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FRAGILE is the origin story of a character who grew from a bit part in book #1 of THEFIVE KINGDOMS series, to a major player by book #3. 

It is a stand-alone story, but also an ideal entry point into the main series.

––––––––
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IF YOU COULD HEAL YOUR own body, what risks would you take?

When a childhood accident reveals Betha has a talent for magic, her terrified family insist she must never use it, for in Tyr-en, sorcery attracts the death penalty.

Brokered in marriage to an elderly lord, Betha must give up her dreams of serving in the kingdom’s guard, but as court life and intrigue become her adult world, she starts to discover there are advantages to her new position.

Settling into the privileged life of a noblewoman, she is unprepared when false accusation brings tragedy to her family, yet she determines to bring the guilty party to justice. Will she be able to do so without using magic? Or will she die trying?

Trigger warnings: descriptions of injuries, self-harm, and torture.
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The Five Kingdoms
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1. ACCIDENT
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In defiance of her etiquette lessons, Betha gaped at her brother across the dining table. Pride lit his face as he shattered her world with his announcement. 

“Congratulations, boy,” said their grandsire. “The Fourth is a fine family to serve. Great achievement for a first posting.”

The angry buzzing inside Betha’s head blurred his words so she barely heard Danko’s reply.

“Thank you, sir. I hardly dared aim so high, but the Fourth seem to have posts available more often than most.”

“And one might ask why,” Granddam sounded worried. “Be careful, Danko, you don’t want to end up a pawn in one of the Great Houses’ power plays.”

The conversation continued, but the words formed a meaningless babble that flowed over Betha’s head and out through the open double doors leading to the formal garden. The competing scents of pesalka and rhyll bushes in full bloom tangled with that of her discarded meal, fetching a sour taste to her tongue. Or was it the thought of Danko leaving that squeezed her stomach until its contents threatened to reappear on her half empty plate? She thrust back from the table and lunged to her feet. Her chair toppled over behind her as she bolted from the dining room. 

“Betha, come back here!” Her grandsire’s shouted order chased after her as she fled out into the garden. 

It wasn’t fair! She would be left at home, with no one but her elderly grandparents and their equally ancient staff for company. Why did Danko get to go off and see the world, leaving her stuck here until she was of age to be married? She faced another five years of boring lessons in how to be a good wife when she would rather be training to fight, to serve her kingdom, to be useful. It was so unreasonable, just because she’d had the misfortune to be been born a girl!

The stultifying future she faced stretched in a grey mist before her. No one to play with, to wrestle with, to race up and down the undulating grounds of the family mansion. Danko was the only one to ever treat her as a person rather than some delicate flower that might wilt unless cosseted and protected from life.  

Betha knew she looked fragile. Everyone talked about her fine bone structure, her elfin figure, and her soft, pale skin. She’d overheard adults wonder if her mind might be as fragile as her body. She didn’t think so, she just thought they were rude.

Life was so not fair!

“Betha?” Danko called from behind her. “Come back, please?”

She ignored her brother and doubled her pace, threading her way between the colourful flowerbeds. Even the plants sported more colour than she did; no wonder her grandparents spent more time appreciating them than they did their granddaughter.

Danko’s hand touched her shoulder, but she shrugged him off and sprinted forward. She knew she had no chance of outrunning his longer legs, but she kept going anyway. Once they’d passed the cultivated part of the garden to emerge on a broad green bank hidden from the house by a thick hedge, she spun to face him. “How could you do this to me?” she demanded. 

Danko at least had the decency to look sheepish. “I’m sorry, Bee, but you know I can’t stay here forever. It’s not like we’re a major noble House; I have to earn a living, and you have to learn to be the best wife you can to find yourself a wealthy husband.”

“I don’t want a husband!” Betha stamped one foot. She regretted it as soon as her heel hit the hard ground and jarred all the way up to her teeth. Only a baby would give in to such a tantrum, and she was no baby; she’d seen twelve summers already.

Danko’s patient expression brought heat to her cheeks. He owned only four summers more than her, and yet he was so wise. He’d been her confidant, her co-conspirator, her sole friend.  

Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and her chin wobbled.

“Don’t cry, Bee.” Danko wrapped her in a hug so tight she fought for breath. When had he grown so strong? “I’ll come home when I get leave. You’ll see, I’ll be back before you miss me.”

