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1 The Bear and the Stranger
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Yolanthe threw back her braid and rifled through her basket. Her blowgun had proven useless, she did not have enough time for hunting. Still, she had blackberries, a chunk of wild honeycomb and a handful of wombsleep grass. It would have to suffice for tomorrow's Short Night, her initiation into adulthood.

While she hurried down, towards the stream at the bottom of the narrow valley, her thoughts drifted to Jael. He would be back from town in the evening. Maybe she'd catch a glimpse of him in Valia's courtyard. Tomorrow... she'd don her one good dress, and "accidentally" bump into him while foraging. She'd ask about Midwater, drinking in his warm brown eyes and the play of light against his golden skin.

Maybe he'd dance with her at the night gatherings. Maybe he'd see her as something more than a war orphan and the village charity case.

Maybe.

She spotted the fresh tracks of a hare on the forest floor, but went on. The sun was still behind the Cloudscraper, so she had just an hour to get back to the manor and start her chores. Lady Maziane's latest whim was tea with some Triskalian nobles. That meant the manor had to be scrubbed from floor to ceiling. The invaders were obsessed with cleanliness. They claimed it was the first step to their cursed Way, as if soap could wash away your crimes. So, every surface was to gleam like their precious mirrors, or they would call Lady Maziane a savage. Why bother? They'd sneer no matter what. To those nasal-voiced puppets, everyone else was a beast in human skin.

At the foot of the triple stump, she stopped dead. Fresh tracks marred the damp earth. The massive paw prints of a she-bear, flanked by the smaller marks of her cubs. Their trail led towards the stream. She spun on her heel. She would have to make a wide detour to avoid the bears, and then, run to avoid being late. She could almost hear Ostap, the butler's voice, lecturing her.

But then, something else caught her eye. Another set of tracks—man’s footprints. Dress shoes with smooth soles and raised heels. They led straight towards the creek, recklessly overlapping with the bear trail.

Yolanthe’s brow furrowed in confusion. Who could be foolish enough to follow a mother bear and her cubs? Some city slicker, clueless about the forest’s dangers. Should she warn him? How? He must have almost reached the beasts and...

A thunderous roar shattered her thoughts. It was followed by shrieks and snapping branches. A blue blur darted between trees about fifty paces away, a lumbering mass of fur and muscle hot on its heels. She dropped into a crouch beneath a bush. The man reached an oak with a low branch. With surprising agility for someone so overdressed, he leapt, grasping the rough bark and hauled himself up.

Oh no, she groaned mentally. Doesn't he know that our bears climb better than squirrels?

As if to prove her point, the beast reared up. Its massive paws slammed against the trunk. It surged upward, eating the distance between hunter and hunted. Yolanthe's hand flew to her blowgun. A single dart wouldn't kill a bear, But the probra juice coating the tip would put it to sleep for a few minutes.... This was how the bear wranglers did it, after all. She brought the blowgun to her lips, aimed at the mass of fur and blew.

The dart seemed to have struck home, but the beast plowed on. Trembling with panic, she fumbled for a second one, when seven feet from the ground, its faltered. A few more inches and its claws raked uselessly at bark. It let go of the trunk and crashed into the ferns.

Yolanthe held her breath until the massive form stilled completely. A true huntress would have rushed to slit its throat with her knife, but she didn't have the heart. Instead, she called out to the stranger: “Get down! We got to be gone before she wakes up!”

She looked up and for the first time had the opportunity to get a good look at the unwary visitor: a young man of about her own age dressed in a bright blue velvet Triskelian kaftan and matching pants. She swore under her breath. No doubt he was part of the retinue of those very important visitors Lady Maziane had been talking about for the past two days. What was he doing here?

Searching her memory, she repeated her sentence in Triskelian. The young man clambered down awkwardly but, instead of running towards her, he walked to the bear.

Shit and blood. she swore. She darted towards him, hissing, “We need to go. She won’t stay asleep for long.”

He turned to face her. His clothes were of the finest velvet, though now torn and stained. The imperial Thornrose, a rose and a blackberry on a coiled, thorny stalk, was embroidered on his shoulders. His light brown hair, streaked with gold, which should have been neatly tied in a topknot, hung in disarray, around a face that was equal parts terrified and awestruck. Behind gold-rimmed spectacles perched askew, his honey brown eyes blinked owlishly at her.

