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Life hasn't been easy for Aeley since she arrested her brother, and her role as a political leader leaves her feeling isolated and lonely. Days before her brother's trial, she meets Lira, a quiet and modest scribe who makes Aeley want more than just a professional relationship.

 

When she attends the trial and leaves with a marriage contract, Aeley doesn't know what to do. She must choose one of two brothers, marrying into a family she doesn't know. Then she discovers that Lira is part of the same family–a sister to Aeley's suitors and the family's disgrace. And not at all opposed to an intimate relationship.

 

Except random acts of violence against her people test Aeley's ability as a leader, and a web of lies and deceit threaten not only her chance at happiness, but her life…
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This story touches on several serious matters, including mental health issues, domestic abuse and violence, and depictions of emotional and physical situations that could bother some readers. This includes references to the recent loss of a parent due to terminal illness, grief, depictions of PTSS/PTSD (post-traumatic stress syndrome/disorder), anxiety attacks, and the use of alcohol as a coping mechanism resulting in mild alcoholism. The references to domestic abuse and violence include psychological, emotional, physical, and verbal abuse, as well as references to exploitation.
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Chapter One

 

 

Dead father. Imprisoned brother. Could it possibly get any worse?

"Of course it could," Aeley Dahe answered to the silence, throwing her knife before even uglier truths bit back. The blade ended up where it should have: lodged near the centre of the wood target on the dark red wall of the study, its black hilt with blood-red and gleaming gold bands sticking out with every cry of violence inside her.

Hit something. Rage against the waning days. Something. She needed to do something. She wanted to punch it down, cry it out, scream for it all to stop—just stop. This was never the plan, never the future she had envisioned. And every last bit of what had been was long gone, sent down into ashes with her father; a loss she could never recover, the shards of what remained of their dwindling family nothing more than blood-crusted dirt under her feet.

But no, it could always get worse. Always.

I could be just as dead. Whatever that was worth.

Not to deny the acrid taste that thought left, Aeley leaned back against the creaking desk and pulled her knees up under her fern-green gown, gaze straying towards the windows. Light spilled across the room in bright colours, the large stained-glass panes entirely too cheerful for her to want them in one piece anymore. Once beautiful, once delightful, once a pretty comfort—they may as well have been blacker than any bottomless abyss for all she cared. Sure, she was alive, at least the last time she checked, but survival was all she had managed so far, not that it counted for much against the demands of duty. Though some could say being the Tract Steward is almost like being a moving corpse. Our life isn't our own.

Glancing at her father's proud, painted image above the door, Aeley let her head thunk against the desk once, then a second time to punish herself for the first. Without looking away from the painting's empty gaze, she sought the decanter of gaffa nectar with one hand, her fingers snaking across the floor to the thick glass vessel. More and more since her inauguration, she understood why her father appeared ragged and worn in his older years, worried eyes weighted with shadows, his hair a dull silver-grey where it had once been dark blonde like hers. She was only twenty-eight, but would the weight of responsibility age her faster?

Aeley sipped the sweet liquid from the decanter, comforted by its cool familiarity.

Eleven weeks.

Her father died eleven weeks ago, only days after the first of summer—and she had counted every damn day since.

Some of them she had barely gotten through. Some of them she was still trying to get through, the problems they brought rolling over from one day to the next, no resolution in sight.

Was that the measure of her life now? To merely tumble through the days, praying for resolutions that would never come and counting how many she survived?

It was far from a life. No, it was more of a life sentence in a gilded cage, wrapped in a title she had never wanted but already had to defend, spilling blood in the process and losing three of her guards. Her friends. Her family. They were gone now, passed on to the Realm of the Dead to do whatever the dead did.

She raised the decanter to her father's portrait, the silent toast coming with relentless fatigue, the pull of tears too dried up to flow, and memories she needed to drink into oblivion. There were too many memories, the unwelcome in a constant collision with the nostalgic, all pressed between remorse and grief.

Officially, she had been Tract Steward of Gailarin for all of five weeks, elected by the people to be their leader and represent their interests in the Republic of Kattal's grander affairs—a fact that still stunned her, as terrifying as it was humbling. There was too much space to mess it all up. She was a fighter, not a politician, not really. Politics had been her father's specialty; hers was putting dents in expensive weapons and making appearances at the usual social functions.

Though she was a politician now, or playing at being one at least, one of five Tract Stewards in Kattal, expected to uphold the highest levels of law, order, and governance, worrying over the price of crops, tract taxes, and how to get through meetings without completely annoying everyone else. Granted, she had more than five weeks experience at it, having been Acting Tract Steward for the first six weeks after her father's death, bringing the grand total to three months. Before that, she had assisted her father with his work, trained under his tutelage, then stepped in when he was too ill to do anything in his last few weeks.

But the first of summer… The worst truths had hit hard that night, with him confined to bed, too sick to chew even the smallest morsel, mouthfuls of water coming up almost as much as they stayed down. They had forgone the customary dinner and fancy celebrations for the Feast of Valaster and kept to themselves, sequestered in privacy with Aeley at Korre's bedside, willing him to not leave yet. To keep fighting. She would have fought on his behalf if she could have; if the Goddesses had been kind enough to swap their bodies. Not that he would have let her: even to the end, he refused to let her get away without taking care of herself, mustering a glare as only a parent could to make her feel bad enough to eat and rest and do anything that was not sitting there dying with him.

If only she could have been left alone in peace and quiet after the night he slipped away for good. Everything hurt that night, grief translated into such deep pain, the aches spreading from head to heart and hitting nearly every muscle on the way to agony. No amount of throwing things and crying had helped. They just made the aches worse.

Yet the worst of it—the absolute worst of it—came eight weeks later. Just eight bloody weeks after losing her father, her damned cursed brother, Allon, had flipped every proverbial table and brought the world crashing down around their family again. Out of jealousy, out of rage, out of self-importance. Aeley doubted any of it had anything to do with love, and certainly nothing of the sort had been spared for the memory of their father and his life's work as Tract Steward.

No, Allon had raged on through his anger at Aeley and taken it out on the people, attacking a village in Oly Valley and kidnapping innocent people for no other reason than to assert his control and delusional power over everyone. He wanted to be Tract Steward bad enough to destroy lives, including his own.

If he had wanted Aeley's attention, he had it in full then, every bit of it tied together with the abysmal depths of her loathing.