How she wanted to give in and accept the small slice of comfort he offered, but cook’s husband was a guard with the Seventh Family, and he hardly ever came to visit. She squirmed out of Danko’s hold, employing tactics they’d practiced together, here in this very part of the garden where no one could see them. Danko never treated her as if she was fragile; he would be in awful trouble with their grandparents if they discovered how he’d taught her the unarmed fighting techniques he learned from his tutor. He claimed it was because he needed someone to practice with, but Betha secretly believed he was teaching her so she could become a guard too.

Of course, she’d known for a while now what a stupid notion that was. Girls could never be guards, they could only become wives and, goddess willing, mothers. She felt tears welling again, and a wave of anger at the parents she’d never known: why could they not have made her a boy too? 

She rounded on her brother as the only available target. “Why did you teach me to fight when I’ll never be allowed to? I can do everything you’ve shown me, and I can do some of it better than you!”

She’d show him. He’d never been very good at some of the more gymnastic moves his tutor had tried to drill into him. They had spent several weeks just this last spring practicing a great leap off the nearby wall that held up a sheer bank, dropping to the lawn below to tuck and roll back up onto their feet. Betha could land like a feather and be upright and running before Danko dusted himself off and gathered his wits. 

“Betha, don’t!”

But she’d launched into a sprint before he could stop her, going faster than she’d ever run before. As she raced down the hill her feet gathered speed all on their own, and she flew off the edge of the bank faster than she expected. Time seemed to stop just long enough for her to feel her body twisting to one side, her arms and legs flailing as she struggled to straighten up.  Fear stole her breath. 

Her left foot struck the rock-hard ground first, and instead of a controlled tuck and roll, her body crumpled. Agony lanced up her leg. She tumbled over and over, each turn creating flares of scorching pain that tore through her body. 

When the world stopped spinning, the sky filled her vision with puffy white clouds drifting sedately above, keeping the midday glare from being too dazzling. Betha attempted to push up onto her elbows, but a wave of pain engulfed her. She fell back and sucked in trembling breaths until she stopped feeling sick.

With great care, she raised her head just enough to see something jagged and white poking out of her left shin, through the fabric of her favourite green leggings. 

She secretly enjoyed annoying granddam by dressing like a boy, but regretted doing so today. If she’d worn a flouncy dress, she’d probably not have attempted the tuck and roll, and then she wouldn’t have ruined her lovely leggings. What was that sticking out of them?  

“Betha? Oh goddess, what have you done?” 

Danko’s black-clad legs arrived in her limited field of vision. He sounded scared. She wanted to stand up to reassure him, but her muscles refused to obey. 

“We’ll need sticks for a splint,” Danko declared after peering more closely at her leg. “I’ll have to get help. Stay still Betha, you mustn’t move or you’ll make it worse, do you understand me?”

A new pain tightened her throat. She was going to be in so much trouble! She gulped a dry sob and found a breathy little voice that didn’t sound at all like her own. “Please, don’t!”

But Danko either didn’t hear, or chose to ignore her plea, his running bootsteps slapping against the hard ground as they receded towards the house. She wanted to yell at him to come back, to keep the accident a secret, but if she cried out their grandparents might hear. She hoped he would seek the gardener, which would make the most sense if he wanted sticks. Surely, he wouldn’t tell granddam or grandsire?

She closed her eyes and prayed to the goddess, entreating Her to undo whatever it was she’d done to herself. 

Had the goddess listened? She tried to sit up again but shooting pains sucked the breath from her lungs. Her mind floated adrift in a sea of suffering while her body held rigid, and yet within that misery something pricked at her, seeking attention.

In the centre of her body, a spark kindled, warming her chest. The more she concentrated on it, the hotter it grew, rolling upward to her head, out along her arms, and downwards, towards her legs. Sweat erupted from her skin and she panted like an overheated puppy. When the strange phenomenon engulfed her injured leg, she whimpered.

But instead of the expected agony, a comforting warmth wrapped the broken bone. Pleasure flooded her senses, and she felt like she’d been wrapped in the softest, warmest, sweetest-smelling blanket on a bitterly cold day. Pushing up onto her elbows she stared in fascination as the spiky ends of her shattered shin bone drew back inside her flesh, fitting together like a perfect puzzle. As each piece knitted into place, and then as her torn and bloody skin closed over the smooth, flawless bone, waves of bliss coursed through her.