“What... What happened?” he stammered in a voice which had not completely broken into deep adult tones. “Pray tell, what did you do? What did you do to it?” The words tumbled out in the musical, slightly pretentious tones of Triskelian nobility.

And like any Triskelian, he could not seem to stop asking questions.

She fought the urge to grind her teeth. "I hit it with a dart coated in pobra juice," she explained, grabbing his arm and tugging him away. "It's asleep, but not for long. Now, we make ourselves scarce."

For the next ten minutes, Yolanthe and her unlikely companion walked through the dense undergrowth. Her ears strained for any snapping twig and rustling branch announcing the beast's pursuit. After half an hour, when the trees began to thin and the open fields came into view in the distance, she breathed a sigh of relief. The bear wouldn't go that far. She would return to her cubs.

Her strange companion turned towards her. “Thank you for saving my life! By the Holy Way, it was incredible! I had always heard that Erithes knew all sorts of poisons, but I never imagined it could be so... so... spectacular!”

A nobleman, obviously. He had not bothered to introduce himself. Or perhaps he was so shocked he could not remember his name or his manners. Yolanthe pushed a low-hanging branch out of their path, still wondering what had brought this overdressed, underprepared poppinjay into her forest.

"What were you doing out there?" he continued, oblivious to her discomfort. "Poaching?"

She bit back a sharp retort. Typical Triskelian, assuming the worst of the locals. Yet there was no malice in his tone, only genuine curiosity.

“Uh, no, er... my lord. I was uh... picking berries and some herbs...”  She trailed off, mentally kicking herself. She had already made the mistake of speaking to him in his tongue. If she mentioned herbs, he might repeat this to the missionaries, always on the lookout for "unholy practices.”

Unfortunately, at the word "herbs" the young man’s eyes lit up and he turned to her basket. “What herbs? Let's see... I think this is wild oregano, and that is some bear garlic, but the others... Pray, what is this most intriguing specimen?” He pointed at the wombsleep grass.

She decided to play the ignorant girl and conjured her thickest accent. “Ah, me, don’t know it’s name, my lord. We make poultice and soap.”

After all, it was also used for poultices and could perfume soap too.

“My word! The local populace really knows plant lore!” he exclaimed with even more enthusiasm. His eyes darted around the undergrowth. “I have never seen a real forest. Have you ever chanced upon a redbell here? A plant with tall stalks, wide heart-shaped leaves and crimson flowers, like bells?”

Maybe it was the shock which made him talk that way, and loud enough to be heard across the whole valley. “Um, there is something like that... my Lord. We call it the dog’s ear and it’s for belly ache in horses. You ask elders.”

“Fabulous! This forest teems with flora I have only glimpsed in books or as dried specimens—” He stopped, his expression suddenly shifting to dismay. “Drat! I lost my botany book!” he ran a hand through his already dishevelled hair. "Um... I don't suppose we can return to search for it?" The hopeful look in his eyes was almost comical.

Yolanthe found herself caught between exasperation and an odd sort of fondness for this strange, earnest Triskelian boy. “Absolutely out of question.” she said firmly. “You want speak to bear again?'"

A sheepish grin spread across his face, and she nearly smiled in return. "I suppose you are quite right," he conceded. "It is just... well, it was a gift from my tutor. He shall be terribly disappointed."

She sighed, surprised by the unexpected pang of sympathy poking in her heart. "Look, once safe, I could... maybe look for it. No promises."

He answered with a brilliant smile. They rounded a thicket. The edge of the forest was visible behind the oaks. Then, the lordling went on again: “You know a bit about the plants.”

“Oh, no. Me know just what my aunt say.”

“And you even speak Triskelian. I thought nobody did in these parts.”

This time, Yolanthe bit her tongue. Her skin was a shade darker than the average Erithe and her eyes slightly more elongated, but not that much. Many Erithes got Triskelian blood anyway through the centuries. No, nobody could suspect anything. The truth was so enormous...

“My ma lived in Samarzal when I small.”

“By the Way! What was she doing so far from home?”

“Me think she work at herbalist.”