He was High Council's problem now, though his stench lingered everywhere, both of their family's estates harbouring ghosts of times long gone. Aeley and Allon had never gotten on well, that much was true, but this…

It had run her into hiding. She needed to admit that, that this sitting around, wanting to get full-on drunk in her study for the umpteenth time in weeks, was hiding.

But what was she hiding from more: everyone else or everything inside her head?

Most days the line blurred so badly she could barely see straight, no matter if she was drunk, hungover, or some variation of sober. Memory was a fickle bitch, and she'd had enough of it. Ever since Allon's attack on Oly Valley, she drank almost as much as she dreamed about chasing him through the damaged estate. Explosions constantly rocked the world in her mind, especially when she was surrounded by total silence. The awful sound of exploding walls haunted her sleep, waking her and leaving her feeling caked in the stickiness of blood and dust, ruins surrounding her with limp bodies, attesting to the destructive force that was Allon's snap of unadulterated rage.

Nowhere was safe, not when she carried the most frightening things with her. So little could be trusted, even her own judgment. Sometimes she would stop in an empty corridor and wait to feel the earth shake beneath her, expecting to hear Allon's taunts or feel the air move as he charged her down, laughing—always laughing. It was far from how she expected to spend her first months as Tract Steward.

And here I thought it'd be easier after helping Father do everything towards the end. She snorted and took another drink. Winning the vote was the easiest part. No one in their right mind voted for Allon. Complete traitor. Not my problem now, though—he belongs to the High Council. I'm done.

Images of Allon in a dark, rank cell raced through her mind. Rumour from the High Council indicated his punishment would be a life of labour, slogging at rocks in one of the republic's quarries. It was only fair, she figured, seeing as he intended to kill citizens of Kattal. He would spend the rest of his life serving them instead, his sweat and need for attention spent on providing for the homes and livelihoods of others.

So why did she still believe his resentment and unpredictable schemes were far from finished?

Reaching behind her with her free hand, she pulled a second knife from her belt and glanced at the wall. Beige wood planks covered the wall from floor to ceiling, crudely painted with yellows, whites, and reds. Moments like this justified having it.

She stood and placed the decanter on the floor before turning towards the target. With a breath in, Aeley steadied the blade and focused on the bright red circle midway down the target. Allon's face came to mind, and with a breath out, she threw the knife.

The blade hit close to the circle with little resistance but got stuck in the wood above her previous attempt—not her best, but at least the knife made it that far. Throwing made her feel better. It was more helpful than admitting that fighting Allon's guards and arresting him left her shaken. People would think her incapable instead of the composed, stalwart leader they expected. Appearance and perception meant everything.

Retrieving the decanter, she stared at the target. The colours blurred as she drank, the glass doors and dark wood of the bookcase to the right of the target a looming shadow at the edge of her vision, serving as a reminder of her father. His books, statuettes, and precious, breakable trinkets—she kept them in the bookcase, locked up with her nostalgia and the disturbing underlying desire to break things.

A loud knock on the door made her jump and sputter, spraying the nectar onto the floor.

"Yes?" Aeley called and held one wrist to her mouth. She stopped before her wet lips brushed the fabric. Making a mess of one of her nicer gowns was not the best idea, especially with dinner so close. As host, she needed to remain clean and prim as much as she could. Hurriedly, she drew her fingers along her lips until they felt dry.

"Cook says dinner will be served shortly," a muffled voice answered.

Aeley sighed. Naturally. She placed the decanter on the cleared section of her desk and tugged her belt back into place. After smoothing her hair and her skirt, she retrieved one of her knives, sheathing it before opening the door.

Haydin smiled, the wrinkles around his dark brown eyes more pronounced. "I thought I'd escort you." He winked as he bowed from the waist and added a playful flourish of his hand, the balding spot in his white hair coming into view. His deep blue shirt and short jacket with elegant silver embroidery looked immaculate as usual, his loose black pants tucked tightly into black ankle-high boots.

Every bit the perfect gentleman… with that extra little spark of mischief.

"And I can't help but accept. What girl could resist your charm?" Aeley slipped her arm around his, noting the slight tremble in his frail body as they strolled towards the dining room. As steward of the Dahe estate, Haydin's official responsibilities revolved around managing the household, ensuring everything was in order and functioning as well as it should.

But to Aeley, he was family, much more like an uncle who had helped her father for most of his life—for all of her life. Without any other living relatives to turn to, she clung to Haydin's steadfast nature and that calm, collected way he kept everything under control. "What would I do without you?" she murmured, leaning her head on his shoulder.

Haydin patted her hand and chuckled, his tone low and soothing. In that moment, it was as if she walked with her father again.

"And Cook," he muttered. "That's who can resist me. My charm is as welcome as a gnat where she's concerned. There's a cake pan with my name permanently etched into it, and not one bit of it has to do with baking."

Aeley failed to stop the snicker that came out, then the full-on laughter as Haydin glared at her—a soft glare, one that knew how ridiculous his halfhearted feud with Cook was even after twenty years. She almost reminded him of how often Cook kept him going when he seemed rundown and tired enough to finally pass along his resignation, wooing him back to duty with flaky pastries and nostalgic strolls in the garden. Or how every time Cook took sick or felt like death, Haydin courted her wellbeing with every comfort he could think of, sparing no expense, all the while wearing such a deep, worried frown until Cook was on her feet again.

But Aeley kept quiet, keeping him to herself for a few moments longer. She needed to hold on to what family she had left, guard them, cherishing whatever time they could spare. If her parents had taught her anything, it was that much. And Allon… he only impressed that upon her even further, his vengeance a threat to everything she needed to protect.

Once they entered the dining room, however, the warmth of their shared familial moments died.

A dozen guests filled the modest room, standing in small groups engaged in discussion around the long table, already enjoying the drinks and food the kitchen staff had set out, silver platters gleaming against the pristine white tablecloth. Three gold candelabrums stood along the centre line of the table, each forged in the shape of a gently twisting tree with four branches and thick white candles. Bright orange and yellow wreaths encircled the candelabrums, small violet berries and bright blue tendrils peeking out from among the leaves and petals, a festive complement to the colourless glass dinnerware. Other candles sat on the short ledges along the walls, casting a soft light over the dark red hue of the wood panels. Shadows danced between the spaces, playing chase-and-catch as the movement of bodies swept the flames every which way.