Praise Chel: the goddess had answered her prayers! Before long she was left with nothing more than the ripped and blood-soaked fabric of her leggings to show where the catastrophic fracture had been. Surely, the rapture accompanying such a miraculous healing must be the gift of Chel’s divine touch. 

Betha hugged the lingering memory to herself, wondering if she would ever feel it again.

The sun slipped from behind a small cloud to bathe her in its mellow glow, spreading brightness across the lawns. Cautiously, Betha climbed to her feet and put a little weight on the leg. Nothing. Not a pang, not even a twinge. Still a little wary, she hopped from foot to foot, then squatted and sprang up again. No pain. The leg was as good as new. Or maybe it was better, or she was better. Energy zinged along her nerves, the garden around her sparkled with intense colours, and the air smelled incredibly rich and sweet. 

Betha realised she was grinning like a fool, but she didn’t care. Her body, so recently broken and incapacitated, now felt as light as one of those fluffy clouds overhead. If she flapped her arms like a bird’s wings, she thought she might fly.

“We’re coming, Betha!” Danko’s voice called from the garden above, before he came to an abrupt halt a little way back from the top of the stupid bank she’d jumped off. His mouth fell open and she giggled at how silly he looked, gawping down at her. 

“What—?”

“I’m fine,” she reassured him, bouncing up and down to prove it. “It wasn’t that bad, really.”

“But—”

“What is it, boy?”

“Where is she?”

Betha’s heart sank. Danko had fetched their grandparents. How was she to explain her dishevelled condition, and what she was doing down here in the first place?

Danko jumped down carefully, and grabbed her by the shoulders. “What are you doing?” he demanded. “I told you to stay still, your leg...”

She tried to shake him off, but his fingers dug into her arms. “I’m fine! Why did you have to call them?” 

“You weren’t fine; I know a broken leg when I see one.” Fear flashed in his eyes, and he shook her until her teeth rattled. “What have you done?”

Betha scowled defiantly. “Nothing. Chel healed me; isn’t that why we pray to Her?”

Danko’s hand fell away and he stumbled back a step. His expression puzzled Betha. Shouldn’t he be happy? Unless...

“Oh, that doesn’t mean I want to become a priestess,” she said hastily, as her grandparents arrived on the bank above. “Just because She answered me doesn’t make me anything special. Does it?”

She ground her teeth together. No, she really didn’t want to be a priestess: their lives were even more boring than that of a wife. What she really wanted to do, was to serve her kingdom, but no one seemed to understand that, or offer any options on how she might achieve such a feat. 

She suddenly became aware of the intense silence from her grandparents. When she stared up at them, grandsire looked somehow older, his shoulders slumped and his face drawn. Granddam’s chin trembled, and then she flung herself into her husband’s arm, weeping.

Baffled, Betha turned to her brother for an explanation. He held out his hand and she took it.

“Come on, Bee, let’s go back to the house.”

He drew her away, taking the longer route through the gardens so they didn’t have to scramble up the bank. That also took them away from their grandparents, leaving them to their mutual comfort. Glancing back, Betha’s guts churned with confusion and worry. She tightened her grip on Danko’s hand and pulled him to a halt. 

“I don’t understand. What’s happened?”

Danko sighed, and turned to face her, taking both of her hands in his own. She stared down at his strong fists, so much larger than her own they almost engulfed her tiny hands, and yet he held them tenderly, like he would cradle an injured bird.

“Do you remember our mother?”

What a strange question. Betha shook her head. “Not really. Why?”

“But you know she died, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Betha felt like she could not draw in enough air. Was she going to die too?

“You have to understand, we’ve tried to keep this a secret for your own good. And you mustn’t tell anyone, ever. Understand?” His deep blue eyes bored into hers. 

Sweat sprang to Betha’s brow again, but this time it was cold and clammy. She nodded, her mouth too dry to answer.

“Our family is cursed—or rather, the women of our family. We’ve all prayed you would be spared, but what you’ve just done...”

His voice trailed away, and confusion once more spun Betha’s thoughts in a dizzying reel. “I don’t understand,” she protested in a tiny voice.

Danko seemed to gather his thoughts, frightening her even more when tears rolled down his cheeks. Her strong brother never wept!

“It’s an evil kind of magic. Mother could heal herself, like you just did.”

“You mean, it wasn’t Chel? I can do that to myself?” That didn’t sound so bad. Why would Danko call it evil? She dragged her attention back to what he was saying.