“Ah yes, a most admirable profession.” A dreamy look crossed his face. “Maybe I might find myself pursuing such a vocation one day. I am going to study botany at the end of the summer. My dear mother, bless her heart, is quite distraught to be away from the Court, but me, I can spend a whole day with trees as sole company and not be bored. Far from people’s squabbles.”

Me too. she thought. She would not have thought she would agree one day with a Triskelian. But she gave a prosaic reply: “Forest is dangerous.”

“You tell me! Before stumbling on this bear, I nearly got lost. I was just finding my bearings when it ran at me. I thought they do not eat people?”

“They do not. But you follow it and it think you want take it’s cubs. There were plenty bear prints on the ground. Nobody walk on fresh bear prints.”

“Well, I am a hopeless town flower. Would you mind showing me the forest some day?”

“Me working, my lord. Ask elders.”

“I already asked and none of them speak Triskelian.” he grumbled.

Both Karesh and Otis did, on account of having worked in Samarzal in their youth, but no need to mention it.

“Surely you must have some moments of leisure, once in a while?” The lordling pressed. “I will give you fifty asprons for your troubles.”

Fifty asprons? Six months of her salary. That was not to be spat at. Yolanthe knew she was reasonably pretty, but no boy in the village would marry a girl without any money to her name. After two years in the service of Lady Maziane, she managed to save as much. Her aunt was incredibly stingy.

“Early morning, my Lord.”

“Good. What about tomorrow morning?”

“Two days after, my lord.”

“Fine, two days after tomorrow, then.”

Well, she would be not be hungover by the ceremony. She would still have to wake up early, but that was what being adult was all about, used to say aunt Casilda.

Soon, the forest opened onto a glade. The grass swayed in the morning breeze, a sea of green and gold dotted with wildflowers. The scent of sweet clover replaced the damp, earthy aroma of the woods.

To their left, rose the sheer rock face of the Sky Pillar. A few stunted trees clung stubbornly to its crevices. Three men’s heights above the ground, drowning in creeping vines, poked the sculpted heads of animals: bear, deer, doe, goat, ibex, wolf, eagle... as if a crowd of beast was emerging from the mountain itself.

Above the stone menagerie, yawned a mouth of darkness. The sacred cave, the cave of dreams, which the ancients called Nor's Womb. Before initiation, girls would spend the night there, breathing the sacred herbs and awaiting the dream that would guide them on their life journey. Every new year, a new fire was lit inside, and its embers used to rekindle all the village fires, while its ashes were spread over the fields to make them fertile. Yolanthe’s family, the Cinderfire, had been entrusted with this sacred task for generations. But the Triskelians had come with guns and cannons and told them to pray the Way.

The boy’s voice snapped her out of her reverie. "A sacred cave!" he exclaimed, his eyes wide with wonder. "I thought they were all walled up?"

She tensed, suddenly remembering who she was with. "Hmm..." she said cautiously, "That one hard to reach, so nobody block the entrance. They just take away the stairs..." She trailed off, hoping he would not press further.

But the lordling was relentless in his curiosity. "Is it true that you used to call it Nor's Womb?"

Her jaw clenched. "That's right."

"And pray tell," he continued, oblivious to the shifting in her mood, "did it not strike you as peculiar that every village had one? Each asserting that all of creation's beasts emerged from their particular cavern rather than that of their neighbors?"

She should have left him with the bear. She forced a neutral expression and offered, "Maybe they thought Goddess had many wombs? Or one womb with many gates?"

The young man's face lit up with genuine interest. "Fascinating! And you speak Triskelian without a hint of an accent, but poor grammar! I never thought..."

Panic flared in her chest. She had let her guard down. "I... Um..." she stammered, her mind racing for an excuse. "Excuse me, I be late..."

She was about to flee, but was stopped by a shout coming from the other side of the glade.

“Your Highness! I've been searching for you everywhere!”

The young man winced. "Oh, blast it all," he muttered, his refined speech slipping for a moment. "That'll be my tutor. He's going to be in quite a state when he sees me."

A middle-aged Triskelian man with a neat topknot and a shocked expression was making his way through the tall grass. Despite herself, Yolanthe felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

Her companion sagged. “I am fine, Master Mizzen.” he said in an almost placating tone. “I just went for a little walk...”

“Without an escort? My Prince, this is madness! Think of the rebels!”