Everyone stilled, silence falling as they realized Aeley was there. The various earthy golds, rich greens, dusky blues, and vivid reds of their clothes were a wash of colour against the darker backdrop—almost like a painting, one to match her father's portrait in the study, though she would have rather avoided both of them altogether right then. There were too many gazes to contend with when she could barely stomach looking at herself. Mirrors offered such cold reflections as of late, the judgment they captured almost as degrading as her nightmares. If she could have shattered them all without feeling even worse, she would have.

A few of the guests stared at Aeley quizzically as she drifted through, still holding Haydin's arm, all but counting the steps to the other side of the room. Only one gaze accused her of running and hiding: the seasoned glare of Mayr, Head of the Guard for the Dahe family and their estates.

The worst part was that he was right.

Aeley looked away. Mayr had things to say, but they needed to wait. As much as she loved him, she would never get through dinner if they started up that gods-awful path. When she raised her hand, he fell into his chair and threw one arm over the curved back, his head tilted. With his long, dark hair over his shoulder, the black tattoos around his neck were obvious, making him stand out among the others.

"Please sit," she said, gesturing to the table.

Grateful as the others sat with only a few words of greeting before continuing their chatter, Aeley took her seat at the head of the table. Haydin lowered himself into the chair to her left, while Mayr occupied the chair to her right, their presence lending her strength, though both could make just about any awful situation bearable. After her father, they were her greatest supporters, family to the last.

Where Haydin was more like an uncle, Mayr was her best friend, though she had always taken to him like a brother. If anything, he was the loving, compassionate brother she never had, one that refused to suffer Allon gladly. More than a couple dozen times, he had broken up fights between Aeley and Allon, only to back Allon up out of the room without a single touch. In those moments, Allon had proven how much he loved to fight but never when it came to Mayr, and never when it came Pellon, Aeley and Mayr's mutual best friend and second-in-command of the Dahe Guard. Whenever they were around, Allon valued self-preservation above all else, protecting his very breath over defending his convictions.

Perhaps it helped that they had spent their adolescence together, the four of them constantly in each other's space with Aeley, Mayr, and Pellon gravitating towards one another, forming bonds strong enough to withstand the uncertainty in their futures, even now when they were at their strongest. Allon had never fit into the set, never cared, only pushed their patience and tested their limits, gathering more than disdain to add to his motivations. Even so, he had paid attention to them, enough to know that while Aeley would always be backed against the bounds set by their father, Mayr and Pellon were loyal in their protection of the Dahe household, whom they considered family as much as she did.

Allon, however, had set himself apart from that family, bit by miserable bit as the years carried on, distancing himself from that protection and loyalty. In most cases, he had verbally denied the attention, keeping counsel with his own friends and comrades, well away from the main estate there in Dahena Village, the official family seat of the Dahes. Instead, Allon had run off to Oly Valley, claimed the smaller estate for himself with Korre's relieved approval, and hidden from everything. Not that Aeley had wasted time on mourning that particular loss: any day without him nearby was one where she could breathe without feeling as though she would snap anytime he spoke or even sauntered into the room, silent with that cocky smirk on his face.

And now…

The walls—they were blowing to bits, heavy grey-white stones flying through the air to slam against anything still standing… or anyone. The quietest weapon, one she never saw coming, exploding with a vengeance, taking out the unsuspecting and leaving them dazed, if not dead. And that sound—the deafening booms, the ringing in her ears, the muffled cries that bounced from here to there, hers among them. Dust and plaster and chunks of stone rained down as they ducked, ran, hid from the assault. Destruction. Utter destruction with Allon somewhere in the estate, hiding, laughing, running from Aeley. He would pay. He needed to pay—

Aeley snapped out of the images, skin tingling with the memory of sickening grit and bruises that had disappeared but never really left. Laughter. Someone's laughter had saved her just then, a deep, throaty interruption she could have listened to for several more moments, dragging her battered mind across the floor just to sit beside it. Hide behind it.

Luinn Janate-Roye—that was who she had to thank this time, another one of his laughs putting her at ease. He sat near the opposite end of the table, second seat in on the right, between Magistrate Tarne and Priestess Kee. The bright reds and oranges of Luinn's long, greying hair were difficult to miss, particularly against the vivid white fabric of his elaborately embroidered long coat and shirt. The hues were as jovial as he was, reflecting the passionate spirit within.

When he smiled her way, his green gaze passing on a subtler delight, Aeley lifted her chin and attempted to share in that smile, a slow-to-burn calm willing to broker peace with what ailed her. As the staunch patriarch of the Janate-Roye family, one of the Grand Families of Kattal best known for their wealth of knowledge, riches, and keen sense of survival through any conflict, Luinn was a stalwart ally, dependable and firm in resolution. He had stuck by her father for all of Korre's term as Tract Steward, then, to Aeley's relief, he had pledged his family's loyalty to her, recognizing the succession of leadership without any disagreement. His composure and general ease made Aeley's transition into her role a bit smoother. If the other Grand Families kicked up a fuss, she could at least rely on him to weigh the situation with a cool mind and steer his family away from unnecessary dissent.

On the other hand, Luinn's relationships to the other Grand Families were not to be overlooked or taken for granted. He held sway throughout the republic, a fact she never wanted to abuse, but use… maybe a little… if she could figure out how to do it without being mistaken for a toddler playing with puzzles at the foot of a massive throne.

Beside Luinn, at the very end of the table, Priestess Kee shared in his laughter, the layers of her shimmering red robes and veil both eye-catching and intimidating. She radiated with joy as she spoke to Luinn and the guest across from her: Winiah, one of the chattiest, most sought-after metalsmiths in Dahena with soft brown eyes, a warm black-brown complexion, and a charming lyrical tone that seemed to pull everyone to them like a friendly flame on a cold night. Whatever they spoke about failed to carry over the other voices around the table, which was a shame because all three of them appeared to be having a marvelous time.

It was almost worth Aeley dragging her chair to the other end of the table to get in on the cheer, though more than etiquette kept her in her place: Kee's sharp, dark eyes and stern features were hard enough to stop someone in their tracks for just about any reason—a valuable asset, given Kee's position as Overseer of the closest Temple of the Four, the temple on the outer border of Dahena, only a short ride away from the estate. Aeley had met with Kee several times, mostly about Korre's illness and death, with Kee and her fellow priests conducting the funeral rites. Kee had been a blessing then, her ease with taking control of the situation releasing Aeley of the anxiety she tried to ignore. Since then, she had met with Kee to discuss tract matters, what with Kee's expansive knowledge of the republic and how it functioned. She was an ally worth keeping at whatever cost, though Aeley suspected that was how the temple felt about Kee in general. They had elected her as Overseer for a reason, placing her in charge of their temple, acting as their collective voice and protector.