“She would hurt herself, just to use her healing magic, again and again. Each time, she would hurt herself a little bit more, until one day—” His voice choked off, and Betha flung her arms around him in a huge hug. She couldn’t bear to see her brother so sad.

“I won’t do that, I promise.”

Danko nodded but the sadness remained smeared across his face.

“I will do my best to help you, little Bee. I just wish I wasn’t going away!”

Betha straightened her shoulders and slipped her hands free from his grasp. “I will be fine; you’ve taught me how to be strong, although I wish you weren’t going too. All my lessons now will be about manners and posture, and how to manage a great house. That’s what you leaving means to me.”

A lopsided smile flashed across Danko’s face. “Come on, granddam will want to talk to you.”
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2. DREAMS
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Betha shivered. Despite the warmth of the summer’s day outdoors, the moment she entered the drawing room, she felt chilled. 

Granddam appeared a few moments later, the stiffened layers of her skirts rustling like a gentle breeze disturbing brittle autumn leaves. The slightly cloying scent of honeysuckle trailed after her as she trod with heavy, deliberate steps across the thick, maroon and green patterned rug that took up most of the central floor space. She settled herself on a formal upright chair before fixing Betha with a stern look. 

“Betha, you must promise never to use that evil power again.” 

Betha stared at granddam’s red and puffy eyes. The family matriarch was a formidable woman, always in control of her emotions, and Betha found it most unsettling to see her so visibly upset.  

“Yes, granddam; I promise.” 

There. One simple promise and life could go back to normal. Couldn’t it? The corners of Betha’s mouth drooped as she remembered the announcement that had begun this whole unfortunate stream of events. Life could never be the same again: Danko was leaving home.

She glanced towards her brother. He was doing that annoying thing he did of lining up all the candles on the mantle in order of height, with a squat, burned down one on the left, rising in sequence to the freshest, as-yet unlit taper on the right.

“And you must never, ever, speak of it to anyone else. Do you understand?” Granddam’s stern voice snapped Betha’s attention back to the scolding at hand. “Your life could be forfeit if anyone ever discovers you can use magic.”

Goddess, she hadn’t thought of that. She knew magic was forbidden by law, but until today that hadn’t really meant anything to her. She gulped and nodded.

“Say it, child.”

“I promise never to speak to anyone about it. I don’t want to die!”

Granddam’s forbidding expression softened, and she beckoned Betha to approach. When she enfolded Betha’s hands in her own, her skin felt dry and papery, and Betha found she could not recall the last time they’d made physical contact. 

“Child, I do not wish to scare you, but I must. This is no trivial matter to be forgotten after today. Danko has told you about our family’s curse, has he not?”

“Yes, granddam. He told me it’s what killed mother.” 

Her skin tingled as granddam’s faded blue eyes grew shiny with tears. “That is true, and it’s why I must tell you what happened to your mother, my daughter, Arawynd.”

Funny, although it was obvious that granddam was their mother’s mother, somehow it sounded odd hearing her say it out loud. Betha tried to remember when she’d last heard her mother’s name spoken, but failed. Perhaps she was about to learn why. Certainly, using magic would have brought shame to the whole family, and whilst the Trevane family was counted amongst the nobility, they were only a minor family that could not afford a scandal.

Granddam’s fingers squeezed tighter, trapping Betha’s. “Arawynd cut herself accidentally one day, with a knife. The wound closed up as I watched, not leaving even a scar. That was the day I’d dreaded ever since she was born. I was fortunate: the curse skips a generation every so often and Chel smiled upon me, and my mother before me. But the secret has passed down our line, and I knew what it was as soon as I saw the utter bliss on my daughter’s face.” Granddam’s tone hardened. “I forbade her to heal herself again, and. at first, I believe she obeyed me, but she must have begun experimenting in secret. Soon, she was seeking out new ways to harm herself, each time a more severe injury.”

Granddam stared past Betha, and her grip tightened yet more until Betha’s hands began to throb. “We found her at the base of the cliff, out beyond the western pasture. She was already cold, her ribs crushed by the fall. No doubt she believed she would be able to heal herself before she suffocated, but she failed.” Granddam’s eyes closed. “The expression on her face; I will never forget it.” Her gaze bored into Betha’s. “It was the same one I saw on your face this afternoon.”

She released Betha and rose to her feet, staring down at her granddaughter, her expression a mixture of fury and sadness. “You will not use this evil power again, is that clear?” 

