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Princess Galessel cooed at the elfling in her arms. Her newborn niece had a tuft of dark hair on top of her head and lavender eyes, taking after her mother, Miniel. She had her father’s dark tawny skin. The child grabbed playfully for Galessel’s black braid but thankfully missed. “I will miss you, little one,” she whispered.

The brightly decorated nursery was quiet and peaceful. Galessel soaked in the feeling, letting the high notes of the wind chime hanging above the crib soothe her nerves. She was alone with her niece, but the nursemaid was just outside the door, probably flirting with her guards, Erindor and Lanion, who followed her everywhere.  Little Talindra was the only one in the castle who didn’t avert her eyes when Galessel wore her hair up, exposing her mutilated ear tips. Even though the story of the attack that had rendered them so was common knowledge throughout the palace, people tended to avoid her. An elf without ear tips was sikevra—an outcast. At least until the Fallana Sian could be performed.

The forgiveness ceremony had been postponed indefinitely because of the actions of the Svellvega, a rogue race of elves who had been terrorizing the fae of the Hidden Lands for hundreds of years. Their vicious attack on the Intrepid, the airship bringing Galessel home after a disastrous meeting with Ashelon's Queen Victoria, had left Galessel mutilated. It was an act of war. Her parents had been preparing to move against the Svellvega for several months now, and after a second airship carrying dignitaries to witness the Fallana Sian had been destroyed, they deemed it unsafe to hold the ceremony until the Svellvega could be driven back to their ice-locked isle.

But none of that mattered right now. She and her best friend, Clove, had been making plans to return to Arturia, the capital of Ashelon. Their goals: to help the fae there and figure out exactly what was happening to the aid shipments that were going missing. She and Clove’s initial attempt to return had been foiled by her ever-present guards, but in the intervening months, she and Clove had come up with a plan to get past them. And to get back to Arturia.

“Hello, Granddaughter.”

Startled, Galessel let out a small squeak, causing baby Talindra to giggle. Galessel hadn’t heard anyone come in; she’d been so focused on her own thoughts. She turned and gave her grandmother, Analinde, a short bow, holding the elfling close to her chest. “Grandmother, it’s good to see you.”

Her grandmother tsk’d at her and held out her arms for a hug. Galessel set Talindra back in her white oak crib and obliged happily. The Queen Mother was elderly, but her grey hair was the only sign of her nearly three hundred years. Her amethyst eyes still sparkled with mischief, and work with her own variety of coffee plant kept her fingers deft.

“Planning on going somewhere?” Analinde asked.

So she had been eavesdropping. Galessel couldn’t use her silver tongue to convince her grandmother she’d misheard her—her gift didn’t work on elves, and besides, she shared the gift with her grandmother. They were both immune to its effects. She had to rely on her wits to get out of this.

“No, just back to my rooms.” She tickled the elfling, making Talindra giggle again. “She’s just so cute. It’s like the light dims a little when she’s not in the room.”

Analinde smiled, maybe too knowingly. “I used to think that about you, when you were little.” She moved up beside Galessel to peer down at her great-granddaughter. “She’s going to have the gift, too,” she said, her voice soft.

“How do you know?”

“Her eyes. If you look closely, you can see little flecks of silver in them. Just like in yours. Just like in mine.”

Galessel stared at her grandmother’s eyes. It took her a moment, but she could pick out just a few thin slivers of silver. “Is it the silver that shines when we use our gift? Why has no one mentioned it before?”

Analinde refocused her attention on the elfling, who was cooing and playing with her own toes. “You know how controversial our gift is. It’s been used for ill more often than good. If physical signs of its existence were known, those with it would have been exterminated long ago. You and I would not be here.” She paused for a moment, letting Talindra grab her finger. “We were lucky for a time. Glamour could hide the silver in our eyes. But that is no more. You must be careful, Galessel. Keep your secrets close. Your silver tongue is known, but the markers in our eyes must never be.”

Galessel nodded, sifting through her memories of Lord Davorin. She never got close enough to see his one good eye. It didn’t matter. He probably had the gift too. Why else would Queen Victoria ally herself with the Svellvega? But that was a problem for another day. Soon. Galessel kissed her grandmother on the cheek and tickled Talindra’s toes one last time. “I love you, Grandmother. I should go.”

Her grandmother nodded absentmindedly, her focus on tickling Talindra’s belly. “Mind what I said child. And I love you, too.”

Galessel was halfway through the door when her grandmother said, “Oh, I have something for you. Come by the greenhouse tomorrow.”

“I will,” Galessel lied, closing the nursery door behind her.
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Galessel carefully folded a green silk shirt, placing it in her pack. She was packing light: only a change of clothes, some jewels common enough to be nearly worthless in the Hidden Lands, but which Clove claimed were incredibly valuable in Arturia, and some traveling cakes. They would purchase or borrow anything else they might need from the family townhouse in Arturia.

She slipped a small dagger into her boot. After the Svellvega attack, she vowed she would never be defenseless again. Clove had been showing her how to use it, and although she knew she needed more time to practice, it helped her feel less afraid. She had also set long, thin daggers into the sides of her corset, and a pocket at the small of her back held a small firearm. Clove had gifted her the corset only a few days ago. It wasn’t as restrictive as the ones she wore on her last visit to Ashelon and was actually quite comfortable. She had no doubt the faun would be wearing something similar when they met up.