Prince? Yolanthe froze. Your Highness? This clumsy, overly curious boy was of imperial blood? She felt a cold dread settling in her stomach. How much had she revealed? How much danger was she in?

“I am fine! I—"

“And your clothes! What has happened?” A smaller, wiry man with spectacles perched on his nose appeared behind Mizzen, his hands waving in dismay.

The young man straightened, trying to regain some composure. “I was nearly eaten by a bear, but —”

“A bear? By the Seven Hells! When Princess Rossamund...”

Taking advantage of the distraction, Yolanthe retreated under the cover of the trees. The three men continued arguing without paying her any attention. She skirted around them behind bushes and thickets, catching fragments of the heated discussion:

"—completely irresponsible—"

"—could have been killed—"

"—just wanted to see the local flora—"

A twig snapped beneath her foot, and she froze. But the men were too engrossed in their argument to notice. She let out a breath and continued her escape. Once out of sight, she straightened up and broke into a run. She was seriously late, now. She would have to come up with some explanation that did not involve bears or the imperial family. Ostap would never believe her.

The narrow path that wound past the glade and through the fields became a blur beneath her feet. The sun was starting to beat down. Soon, the meadow before the manor came into view. Goats and sheep grazed lazily. Geese waddled about near the pond, while pigs rooted in the soft earth. A group of children in tattered clothes watched over the animals, while making crowns of flowers. Yolanthe waved to them, not daring to slow her pace.
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2 The Investigator
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As she burst into the cobbled courtyard, she spotted the dark carriage parked on the side, with its magnificent bay horses. Its doors were painted with the imperial Thornrose, crowned by a vigilant eye. The sight of it made her stomach clench with fear.

The coachman lounged against the vehicle, alternating between bored yawns and leering at Ella, the other maid. Nearby, six Royal Thorns, the amazons of the Imperial Guard, stood stoically in their green uniforms. A few village children stared at them with frank curiosity, while the adults cast sidelong glances. Even Hawa, the cook, was peering through the kitchen windows, with her pipe between her teeth. It wasn't every day you saw an Investigator in a village deep in a lost Erithe valley.

For a heart-stopping moment, panic flooded Yolanthe. Had they come for her? Had someone recognized her? No, impossible. In ten years, she had changed too much. Her own aunt did not realise who she was when she turned up at the manor asking for work. Knowing the woman, that was for the best. Still, why was the man here?

Taking a deep breath to steady her nerves, she crossed the courtyard and slipped into the kitchen.

Once inside the vast, half-buried room, she put the basket away near the entrance, where the ancestral altar once stood. A delicious smell of baking dough was filling the air. Gothar, and Hab, the footmen, made a face at her while pouring a bucket of water into the filtration urn, while Hawa had left the window to fill the samovar with embers and Ostap, the butler, was doing his accounts on a corner of the large table.

"You're late!" he exclaimed as soon as he saw Yolanthe. He peered at her over his spectacles, his bushy eyebrows creased in a mighty frown. "Ella had to empty the chamber pots for you! What were you up to? Rolling in the grass with some lad?"

"There was a Triskelian in the woods," she blurted out, still slightly breathless. "A bear was after him..."

His eyebrows shot up to his receding hairline. "You expect me to believe that?"

Before Yolanthe could respond, a new figure appeared in the doorway – Mizzen, the man who had called out to the young stranger "Prince" in the woods. Her heart skipped a beat, and she quickly turned away, busying herself with arranging pans. But the man paid her no attention.

“Whoa! You have liquor?” he asked in rough Erithe. “My prince attacked by your bear. He need restorative.”

There was a stunned silence. Hawa was the first to come to her senses and rushed to the liquor cabinet. She grabbed the bottle of fairy kiss, and poured a measure into a tumbler barely larger than a thimble.

The man snorted nervously. “Holy Way, that for girl! My prince, big lad!”

The woman’s thin lips twitched in what might have been amusement or annoyance. Without a word, she filled a larger glass to the brim. Yolanthe bit back a smile, suspecting the generous pour wasn't entirely intended for the prince.

The man sniffed the potent liquor, turned on his heel, and disappeared up the stairs, muttering, "A bear! My prince attacked by a bear! Mad, wild country!"