An ornament crashed to the wooden floor beneath a side table, smashing into tiny pieces.

“Danko!” granddam roared. “How many times must I tell you to leave those alone?”

Danko straightened up and glared at her. It was the first true defiance Betha had seen her brother offer either of their grandparents, but he was a man now and not subject to any woman, even his own kin. “The maid moved them,” he offered by way of explanation, but his tone was not apologetic.

“They don’t have to be in exactly the same place all the time!” Granddam sounded exasperated, and Betha felt guilty for being relieved the focus was no longer on her. 

“They do for me,” Danko said stubbornly, causing granddam to sigh with frustration. She indicated they should all leave the room, chasing them out with a warning to Danko. “You’re going to be living in barracks with other guards soon. These silly habits will be the death of you, mark my words.”  

* * * * * * *

[image: ]


THE DAY DANKO LEFT was unseasonably dull and damp, which suited Betha’s mood well. She moped around the house, and considered not going to say farewell, but in the end, love for her brother impelled her to see him off.

The old bay horse he was taking with him stood patiently on the dirt track leading away from Trevane House. Their grandparents stood together at the top of the steps, beneath the spacious portico. To Betha’s eyes they both looked stiff, but for different reasons. For the second time in a few days, granddam’s emotions battled her customary control, her hands squeezed together so tightly her knuckles shone white, while grandsire’s puffed-up chest and restrained smile proclaimed his pride in his grandson’s achievement.

Danko finished adjusting the straps and laces attaching his belongings to his mount’s saddle before turning to face them. Excitement radiated from him like a glow bug seeking a mate in the depths of a spring night. Jealousy, sullenness, and pride, battled each other inside Betha’s heart. She still struggled to believe her beloved brother was about to leave to start fulfilling their shared dream. Taking this post with the Fourth Family was just the first step of the thrilling climb they’d imagined together, leading in time to ever more senior postings, culminating in a position in the King’s Guard. 

Now, Betha realised that Danko had never really meant for her to believe she could pursue the same life as him. Girls did not fight, or guard, or serve the royal family in anything other than a menial role. At first, she had been too young to realise this simple truth. Later, she had blotted it from her mind in her desire to follow a life of her own choosing.

With Danko’s departure, all those dreams melted away, nothing more than fantasies that fled the harsh light of day. Her future would be mapped out by others, her choices limited to what colour dress she would wear each day, or, once she had become a wife, perhaps the menu for the week.   

“Don’t be so sad, little Bee.” She lifted her chin to find Danko standing one step down, his face on a level with hers. His warm hands embraced her shoulders, and his compassionate gaze banished her resentment. Her bottom lip trembled.

“I don’t want you to go,” she whispered.

“I know, but I promise to visit. We get leave every other season, so it won’t be long before we see each other again, now will it?”

Tears blurred her vision as she shook her head. So long! She couldn’t imagine not seeing Danko again until winter. They’d never been apart for more than a day.

Danko kissed her brow and moved to farewell their grandparents. Betha heard none of their words, and all too soon Danko bounced down the steps, mounted his horse, and rode off along the track with a cheery wave before settling his mount into a steady, ground-eating trot. 

Granddam sighed and turned to Betha. “Come, child. It’s time to discuss your future.”

Trepidation shook Betha’s knees as she followed granddam’s erect figure back into the house. Details she’d never noticed before jumped out at her: the tiny, cinched in waist of granddam’s dress, the patches of missing varnish on the ornamental spindles flanking the grand staircase, the threadbare track carving a straight line through the centre of the plaid rug running the length of the corridor from the entrance hall to the women’s sitting room.

When granddam led the way into the sitting room, Betha breathed a little easier. If she’d been in trouble, they would have continued on, to the drawing room. Still, unease twisted her stomach as she took her customary seat where she underwent lessons in needlecraft and conversation. 

Granddam folded her hands in her lap, cutting a remote figure that sent a shiver down Betha’s spine. “We had planned, when your brother left, to send you to be fostered in one of the great houses,” she began. “That way, you would have attended court along with other young ladies seeking eligible suitors.” Her brow drew down into a frown. “Unfortunately, in consideration of last week’s event, we have decided such a move to be premature, and so we have engaged a tutor and a governess for you to continue your education here, at home. When I am satisfied you have heeded my warnings, then we may reconsider.”