The others around the table were also allies Aeley hoped to keep on her side, including four magistrates and Gavis, a kind, sweet-tempered importer and exporter of various items with the softest hazel gaze but a strong-willed knack for striking bargains and successful deals. Korre had called upon Gavis to tend to several commerce matters over the years, both for tract affairs of various degrees and smaller personal needs. Korre had trusted Gavis, putting faith in vir abilities to do things right, and Aeley intended to honour that understanding.

The magistrates, however, were a different matter altogether, one she would have to tread around with careful steps and prudence… if not completely undoing the sensitive relationships by being herself and letting the fighter in her do the talking, which would not be pretty at any length. She needed to behave when it came to the magistrates, not run headlong into disaster.

Magistrate Dreca was her immediate concern. Having governed Dahena Village for the last fifteen years, he knew the village inside and out. What went on was his personal concern, and he liked to air those concerns with her on a near-daily basis, his tone usually harder with her than it had been with Korre. Whether it was because he was twice her age, seeing her as nothing but a child, or he simply respected Korre more, Aeley kept her tongue around him, not sure of how to win him over. Maybe it was meant to be a permanent thorn in her stewardship, a constant challenge to test her wits.

Perhaps it was for the best, given his colleagues at the dinner, all of them seated at the latter half of the table: Tarne, Pergill, and Calohe, magistrates of towns and massive, sprawled districts further away from Dahena and its surrounding villages. Despite their varying ages—Pergill being the youngest, ten years older than Aeley, and mildly boisterous relative to his peers—all three magistrates seemed intent on putting Aeley through her paces. They often made demands she could not meet with what resources she had, paired with deadlines that even Korre would have scoffed at and pushed hard to change. The only difference being they would have relented to Korre, his experience outdoing theirs and their respect hanging on his promises.

She had far too much work to do there—

"Do you honestly think they'll respect you?" Allon yelled, kicking the side of the cart, forcing it to jostle and creak in protest. "You think they'll see you as anything more than the little girl clinging to her father's pocket? As anything more than a brutish little brat with a sword and cold hands?" Chains rattled, metal scraping wood as he dragged across the cart bed, knees taking abuse. Fresh blood trickled from his broken nose, the crooked angles and mortality at home on his bruised and battered face. "You're not good enough, when will you clue into that? You're only going to fail, worthless and bitter—an old maid dying on the pyre, dispensable and useless."

Mayr charged towards Allon, jumping over the side of the cart and shouting obscenities as he punched Allon in the face. One shout, another, all cutting through the violent rocking of the wooden cart, wheels squealing as they rolled forward, the horse seeming to take it as a sign to move. As Allon screamed over his broken arm, guards raced to stop the horse from running off and taking the cart with her.

The fists stopped. Allon crumpled over in the cart, arm cradled tightly to his chest in the makeshift sling. Blood streamed from his nose and new cuts on his cheek, green eyes dark enough to get lost in the dirt and grime smearing his face. His gaze crept towards her, swollen lips parted as he struggled for every ragged breath. "You'll go down in flames, mark my words," he snarled. "Everything—every damned thing—will crash and you'll come running to me. You want respect? Try licking it from my boots, little filth, and save us all. Go out gracefully. You won't like the heartache coming for you. You'll scream holy bitch before the end—"

Silence. That eerie silence fell, Allon's dead weight thudding on the cart bed, skull cracking on the wood, Mayr sneering at the body and flexing his fingers—

"Ae."

She knew that voice, that gentle call, but dragging from the memory this time was like trying to wade through a pit of solidifying rock-filled mud and only budging enough to knock a leaf across the surface.

The hand on her wrist had better luck, pressure gradually increasing around her arm.

Aeley blinked, Mayr's face coming into focus. The cleanliness of his face and worried gaze pushed past the image of him locking itself back up in her head.

"You all right?" he whispered, leaning close enough to play his breath on hers, his grip still on her wrist.

"Fine." Aeley pushed him back. "Just business as usual, please? Don't make this into something it isn't." She forced a smile, her mouth uncomfortably dry. "Dinner. I just want a nice dinner. We can do that, right? Eat? Drink? Be merry? Bet on who's going to leave here on two feet or none?"

Mayr watched her with a restrained frown. "Dinner it is," he said softly. "And Pergill. My bet's on Pergill, two feet. Calohe on none."

The darkness clinging to Aeley's aches and anguish tumbled out in a wicked laugh. "Oh, you'd like to think, wouldn't you?" She pointed at the table, her voice lowered. "Luinn, two feet, in a circling argument with Tarne, no feet, over Tarne not knowing which way home actually is."

Mayr chuckled and shook his head, then sipped from his goblet, his focus still on her.

Ignoring him, mostly to avoid the nausea of painful reminders, Aeley smiled at Vant instead, a stout man with a short grey beard and thinning grey-blond hair sitting next to Haydin. Vant had served as her father's solicitor for the majority of Korre's life, handling everything from personal legal matters to tract business, particularly correspondence and presentations to and from the High Council. He managed a small team of younger solicitors from the region, all vying for his tutelage, though most of the work went through him when it came to Tract Steward business.

To Aeley's relief, Vant chose to remain as her family's solicitor. The fewer people she needed to replace, the better, though his skill with difficult issues was invaluable. She hated legalities, and she hated writing documents even more, the coordination of the body parts involved in the process not anywhere near as elegant or eloquent as she needed them to be.

Reaching for the glass goblet in front of her, Aeley finally allowed her gaze to wander to the young woman beside Vant.

Her hand stopped, fingertips brushing the side of the goblet. For a moment, she could only stare at the soft curves of the woman's face, framed by loose, brown curls. She appeared to be Aeley's age, if not younger, and everything about her was easy on weary eyes, her face not done up with paint like many of the other people Aeley knew.

When the woman's glance met hers, Aeley blinked and held tight to her goblet. While familiar, no name came to mind. Surprising, since she's beautiful.

Aeley bit her tongue on that thought. How could the only question she could think of right then be Why didn't I notice her sooner?

Clearing her throat, Aeley watched Luinn while she drank, straining to hear his discussion with Winiah. As her attention pulled towards the unnamed woman, she forced her focus to the furthest end of the table.