If you don't like it, you’re welcome to leave. Yolanthe thought.

The kitchen fell silent, the only sound being the soft sizzle of embers in the samovar. Hawa quietly closed the cupboard, tucked a loose strand of greying hair into her bun and went to stir a pot standing on the earthen oven.

“No ‘hello’, no ‘thank you’, no ‘fuck you’, nothing! That a Triskelian for you. So, what was it about the bear?" Ostap finally said.

Yolanthe shrugged. “Well, I went foraging. I was on my way home when I came across some fancy Triskelian boy being chased by a mother bear with cubs. Apparently, he'd never set foot in a forest and hadn't seen the tracks. He climbed a tree, and so did the bear, of course. So, I took out my blowgun and blew a dart at it. That knocked it off and we ran away.”

The already round eyes of Gothar and Hab widened further. Ostap dropped his quill, leaving an inky blot on his pristine accounts. Hawa burst out laughing, a jarring sound like glass scraping against stone. "Taking on a bear with a blowgun!" she cackled, slapping her thigh. "Girl, you’ve got more guts than brains! In the good old days, you’d have made a right fine Thorn!"

“You should have left this sweetheart to his fate," Ostap finally said between two chuckles. One day, he might be emperor of Triskelian.”

“Huh?”

He nodded, becoming serious again. “Yeah, the guy who came is one of his tutors. He and his mother, er... Princess Rossamund arrived at Castlered yesterday, the gamekeeper told me. They have a whole retinue and even that Investigator in tow. Right now, he’s in the parlour with Lady Maziane. She has ordered tea and cakes.”

“Is that why she wants us to clean up the manor?” Yolanthe asked.

“That's right.”

Gotar, still wide-eyed, piped up. “But what are they doing here?"

The butler’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. "In exile, it seems. They displeased the emperor."

"And the lad is still going to succeed him?" Hab asked.

“It’s not like his Imperial Majesty has much choice," growled Ostap. He lowered his voice even more. “His eldest nephew is dead. Poisoned, they say. Another ran off to Meral. He has only two left. He's wary of Asmand. So, he must have named Imran because he's as dangerous as a butterfly. Always with his nose in a book, they say. I wonder if he'll ever get his butt on the throne.”

“Not our problem.” mumbled Yolanthe.

His face creased. “I hope so. Since they invaded us, Triskelian problems have a way to become our own.”

"In any case," Gothar chimed in, his voice dropping to a whisper too, "Lady Maziane is going out of her way to curry their favor. I am to bring that princess a bottle of liqueur."

Hab, who had been silent until then, growled from his corner. "After all the Cinderfire have done for these cursed imperials, the princess should be sending liquor."

"Hush!" Ostap’s eyes darted nervously to the doorway. "There are Thorns outside! Nalit knows what they're doing here!"

As if on cue, the samovar let out a piercing whistle, startling them all. Hawa bustled over, and filled a delicate blue porcelain teapot with steaming water. Then, she opened the oven, and the smell of freshly baked biscuits wafted through the kitchen.

"I reckon she has to do something for Yr... young Lady Yrilée," she mused, arranging the teapot, cake, and three matching cups on a tray. "After all, we live by Triskelian laws and customs now. Their women don't earn money. They marry a man who can, preferably one with more gold than sense. Maybe Lady Maziane's hoping there are suitable lads trailing after the young prince."

"A Triskelian boy!" Gothar exclaimed, his voice full of disdain.

Ostap sighed. "Erithes families were full of Triskelians if you go back a few generations."

"That was then," said Hawa, shaking her head. "Now, a Triskelian would rather shag a dog than marry into an Erithe family. She'd have better luck finding a fiancé down in the valley.”

"It won't work," Yolanthe found herself saying, surprised with the bitterness in her voice.

Hawa looked up from the tray. "Why?"

Gothar let out a harsh laugh. "You have been here only for a month, Mistress Hawa. Everyone knows that Lady Yrilée is not the sharpest knife in the kitchen. What's more, Lady Maziane wants to bag her a son of nobility."

“Nobility!” Hab spat. “Before the Triskelians offered us their "protection" with cannon fire, there was no such thing as Erith nobility. Just families richer than others! Now, they own us like cows!” He pointed at Yolanthe. “Look: Yolanthe is the spitting image of Yrilée. Just change the hair color, add a few freckles and nobody will tell them apart!”