Galessel tucked the extra bullets for her gun into the pack and tied it closed. She looked around her room. It might be a long time before she came back. There was a time when she would have checked to make sure all of her earrings were hanging properly before leaving her room, but no longer. There wasn’t much left of her ears to pierce, and they were still too tender. It wouldn’t matter anyway in Arturia. No one there used earrings to denote status. Not like here, where every ring and its placement had its own meaning. Once, strangers would have known her for a princess and ambassador, the third in line for the throne, and more, just by looking at her ears. Now, because of their mutilation, they’d stone her for being sikevra.

She ran her hand over her favorite shawl and thought about tucking it in her pack. Sighing, she left it draped over the back of her reading chair, grabbing instead her wool cloak from its peg by the door. She draped the cloak around her shoulders and dialed down the sunstone lamp in her room. To the guards keeping watch just outside her private garden, it would look like she had just turned in after reading late, yet again. She settled down on her bed to wait. She would slip out during the changing of the guard just after midnight.
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Galessel snuck down the hall, careful to stay in the shadows. Only a few weeks before, her parents had reluctantly agreed to remove the guards from outside her room. No spy had been uncovered within the palace, and the constant presence of men outside her room had been grating on her nerves. Her parents refused to acknowledge the ones who kept watch outside her private garden, or those that followed her from afar when she left her rooms, but they weren’t often hard to spot. Those didn’t bother her nearly as much and weren’t as critical in stopping her escape plans.

She slipped through a servant’s door and out into the back garden where she met up with Clove, who was waiting for her by the central fountain. “Good evening, Princess,” Clove winked at her, giving her a mocking bow. 

Galessel laughed, happy for her friend’s antics. Laughter helped take the edge off. She gave Clove a hug. The faun wore brown trousers tied just above her prosthetic ankles and a leather corset much like her own over a light lemon blouse. Galessel felt almost sad at seeing her normally colorful friend dressed so drably, and to know the reason for it.

 They waited in the shadows near the fountain until the first patrol of the new watch passed by. After a count of twenty they checked their surroundings before heading toward a giant oak near the west palace wall. Clove bent down, reaching into the hollow under the crook of a large root and pulled out two canvas bags.

As Galessel loaded her pack with the supplies and extra clothes they’d spent a month secreting away, she felt a little giddy. After months of sitting around doing nothing, the excitement for this new endeavor outweighed the fear of getting caught. 

“So, you’re really going to go through with it?”

Galessel jumped up, her pack clutched to her chest. Her heart fluttered like the wings of a pixie. A glance at Clove showed the faun in a defensive crouch, a crossbow pointed at the former queen of the Anisbarii. Galessel’s grandmother must have snuck up on them under the cover of the rumbling airship engines passing overhead. Galessel had to admit that dressed in a dark cloak, with her silver hair tied back, her grandmother blended into the nighttime garden better than they did. She’d probably been following them this whole time.

“Grandmother, I—”

“I’ve been watching you, Granddaughter.” Her grandmother’s violet eyes sparkled. 

Galessel’s heart sank. She’d never be able to leave the palace now. Her mother would have a guard with her no matter where she went. She hunched her shoulders and moved to head back to the garden path. A wrinkled hand on her arm stopped her.

“Now where do you think you’re going?” Queen Annalinde led her deeper into the shadows and beckoned Clove to join them. “I know your heart. You always did have a bigger place in it for those with less than did any of your sisters or your mother. It is one of the things that has made you such a potent advocate for the peoples of the Hidden Lands.”

Galessel opened her mouth to plead her case, but her grandmother held up a single bejeweled finger, and her words died on her tongue.

“Let me finish, Galessel.” She giggled. “You always were the most impertinent of my grandchildren, too.” Annalinde paused, meeting Clove’s eyes for a moment before nodding and continuing. “Your mother was right to close our borders after the Great Unveiling. But she was wrong to leave our people without strong lifelines back to the Hidden Lands. Would that I had held onto the crown for a hundred years more. But who was I to know the new god of chaos would hurl a giant ball of snow at the world and change things forever?” She sighed, some of the mirth leaving her eyes. “Your parents are doing the best they can, given the circumstances, so don’t begrudge them that. Your job, your duty now, will be infinitely harder than theirs, I’m afraid.”

Galessel found herself relaxing just a little. Was her grandmother here to send her off? It seemed too good to be true. Her grandmother reached into a pocket of her cloak and withdrew a small, black lily and held it out to her. As it passed through a beam of moonlight, it flashed, and Galessel realized it was made of crystal.

“Take this with you, as a token of my love and protection, and as a reminder of why you do this. All life is precious and worth fighting for.”

Galessel’s throat tightened and her eyes filled with tears. She took the lily from her grandmother and briefly cradled it in her hands, admiring the perfection of its petals. To turn a flower to crystal was a rare gift among elves. She’d never known her grandmother possessed it. Slipping the flower into her pocket, she hugged her grandmother, unable to speak.

“There now child, don’t cry. You will not be gone forever. Those that matter know you are not banished.” Annalinde stepped away from Galessel, keeping a finger underneath her chin. “Use your new status to your advantage, Granddaughter. Much can be gained by being on the same level as those you wish to help.” She let her finger drop from Galessel’s chin and turned to regard Clove once again. “And as for you Clove, I charge you with keeping Galessel safe and teaching her what she’ll need to know.” She reached once again into her cloak, this time withdrawing a small roll of parchment with her personal seal: a rearing unicorn with a sprig of coffee berries in its teeth. “You’re not the only one with secrets, my dear faun. I, too, have connections in Ashelon. Use this if things should get dire.”

Clove took the scroll with as much reverence as Galessel had the flower, tucking it carefully in her pack. “Thank you, Your Highness. I promise to aid Galey in any way I can.”
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