The chatter grew louder as the kitchen staff served the meal, and temptation joined the chaos, poking at Aeley with the clear demand to ask Vant about his companion—a demand she denied, as much as it annoyed her. Other than getting me into trouble, he's busy chatting up the rest of the table, anyway. Instead, she fought to focus on Haydin, Gavis, and Dreca as they spoke about business in the weeks to come, but that damned straying in the other direction…

Over the din, she heard her name. Everyone hushed and faced her.

Aeley's cheeks warmed. "Sorry?" She ignored Mayr's subdued laughter, his quiet snort not escaping her.

Kee's smile was kind and comforting. "It appears I caught you at an in-between moment. I apologize for pulling you from your thoughts." She swept strands of her black hair across her forehead, then brushed back the edge of her glimmering red veil, its intense hue vivid against her tan skin. "Even we priestesses are not blessed with perfect timing. Well, the rare few are. I was blessed with the gift of catching everyone by surprise," she added with a light laugh, winking at the magistrates.

Aeley shook her head. "It's not your fault. I'm just sorry I didn't hear you the first time."

"No matter. Everything comes in our own time. It keeps our patience at the ready." Kee's amusement remained as she waved Aeley's apology away. "I was merely wondering how you are these days? The last we spoke, you were optimistic, though I understand things have been… unsettled. The Temple sends you nothing but good wishes at this challenging time."

"Yes, well…" Aeley pushed food around her plate with her spoon. Allon was not worth dinner talk, not when he lived for every freedom inside her head. "I'm fine," she said and straightened, forcing a smile. "But thank you for your concern, Priestess, and please convey my gratitude to the Temple. I'm sorry I haven't visited recently, though I will soon. I know this dinner doesn't fix that, but I'm hoping they'll be pleased to know the people are being taken care of, despite what's happened. I've been visiting the villages, making sure they have everything, and helping with some of the harvesting and building—"

"Well-appreciated," Dreca interrupted, drawing only slight nods from the other magistrates. He grinned and raised his goblet towards her, amber-brown eyes bright if not a little too cheery for her liking. "The people thank you for your fine hospitality. Just like your father."

"Just what I keep telling her," Vant added.

With a brief look at Vant, Aeley's gaze slid to the woman next to him. Had she even spoken one word since they sat down? She could have dominated the conversation by that point and kept every eye on her, no less than most of the women Aeley knew. Instead, she watched the others, offering nothing of herself in words. Her face and constant fidgeting betrayed her, however.

Has things to say, but doesn't say them. Unable? Too scared? Or is she a servant stuck in the habit of being quiet? She can't possibly be from one of the Families. If she were, she'd have made certain I knew her name from the moment I stepped in. She'd be looking for favours. Playing on Vant's status. Something.

Pulling her thoughts together, Aeley smiled at Dreca. "And I appreciate your appreciation. I've tried to maintain the standards. There's no reason to undo what my father set forward for this tract."

"Though you're adding your own to it," Luinn said, leaning forward and tapping the table, the nearby candles giving his dark tan complexion a golden glow. "You've gotten Council to send soldiers in to help, something your father rarely did."

"And they actually haven't destroyed anything," Dreca added. He looked pointedly at Mayr before taking a drink.

Before Mayr could respond with a verbal attack to accompany his glare, Aeley cleared her throat. "Yes, I've been trying to get everyone to work together. Common goals for the good of the republic. Keeps us strong, I figure."

She glanced at the woman again, a slight shiver racing through her. Why could she not stop looking? Her control was better than that. Her focus… she needed to pay attention to her food, to the politics, not that pretty face. Though at that moment, she mostly needed her body to quit with the games and simmer down. The longer the situation went on, she only got warmer, her cheeks feeling more flushed—all of it a distraction she did not want.

The mercy she hoped for came quicker than expected: one of the young men working as household staff entered the room, his knock on the open door drawing all attention to him.

"Merek," Aeley greeted with a sigh of relief.

Merek jutted his thumb towards the corridor behind him. "Someone's come for you."

When a tall man slipped into the room beside Merek, Aeley wanted to duck under the table. He was a messenger from the High Council, going by his unkempt traveling clothes and brown cloak with the green shield and golden bearcats embroidered along its hem. In his hand was a scroll, fastened with yellow cord. Yellow meant a serious request from the Council that would have to be met quickly.

The messenger crossed the room in the silence and held out the scroll, letting go only as Aeley accepted. "You are to read it and respond accordingly," he said, his voice rough.

Before she could say a word, the messenger left the room as brusquely as he had entered. Merek rushed after him.

"Wonder what that's all about," Haydin muttered.

Aeley resisted the urge to say "I don't know," which would have been one half of a lie. The shivers creeping through her sensed what was coming, that sense of knowing caught between slithering and crawling down her arms, its spindly legs pushing doubt aside. She pulled the cord away and read the scroll.

The High Council wanted her to attend Allon's hearing in three days, putting her in the same room as him.

You bastards.

Being near him made her sick. Even if they did not suspect that much, they should have damn well tried for some common decency. Compassion and sticking to their word would have been better.

Aeley said nothing as she rolled up the scroll and tied it shut, then slipped it into her lap and continued eating. Everyone wanted to know what it said. They wanted to discuss it, to poke their noses into her business.

Meanwhile, she could barely say her brother's name.

As she glanced at Mayr, she paused. He watched her with narrowed eyes, his fist pressed to his mouth. When she forced a hint of a smile, he shook his head. He always read her emotions better than she could talk about them. While she was good at hiding things from the others, he knew how to extract the truth from her, no matter how much she wanted to lie.

"So?" Luinn said.

Aeley waved her hand. "It's nothing worth sharing. They just need some papers. We correspond so much I'm considering asking them to move in. We've certainly got the space." She turned to Vant. "It seems I'll need your help again. Tomorrow, if you can. The Council wants the response sooner, not later, and it could use your fine touch."

Without waiting for Vant's acknowledgement or looking at his companion, she focused on her meal. The food tasted sour, right down to the gaffa nectar still in her goblet. The pleasant dinner was ruined, and the mindless chatter occupying the remainder of the main course did nothing to lift her spirits. Not even stealing glances at the beautiful stranger helped.

I probably won't sleep for days now. Thanks, Council.

The desert course would be just as agonizing, Cook's efforts ruined before the dishes could even leave the kitchen. Everything was coming up as appetizing as rust.

I can't do this.