A chill ran down Yolanthe's spine as Hawa gave her an appraising look. "That's right," the cook murmured, her eyes locked on her face.

Feeling suddenly exposed, she grabbed the tea tray. The delicate china rattled slightly in her trembling hands. "I'll take over from Ella," she announced, her voice unnaturally high. "She must be tired of doing my job for me!"

Ostap sighed again. “So, you'll tell us what this Investigator looks like. An imperial dog and a crown prince. That's a lot of Triskelians for our small village! It doesn't look good.”

Yolanthe crossed the kitchen door and headed for the service stairs. Hab had been dangerously close to the truth. Perhaps she should not have come back to her mother's village. But where else could she go? These people were still her family. Decimated, divided, but her family. Her clan. Her people.

With a sigh, she started up the steep, worn steps. She stopped behind the door and put her ear to the lock.

Maziane's voice drifted through the wood, her Triskelian carefully enunciated with the pompous yet cautious tone she used with distinguished guests. Yolanthe could not really blame her. An Investigator had to be handled with utmost caution.

“... It is a most great honor to welcome the imperial family here. I daresay it shall be the talk of the valley for months, nay, years to come. Tell me, do you have the honor of being acquainted with Her Royal Highness and her son, Investigator Baris?"

Yolanthe's fingers tightened imperceptibly on the tray as she waited for the response.

“"I'm afraid I do not enjoy the privilege of accessing the imperial palace," the Investigator replied. However, one of my cousins is moving in such exalted circles.”

“Do Their Highnesses enjoy specific activities in the countryside? We can organise hunts and visits to pleces of interest...”

“According to my cousin, Princess Rossamund dous not like the countryside. As for the young prince, he is a rather... shall we say reserved young man with a passion for science.”

His voice was nasal, but his intonation imitated that of the highest Triskelian nobility rather than endorsing it naturally, like the boy in the forest.

“That eases your safety concerns, I suppose,” commented Maziane.

“Naturally. I must say that hum.... I was afraid that like many young gentlemen from the capital, he might be rather eager to get acquainted with the local peasant girls. So, I hid a few of my men in the countryside.”

That was good to know.

“Prudence is a noble virtue.” continued her aunt pompously.

“That is my motto. But pray tell, Lady Maziane, are you not you afraid of those rebels?”

There was a slight pause before she replied: “Why would they direct their anger towards us? We are but humble folk of no great consequence..."

“You were Jarra Cirderfire's sister. Do they not consider you a traitor?”

Maziane's laugh sounded brittle, like ice cracking. “Half of Erith's families had a member in... um... late Thadros’ troops.”

That was why, deep down, Triskelians were still afraid of Erithes. They were formidable warriors.

Yolanthe decided she could not keep her mistress waiting any longer. She knocked softly on the door. At the muffled permission, she entered, keeping her eyes lowered and her movements unobtrusive. No one looked up. Servants were supposed to be deaf and invisible, and above all unable to understand a language as refined as Triskelian.

The small parlor was a tableau of carefully constructed normalcy. Her aunt, Yrilée, and the investigator were seated under the portrait of the Rose Emperor Huascar, bathed in the morning light. Right above the portrait, was the Cinderfire family crest: a flame rising from the ashes.

The investigator had the sharp features of a bird of prey and the long eyes of a northern Triskelian. A ray of sunlight glinted off his balding head of jet-black hair. Yrilée was sitting bolt upright, staring at her embroidery work, as Triskelian girls of good family were wont to do. As for Maziane, she was fidgeting the edge of her shawl with her plump fingers, hardly concealing her relief at the distraction of the Yolanthe’s arrival.

She put the tray on the table, then stepped back with a deep curtsy, making her rough skirt whisper against the polished floor.

Maziane gestured to her daughter, who proceeded to serve the tea. Yrilée lifted the delicate porcelain teapot with unsteady hands and started pouring, her natural clumsiness amplified by fear. As the investigator took his cup, Maziane's voice rose in a deliberately casual tone. “Will you be attending His Highness’ coming-of-age celebrations?"

