trotted his horse to her. “It is as we wish, so far. They welcome your return. As we surmised, they ‘recognize’ your skin and red hair and worry not over particulars of chest size and presence or absence of freckles⁠—Don’t touch!”


She started but redirected her hand to push an imagined stray hair away from her face. After another deep breath, she allowed her lips to curve up at the look of relief on Liam’s face. She straightened again. “You know, horse soldiers are the least likely to recognize me as an imposter. Perchance we worry overmuch. How shall I greet them?”


“A respectful smile and a ‘Well met’ to the gapten, the one I spoke with. He’ll be eating from your hand after that.” His smile faded. “Once in the palace, we will be separated. I don’t know how you could inveigle them to allow us to meet afore we leave for Sianel.”


“I will worry on that.” Steady. Calm. Assured. I am the Princess. Let’s go.


She dug her heels in her horse’s ribs; he trotted forward to the guard. Her bangs fell over her eyes most casually. Demurely, even. And no one could tell exactly what fell under her gaze. Her greeting was brief for all its warmth, and she allowed them to surround her.


“Gapten, attend me and my guard!”


Liam rode up and fell in beside her escort; together they led the Princess to the gate.





Since Liam kept the pace to a walk, it took several minutes to reach the open entry. As they rode into the courtyard, a woman cried, “Princess Saitanne! You are returned! Thank Regole!”


She choked, gasped once, then shook herself. Who in… I better react. She forced her knees together to add a half a hand to her vantage point. “Come and greet me.” She relaxed atop her mount and waved in Liam’s direction. “My paladin has returned me from dire straits. A hot tub, a filling meal and a warm bed are my sole desires til the morn.”


“So shall it be!” the same voice replied. I see her! Is that Bel… Beliana?


In a heartbeat, Liam dismounted and placed himself to catch her as she threw a leg over the horse’s back and slid into his firm grasp.


“My, my! Your paladin seems perchance over-competent at that.”


Tanial turned with a glare to silence the woman. “We will speak of that no more.”


“O'course, milady.”


Better get control. “The Commander has provided much assistance in my ordeal, and with no untoward actions or intent. I put my life on it.”


“O'course, milady.” The tone was significantly better. The woman faced Liam without turning so far Tanial was out of her sight. “Gapten, well met. Gramercy indeed for returning the Princess to us.”


“Well met. Huwch-Gapten Meurig, at your service.” Gramercy, Liam. That is a perfect attitude! “May I assume you are Beliana? Kammerdame to the Lindebalgh princesses?”


Tanial smiled as Beliana’s mouth dropped. “My apologies, Huwch-Gapten. Aye, I am the princesses’ Kammerdame, and so, grateful to you for her safe return. If you will excuse us?” She took Tanial’s arm and pressed her toward the building’s entryway.


They’d taken a step or two before Tanial spun out of the woman’s grasp. Time to be a princess. “Hold a moment.” She stood, scanning the courtyard and stone building. The mounted soldiers had retreated to the gate, and there were far fewer people watching than she’d expected. Liam stood beside his horse, hand on the saddle, ready to mount. Beliana’s eyes were slitted and her mouth clenched. Two bare girls, both with red hair⁠—she shook her own tresses out⁠—stood almost blocking the door. My sisters? Who else? she asked herself. Beliana grabbed her arm. “Ow! You hurt me!”


The woman fell away, bowing.


Surprised, Tanial said, “No foolishness, Beliana. We go, but first…” She walked to clasp Liam’s hand, making sure her grip was firm, and there was nothing sensual in it. “My thanks again, Commander. Please arrange yourself to join me for break fast. I will send word.”


Liam bowed. “Milady.”


She dipped her head and took Beliana’s hand.


Almost as she cleared the entry to the building opposite the gate, one of the girls spoke in an undertone, “What did you think Beliana meant anyway, that you called a switching on her? Jenoele will be so disappointed.”


Which one is she? She’s younger, but not the youngest. The middle princess? She is as bare as I. Since everyone else, including Beliana, is dressed in at least a light shift, I’ve safely identified the princesses.


“Miri⁠—” Beliana began.


With a frown, Tanial spoke over her. “As will I. A switching? ’Tis too great a punishment for inadvertent censure. I’ll take it myself.”


Beliana shuddered, but instantly her tremor faded; the woman spun and stopped Tanial. “You will not take a switching for me. My action was inadvertent but no more appropriate for that. If I am bare, the Warden will reduce the number. Begone! Your bath will be ready in moments if not yet.”


The younger girl, Miri, grabbed her hand. “I will go with, Beliana. I will discuss everything.”


Beliana shot Miri a dagger of a look. “I imagine you will, milady. So be it.”


Calm thoughts did not prevail. Without any possible foreknowledge, Miri had obviously identified Tanial as an imposter. But she’d covered for her, as well as providing information Tanial required. She was sure her ‘sister’ would succeed no matter her goal. My concern must be her goal, whatever it is.


“Miri,” she started, but the girl spun again and held up her hand.


“Wait!” The girl’s voice hinted at a laugh. “The bath is but a step ahead. You won’t freeze before we arrive!”


No matter her worry, Tanial had to smother her own laugh. She certainly wouldn’t even chill at the pace Miri set. The bare red-headed girl dragged her through an open door and pushed her into the pool, then slammed both the door and its bolt. In another second, she’d thrown herself to the lip of the pool across from Tanial.


“We weren’t ever best friends, but… Who are you and where’s Saitanne?”


When Tanial didn’t answer quickly enough, Miri walked across the pool to stand close. “You are a good match to her, though more my size. Her…” She brushed an ungentle hand over Tanial’s breasts. “You’re not as big.” She continued to investigate Tanial’s physical attributes. “Closer to me.” She sat with her arm around Tanial’s waist, touching her side, and continued in a whisper, “Who are you here to kill? Me? Jenoele?”


Kill! Not for the first time, her stomach dropped. She can’t mean… She grabbed Miri by the shoulders and spun the girl to face her. “I don’t understand. I’m not here to kill anyone.” She gently shook her. “Certainly not you or Jenoele! I’m more to keep people from dying.” Like me! Please believe me, she pleaded silently.


Miri didn’t pull away, but her frown and skittering eyes gave Tanial no hint of trust. You must work for that, girl! First, by not killing her or even injuring her. She dropped her hands from Miri’s shoulders.
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