Aeley stood, her patience spent, mostly with herself. Sharing a home with Allon had been bad enough, but living with the ghost of his damned selfish ego was even worse. "I'm sorry to run off before the final course," she said, forcing the words out as nonchalantly as she could, "but I'm afraid I have something to see to. You're welcome to stay and continue. Tonight was meant for you, so don't feel you have to leave. Stay as long as you'd like. Haydin will see to anything else you need. I just need to… do something."

Before anyone could question her, she clutched the scroll and her skirt, then hurried around the table. On her way past Vant, she glanced down to the woman next to him.

In one clumsy step, she fell to the floor.

Haydin was the first to offer his hand to help. Fumbling to stand and cursing under her breath, Aeley pushed up from the ground and brushed off her skirt without assistance. The summons. Where was that awful scroll? It should have been on the rug, but—

"Here," a quiet voice said.

Aeley looked down to find the scroll in the pale hand of the stranger. "Thanks," she murmured, accepting the parchment. Their fingers touched, one quick moment of skin sliding along skin.

Almost instantly, she drew away to disguise the tremble in her arm, but not without noticing how grey the woman's eyes were: dark, like the sky during a late-afternoon storm.

A beautiful distraction—one Aeley could not afford. If she stayed any longer, she was bound to make another foolish mistake.

Goddesses, save me.

Aeley rushed from the room. The night was nothing like she had planned and far from what she needed.

"Ae!"

Aeley refused to stop. Heavy boots pounded the stone floor behind her.

The steps slowed as Mayr caught up. "Seriously, that's it?" he asked. "That's how you thought you'd get out of that whole thing?"

"I have something to do."

Mayr snorted. "Right, just as much as I believe it, I'm sure." He poked her hand. "Just as much as I know this thing isn't nothing. You went almost white when you read it. What's it say?"

"It says you need to mind your own."

"Aren't you just the joy of the four Goddesses?"

"Mayr—"

"No. Unless you're going to tell me what this is, you don't get to use my first name. It's Head Guard if you're just going to lie to me."

Aeley stopped in the middle of the corridor and sighed. Fight him. She could do that. Besides, they were sparring partners. That had to count for something, weapons or not—

"Yeah, you're being cute and all, but I'm not giving this up, so you can stop with the sighing and the huffing, and don't even begin stamping your foot." One hand around her elbow, Mayr's tender grip helped keep her steady. "Don't make me steal that thing. I've known you since we were kids, Ae. Something's wrong and you're being stubborn. Again. Just tell me. I can't help if you don't talk to me."

She considered her options. It was better if no one else knew what was happening. To have received the summons in front of her guests was humiliating enough. She did not have to share the details.

But Mayr was family. He already knew what had happened in Oly Valley. Goddesses alive, he had been right there beside her during the entire ordeal, making sure she returned home still breathing. If anyone deserved to know their fight with Allon was not yet done, it was him. If anything, he needed to know. She owed him that much and a thousand other truths to come.

Aeley sighed. "Not here. Come on." She pulled him through the halls to her study and pushed him into the room before slamming the door. On the way to her desk, she tossed the scroll at him.

"What? You're going to make me read it?"

"Always something," Aeley grumbled and spun around. "They want me to go there, to Council, to watch him receive his ultimate judgment—and that's after they said I wouldn't have to."

Mayr leaned against the wall. "No, they said you possibly wouldn't. You slipped in that extra—"

"Mayr!"

He threw up his hands. "Fine. If it bothers you that much, don't go."

"I can't." Resignation crept through her, the words hard to spit out, let alone swallow their meaning. "The councilmen are expecting me to help them put Allon away permanently. He's a danger to everyone. His men caused so much damage. I hear some of the children they captured are still terrified—that isn't how I want things to be. We can't disappoint them and let him off easily."

"So then go."

"I don't want to."

"Ae, choose one." Mayr's tone softened as he approached her. "I'll back you on any decision, but you're going to have to choose one. Either you're the perfect Tract Steward or you hide. Of course, if you hide, Allon wins, and then what good is your superiority?"

Part of her wanted to throw the decanter at his head. Just when he was being sweet, he hit her with the blunt truth.

"Don't say it. You hate me."

"You have no idea," Aeley muttered.

"Yeah, but nowhere near as much as you could." Mayr grinned and ran a hand through his hair, pulling it over his shoulder. "Then again, you also don't look at me like you did that girl. I saw your face. I recognize it from those rare times you've shown an interest in someone. Found something you like?"

Her face warmed. "No. I was just trying to figure out who she is."

"By the Four, you're a terrible liar."

"And you're just asking to be kicked from the guard," she teased, poking his chest.

"Feisty. Be careful—someone might just find it attractive enough to want to marry you."

Snorting, Aeley swiped the decanter from her desk and peered out the windows into the night. In the distance, the bright sliver of the moon shone above the horizon. "Don't you have some rounds to do or something?"

"Sorry. Some ridiculous friend invited me to dinner then made me stand around, reminding her who she is." Mayr held out the scroll. "She's trying to kick me out instead of seeing how much I want to help."

Again, he was right. "I hate you," Aeley mumbled, accepting the scroll. Through her father's death, Mayr had done what he could to fill in the gaps of her sanity and give her someone to grieve with—someone she could turn to in her worst moments without worrying about being hurt worse. But he had always been there for her well before that, ever since they were kids. He protected her when she neglected to take care of herself.

Mayr gripped her slumped shoulders. "I'll go with you," he said softly. "Won't be that bad. Then you'll never have to see him again, ever. Neither do I, and if I do, he'll get my fist in his face more permanently. I'll hang his skull on my wall. You know how sparsely I decorate."

Aeley laughed quietly. "Fine. We'll go. Three days, they said."

"Good. Now if you don't mind, I need to get back to work."

He tapped her chin before leaving. Once the door closed, she held up the decanter. "Just you and me, now."

Not long after she took a sip did images of the stranger at dinner fill her thoughts, lingering with a hint of pleasure. Was there something more than what she had told Mayr? She had never made a habit of staring at women, no matter how pretty they were, and she certainly never shuddered at their touch. What did it matter the woman's eyes were a cool, stormy grey Aeley could have gotten lost in for days, or that she looked so lovely, so warm to the touch, that Aeley wanted to run her fingers over her to know how she felt?

Dammit. Maybe Mayr was right about that, too.


 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Well, that was one way to breathe livelihood into dinner.