Yolanthe had reached the door. She went out, closing it discreetly, like a stylish maid, and stopped right behind it. The Investigator's voice, muffled but still discernible, slithered through the wood like a venomous snake. “Unfortunately, I doubt I will be able to complete my mission so early.”

“I thought you were here to protect His Highness?”

“Not only. Ever since the foiling of the plot hatched by these Free Rose revolutionaries, Samarzal has been buzzing with rumors, each more fancy than the last. When they exceed a certain level of noise, my superiors are compelled to take action. The latest whisper claims that your sister, Jarra Cinderfire, is alive."

Yolanthe's breath caught in her throat, a sudden rush of blood pounding in her head. She turned and pressed her ear to the door, desperate not to miss a single word.

Maziane's nervous laugh rang false, even though the wood. “She is dead! There is a rumor like that every, um... two or three years: someone saw Jarra, or the ghost of the late Emperor Thadros, or Prince Cyres had escaped from his tower...”

“Unfortunately, the first possibility cannot be entirely discounted, Lady Maziane.” the Investigator’s voice took on a steely edge. “If there is one woman cunning enough to have escaped and hide within the Empire, it would be the spy-mistress of Thadros himself! Her body was never found.”

"No more than those of scores of unfortunate souls consumed by that dreadful conflagration! Jarra, alive fter all these years? This is utterly preposterous!”

The man's voice dropped lower, more insidious, like a serpent coiling before a strike. “No doubt, but these rumors are spread by the enemies of the Crown. Some go so far as to claim that she had had a daughter who is now fomenting a rebellion, here, among her countrymen. Did your sister leave any children?”

For a heartbeat, Yolanthe forgot to breathe. The floor beneath her feet felt suddenly unstable. Was this a bluff, a fishing expedition, like many Investigators did? Or did he know something?

Maziane's voice took on an indignant tone, but she could still hear the undercurrent of fear beneath it. “As a Thorn, Jarra was sworn to celibacy! She could certainly not have children!”

Liar.

“Come now, many of them did,” pressed the Investigator. “Morals were disgracefully relaxed during Thadros’ reign...”

“In that case, she would not have deigned to confide in me. Our relationship was... most strained, to put it delicately.”

Liar.

“I suppose if there were any truth to these rumors, it would change the distribution of your family estate.” The man went on casually. “Jarra’s child could claim this... manor as her inheritance.”

“Not at all. Such offspring would be illegitimate.”

Liar.

"Well, I shall have to uncover the source of these most troubling rumors," the man's silky voice oozed through the wood, dripping with barely concealed menace. There was a pregnant pause before he continued, his tone shifting to one of feigned casualness. "Um... I just remembered... While I was preparing my investigation, I chanced upon your tax statement. It appears you are somewhat... in arrears."

Yolanthe's stomach clenched. Everyone knew the precarious finances of the Cinderfire estate.

The Investigator's voice lowered, becoming almost intimate. "Any pertinent information you could provide during an investigation of this kind could lead to a certain... leniency."

Maziane's response came after a moment of hesitation. "I'll think about it... Um..." She paused, and Yolanthe could almost picture her aunt's falsely serene face. "I must confess, I find myself most troubled by what you said regarding my sister. Could she really have sunk so low? I shall make a few enquiries among a few old servants, but alas, I cannot promise anything." She paused again. “If I cannot pay my taxes, I shall sell a hundred serfs to the Mining Authority.”

Sell a hundred people! Half the village! People born free like her and reduced to cattle by those cursed Triskelians! Some in the village, she was sure, were their relatives. Tsomi, the village elder, her mother and her aunt shared the same great grandfather. How could Maziane Cinderfire do such a thing!

Jarra Cinderfire and her aunt Casilda, two girls in search of adventure and money, went to seek their fortune in Samarzal, the glittering capital of Triskelian. At the time, relations between the two countries had been cordial. Erith protected the empire from the turbulent nomads of the plains. They were famous for their skills at throwing anything from a spear to a rotten pumpkin and even the women had no trouble enlisting in the musketeers or gunners, in spite of the Triskelian squeamishness with anything female.  

The two girls had an unusual streak of luck and had been recruited among the Imperial Thorns. They had many adventures and, now Yolanthe suspected, many affairs. Who could give orders to a Cinderfire and her womb? But at the Battle of Jaza, Casilda had been wounded and discharged. With her modest pension, she opened a herbalist's shop on the outskirts of Samarzal, eventually becoming quite prosperous. Jarra, on the other hand, enjoyed a brilliant career, rising through the ranks to eventually become the Shadow Marshall, the head of the Imperial Cipher. When she gave birth to Yolanthe in secret, she entrusting her to Casilda's care. She would come to visit her in secret between her duties.

Yolanthe had just turned six when Emperor Thadros was overthrown by his scheming cousin Huascar. Jarra Cinderfire had commanded the last square of loyalists entrenched in the Tower of Noon, and eventually perished in the fire that consumed the palace.

In the ensuing chaos, Casilda had returned to their ancestral village, presenting Yolanthe as her own daughter. She had succumbed to pneumonia two years prior, leaving Yolanthe truly alone. Left on her own, Yolanthe had taken a job as a maid at the manor. Maziane passed her niece several times a day, completely unaware of who she was. The woman had converted to the Way and loudly proclaimed her support for the usurper.

The Investigator's voice cut through her memories. "...Pray tell, Lady Maziane, have you had any newcomers to the village recently?"

"Not at all."

"New peddlers, merchants, or travelling minstrels?"

"Absolutely not." There was a pause, and then, "Um... now that you mention it, there is Hawa, our new cook. But she is a cousin of my butler and she has produced most satisfactory references. She previously worked on a ship..."

"Is that so? May I see these references?"

"Certainly." The sound of steps, then a drawer being opened reached Yolanthe's ears. "Here they are."

There were a few moments of silence, broken only by the rustle of paper.

"Indeed, they are perfectly in order," the Investigator finally replied. "If you hear anything unusual, I would like you to let me know immediately, Lady Maziane. As I said, your diligence will be rewarded."

Yolanthe listened for a few more minutes, pressing her ear tightly against the door. But the conversation inside the study drifted to more mundane topics. With a mixture of relief and disappointment, she silently retreated down the narrow staircase.

The rumors of her mother's resurrection weren't new – they'd surfaced periodically over the years like persistent weeds. In the beginning, each whisper had ignited a wild, desperate hope in her heart. She imagined tearful reunions, with Jarra coming to take her away to a wonderful and safe place.

But time had worn away that hope, leaving behind a dull ache and a bitter taste of reality. If Jarra Cinderfire truly lived, wouldn't she have come for her daughter? Wouldn't she have found a way, no matter the danger? No, these rumors were likely just a pretext, a clever ruse to justify the Investigator's probing questions. But how did he learn of her existence?

In addition, Maziane was going to sell half the village into the nightmarish depths of the coal mines. What could she possibly do? To speak out would mean revealing her fluency in Triskelian, a dangerous secret that would soon reach the Investigator's ears. Even if she found the courage to expose the truth, what then? A hundred people, most of whom had never ventured beyond the boundaries of their small world, couldn't simply vanish into thin air.

She felt young and helpless and out of her depth. She needed to speak to someone, but to whom? Aunt Casilda was gone. The villagers and the other servants were nice, but how far would their niceness go?

And to tell, she was looking forward to become an adult...

As she reached the bottom of the stairs, a memory stirred – the cave. Aunt Casilda would sometimes take her to the hidden altar inside to pray for advice for difficult questions. In another life, one untouched by war and loss, Yolanthe would have spent a night there on the night before her initiation. The thought crystallized, taking hold. Why not? Wouldn’t her mother and Aunt Casilda answer if she called to them? She could go tonight, after the initiation. No one went there anymore. She would go, pray, and perhaps... perhaps the women’s spirits would answer.

Decision made, she steeled herself and pushed the heavy kitchen door. The rich, savory aroma of roasting meat enveloped her, taking away some of the tension coiled within her chest. Hawa stood at the worn wooden table, chopping vegetables.

Ostap's quill paused mid-scratch as he looked up from his ledger. "So, what's this investigator like?"

Hawa snorted, her knife coming down with a bit more force than necessary on an unfortunate onion.

Yolanthe shrugged nervously. "A pretentious scumbag, as usual..."

The cook set her knife down, lifting her head to face her. "We suspected as much. But why is he here?"

She felt a knot form in her stomach. "I don't know, they spoke in Triskelian."
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