Lira sipped her glowberry mead, her glance flicking from one guest to the next as they traded comments and theories, chasing after Aeley's escape with curious stares. And here she had thought she would be the one most likely to raise a brow or two—at least when she was not completely disappearing into the background, tempted to say something but opting for silence.

Or something close to it, anyway. Aeley saw through that forced wall of nothingness, or so it seemed. Her gaze had constantly strayed to Lira with questions haunting her brown eyes, not one of them spoken aloud, oddly safeguarding that same silence. Aeley was usually more vocal than that. More 'forget you, world' and less 'obedience is a virtue,' which was one of the few reasons Lira was still sitting there, enduring the overly long stares of Luinn, who kept misplacing his unvoiced opinions in her direction. Yes, she was quite aware of who she was, and no, she did not need his attention—she needed his eyes to crawl back inside his head and stay there, along with his oh-so-helpful thoughts.

Aeley. She was there for Aeley. That was all.

"Well, then," Vant muttered. He cast Lira a sideways glance, his goblet in one hand as the other wiped at the tablecloth with his lace handkerchief, dusting breadcrumbs over the fresh drops of black wine—an action that clearly served little purpose other than to keep his hands busy. His frown only added to his agitation. "It looks like tomorrow's plans have changed. Should I apologize or toast you?"

Lira snorted softly. "If it means not being at home, I'm all too happy about it."

"Mmm," Vant answered, somewhere between agreement and distraction. He looked at the dining room doorway for the umpteenth time.

"Worried?"

Vant's focus turned back onto her, his brow furrowed. "A little. She usually receives Council missives without so much…" His scowl deepened. "The word fails me, to be honest. She can try to brush it off, but something about it…" He shrugged and stuffed his handkerchief into the pocket of his soft green short coat. "She acts as though it was a red-cord missive, containing something that ought to be tossed into a fire, or shredded to bits at the very least. Not the first time, but not her standard response. Well, perhaps burning it is. And the shredding. Actually, any kind of destruction, really."

Not doubting it for a moment, Lira laughed and leaned back, holding her goblet close as she swirled the pink mead gently and watched the others. After years of observing people from her side of the silence, she agreed with Vant's assessment that something had Aeley on edge. Aeley might have waved the matter away, but there was nothing she could do to retract her initial reaction: the immediate cloudy expression, the disgust that passed across her face at such a minute scale it was easily missed, and the way she ran from the room as if the air was poisoned. A red-cord missive, indeed—the colour of urgency, not like the yellow cord of hasty demands. Running from a room full of prodding interests certainly would have topped Lira's list of ways to handle the situation, too, whatever the problem was. Then again, running away was the only solution she was left with most of the time.

Goddesses, was she ever tired of it.

This particular group had yet to be the worst she had been around, however, and she'd had her share. Still, she watched them, careful with what she revealed about herself. Studying people, gauging their actions and reactions, was much more than habit: it was a matter of constant self-preservation, mostly so she knew when she needed to escape and hide for safety's sake.

The only one she needed to hide from at the moment was Luinn, who seemed to invoke the judgment of the entire Janate-Roye family with every glance in her direction. She knew that lot well from the modest dinners her family hosted for families they found of use—or, rather, "of interest" her father usually said, the difference entirely too trivial.

Granted, Luinn's family was far from being a problem, if not more trustworthy and open than others. Of the Grand Families along the eastern border of Gailarin, Luinn's was the most influential and not to be underestimated by any means. With their family's primary home in Ilse Roye, they were stationed almost directly between two major seats of power in the republic: Dahena, home to the Dahes, and Oarenhale, home to Tract Steward Kayte Oaren in Alosaa. For decades, the Janate-Royes had used their location to their advantage, securing deals and alliances from most families on either side of the Gailarin-Alosaa border. All in all, they were clever, capable, and well-courted by many families in the country. As individuals, they were manageable—usually, anyway, provided Luinn's eldest son stayed away from Lira's family. There was little love there, though Luinn tried to smooth the ruffled feathers that resulted from any run-ins, presumably to keep Lira's father from cutting ties.

Either way, the politics was something she took no interest in. She showed up for the dinners, smiled when the moment called for it, and moved on afterwards, happy to fall into her books and poetry and take comfort from their soulful perspective.

She needed those books right then, if only to build a wall between her and Luinn. He had never been unkind to her, but the you're out of place look was still there, so clearly paired with the let me count the ways your choices are entirely beneath you line of thought. There was also the occasional do your parents know you're here glimmer, too, as though being twenty-five years old and fully capable of making her own decisions counted for nothing. He already had seven children to parent, and she was not one of them, nor was she looking for a father. Even if she were, he was not it, and the one surrogate she'd had—the one she truly loved—was several months dead, leaving a deep enough hole in her heart that she could have hidden in her books for years, swearing off people for good.

But then there was Aeley… a small hope she clung to for fear of drowning in the loss.

Making a face at the grief that pushed its way through, Lira sipped her mead, tempted to down the rest of it in one and pen some kind of blistering verse about the pitfalls of love. It was there; she felt it coming. Another one to add to the pile.

A delighted cry went up as kitchen staff swept into the room, carrying trays with green glass bowls and goblets filled with a bright orange-red drink.

Interrupted by desert. It could be worse.

Lira gave an easy smile as one of the women set down a bowl and goblet in front of her. "Thank you, and thank your cook for me. It's been a lovely meal."

The woman offered a gentle smile in return, her hazel-green eyes quick to shine. "That’s good to hear, and I'll be sure to. Cook's always up for a bit of ego polishing," she said with a wink, flicking her hair back over her shoulder, a tumbling mass of black-brown curls and narrow braids streaked with white.

Haydin chuckled, peering around Vant to Lira, then up to the woman. "That's putting it a bit mildly, isn't it, Arieve?"

Arieve flashed him a brighter smile, one hand on his shoulder as she leaned close to him. "Shh, we're in company. Can't go telling everyone the house secrets," she said, her golden-brown complexion taking on a subdued flush—likely from how hard she seemed to fight laughing. "Have to keep some mystery, right? And you call yourself household steward. Honestly, Haydin."

"Psh. That's only what it says on the contract." Haydin huffed. "It never said I have to inflate anyone's ego, especially one that's practically devouring the kitchen whole."

Arieve kissed the top of his head. "Yeah, she loves you, too, you old sod. Now eat." She set a bowl and goblet before him. "You're only cranky because she refused to let you dive into this earlier. She says she never agreed to cater to your stomach's arrogance and poor timing. She also says if you don't show up for Crowns and Fools later, she'll play you for every coin you've got next time. Apparently you're looking a bit too much like the red-faced Crown, huffy and puffy and bound to sink the castle."

Haydin glared so hard at Arieve, Lira almost choked on her mead. Vant said nothing, too busy chewing between snickers.

"Right. Well—fine," Haydin grumbled, turning to his food. "Carry on."

With another wink at Lira, Arieve moved on from the table, the empty tray by her side as she ushered the other three staff from the room. On her way out, she nearly collided with Mayr on his way in, both of them laughing as he steadied her, said something in her ear, and escorted her into the hallway.

When he returned, the smile on his face kept the earlier tension at bay. Just as Aeley could not hide all of her feelings, Mayr's worry had been palpable, and the look in his eyes still grasped at whatever havoc played in the High Council's message.

"Sorry," Mayr said, sinking into his seat across from Haydin. "Aeley's not feeling very well at the moment." His smile dimmed, apology weighing it down. "Did I miss anything good?" He glanced at his desert. "Ah, I didn't. Fantastic."

As he tucked into his food, Lira picked at hers, only mildly interested in the creamy dollops of lorenut pudding on a savoury minced fruit tart and the biting drink that accompanied it. There was a warm tone at their end of the table, one she rarely felt at home, at least among family; a welcoming camaraderie she could get lost in, much like the friendly rapport among her family's staff—on the good days, anyway.

With a sigh, she faded into the background once more, content to linger as the conversations shifted around her, the familiar language of business filtering through the noise. At the other end of the table, closest to the door, Priestess Kee was engrossed in a conversation with Winiah, who, by the sounds of it, provided the nearby temple with metal wares. Winiah seemed intensely invested in making sure the Temple of the Four was happy with whatever Winiah provided, and Priestess Kee looked pleased with the ongoing discussion, a soft glow at her cheeks and in her dark eyes.

On the other side of them, between their end of the table and Lira's, the magistrates rushed headlong into economic banter, comparing coffers and cursing Nerrik Taldure, Councilman of Commerce and Economy, for every fullpin and acemark he prescribed for taxes. When that seemed almost too small a topic, Dreca tossed the Councilman of Strategy and National Progress into the discussion, lighting the fire of annoyance in the magistrate beside him: Tarne, who had a great many things to say about community strategy and the High Council's nosy interference, particularly where the Bythrane Lolands were concerned. That only inspired Pergill, Tarne's counterpart in the Bythrane Uplands, who sounded truly plagued by whatever the Council was doing about civil affairs and meddling their way into his own plans to handle issues.

Meanwhile, Magistrate Calohe was more interested in roasting the Councilman of Resources and Development over open flame with suet and sweet relish—an assessment all four shared, apparently, where water rights and forestry were concerned. And as excited as Calohe sounded at the prospect, Lira swore his elbow was even worse, occasionally jabbing her in the arm, or nearly so, as his emphatic gestures grew wider, grander.

It was Gavis, though, who had the quietest conversation at the table, yet one Lira recognized without hearing every word. She knew Gavis's business chatter best, having met vem more than once during vir visits to her father. Gavis's shipping company did business with her family, moving their wines and ales across the republic and over the Sese Channel for what she understood was a decent price. Gavis had yet to be cut off from their business, so she supposed that was good news.

Lost in conversation with Vant and Haydin about the legalities of commerce, Gavis played with vir goblet, running vir fingertip rhythmically around the rim to produce a soft ringing tone that cut just under the voices around them. It appeared to be an absentminded habit, as natural as the way Gavis raked vir fingers through vir shoulder-length russet hair, not one bit of the discussion floundering.

Only Mayr was silent, his grey gaze on his empty bowl, but his attention clearly elsewhere. He brushed his lips with one hand as he stewed over something, his other hand stilled around his goblet, arm resting on the table.

When he finally looked up, Lira caught his glance, the profound disquiet in his eyes all too familiar, dragging him into her corner of the world.

Tilting her head to the side, Lira gave him a small smile and gestured with the subtle lift of her hand. "Are you all right?" she mouthed, hoping he caught her meaning.

It took him a moment, but Mayr returned the smile, the offering sad and tired with a hint of surprise. He nodded, gesturing for her to relax as he mouthed, "It's fine. Thanks."

A lie, but a pleasant one at least. Though what did she know? Her involvement in the affairs of a Tract Steward were limited, leaving her privy to a fraction of what they dealt with, and the High Council rarely saw fit to summon Lira for anything. As for the affairs of a Head of the Guard… for better or for worse, she was denied any access to the inner workings of her family's guards. Their Head of the Guard, Bareda, made a concerted effort to avoid Lira for the most part, though his watchful eye usually fell on her when they were in the same room together, and particularly at the few events her parents hosted. All else was dead space in between, with invisible barricades erected all the way around, and the only way through them was to give up everything that mattered.

Even when words failed her, she still had enough courage to fight that.

Though had she been given the choice, if the Goddesses granted her one wish, it would have been to have the kind of strength Aeley did. That ability to fight back, tell everyone to screw themselves to the spiny retribution posts in the Realm of the Dead on their own time, and still live to do it all again another day. Aeley had willingly walked into a den of wolves by accepting the Tract Steward position, only to encounter an entirely new beast along the way—which she promptly dispatched of and had seemingly moved on from, returning to that wolfe den every day since. News of Allon's arrest had found its way through all of Gailarin, the story all but nailed to the sign posts and carts in the village squares. What else was there to say except that Aeley had clearly done the republic a favour, taking her own brother down?

There was more to Aeley, Lira knew that for a fact, but she still admired the effort. It was far more than Lira had achieved, and the Four only knew how much longer it would take before she could leave most of it behind.

But getting to know more about Aeley, that had its merits, and being in Aeley's inner circle… that had its advantages.

"Shall I take you home, then?"

Lira startled, Vant's voice pulling her from the depths. "Hmm?"

"When dinner is finished," Vant said, his lips quirked with amusement. "Did you want me to take you home? Or wherever home is tonight, anyway. I can pick you up in the morning."

Ah, right. Dinner was close to finished, likely to be followed by more banter from the slightly inebriated magistrates, though with their host missing, there was little need for Vant to linger. There was certainly little reason for Lira to stay. Even the conversation had started to fade, their end of the table already quiet.
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