Betha sat in stunned silence. With that one stupid, impulsive prank, she’d ruined a bright future of friends and parties she’d never realised might be on her horizon. Instead, she’d condemned herself to a life of solitude, made all the more unbearable by lessons with stuffy old tutors. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, and she blinked to keep them from overflowing. Crying over her own stupidity would not endear her to granddam any more than protesting. She bowed her head to hide her disappointment.

“Yes, granddam,” she said dutifully. “Thank you. I promise to work hard and be good.”

Granddam rose, and Betha followed suit. “Betha,” she said in a softer tone, “this is not a punishment, it is to keep you safe. I failed your mother, but I will not fail you.” She placed a hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder and steered her towards the door. “Come, it is time to begin your journey towards becoming a lady.” 
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3. MARRIAGE
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5 years later...

––––––––
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BETHA’S MARRIAGE PASSED in a blur of ceremonies, floral arrangements, brightly coloured costumes, and congratulations. She had little time to be apprehensive about what might come afterwards, once the guests had all retired. 

At every opportunity during the day, granddam fussed with the heavy layers of Betha’s maroon and green floral-patterned wedding dress, and the matching hued blossoms woven into her hair. At times, their fragrance was so strong they made Betha feel sick. Or perhaps that was anxiety. She’d only met her husband-to-be, Lord Herschel Fontmaness, that morning, and the thought of being alone with a strange man who was of an age with her grandsire caused her chest to tighten until she could barely breathe.

How she wished Danko had been able to attend the wedding. He would have known what to say to make her laugh and smile, but he wasn’t due leave for another half season, and although he’d tried, the Fourth Family allowed no exceptions.

Betha had learned her fate one morning following an unexpected trip her grandparents had taken to the capital, Darshan. 

Granddam had entered the small sitting room where Betha was engaged in learning the art of conversation and, in a total breach of routine, dismissed her tutor before delivering news of Betha’s impending nuptials. She had reacted to Betha’s lack of enthusiasm with a mild scolding. 

“You are extremely fortunate, child, that Lord Herschel is seeking a new wife so soon after being widowed. Goddess embrace Lady Janna, I hear she was a sickly soul, much given to melancholy.” Granddam had pinned Betha with a raptor’s stare. “Lord Herschel is still without an heir, so a young and healthy bride suits his needs. You must do your best to please him, as you have been taught. Although his house is not one of the Twenty, he is an influential man, and this marriage will take you to court often and give you the status to be accepted amongst ladies of high standing.”  

Betha glanced towards her entrée to high society and shuddered. There was no doubt Herschel was a well-bred and cultured man with powerful connections. Why, their marriage ceremony had been graced with the presence of royalty; Prince Halnashead, the king’s regent, had blessed their union. Betha had been so awestruck she could recall little of being presented to the prince other than the size of his paunch and the rumble of his rich voice as he congratulated the couple. 

But Herschel was old. In all the years of meticulous preparation for her future role as a nobleman’s wife, it had never occurred to Betha she might be wed to a man as old as her grandsire. And without so much as being consulted about whether she found the match acceptable. 

A wash of anger rushed through her, flushing her cheeks. Granddam peered at her unusually pink face. “Are you well, child?” 

“I’m not a child,” Betha snapped. Granddam’s fingers tightened on her wrist.

“You will always be a child to me, Betha. I don’t mean that unkindly, but you are my daughter’s daughter. You are all I have left of her.”

Betha bit the inside of her cheek. The words she really wanted to say, “Well, you don’t have me any more either, do you? And whose fault is that?” remained lodged in her throat. She understood her grandparents believed they had brokered an excellent match for her, but what did they know? They were old too.

Lord Herschel came to stand by her side. He even smelled old, as if he’d been left standing in a closet for too long.

“My lady,” he said. “Would you do me the honour of joining me to wish our guests good evening, and thank them for their gifts?” 

Betha tugged her wrist free from granddam’s hold and offered her suddenly cold hand to her husband. She was far too well-trained to sulk in public, and she refused to allow anyone to see how distasteful she found her situation. She was now a titled lady, after all. 

“Of course, my lord. Please, lead on.” 

* * * * * * *
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BEWILDERED AND ANGRY, Betha paced the marital bedchamber, each step an uncomfortable reminder of what had just transpired. Sweat trickled down her back, and from her brow, as she raged inwardly. Why had granddam not seen fit to inform her what was expected of her in the marriage bed? Tears trickled down her cheeks to mingle with the droplets of sweat. 

Herschel had done his best to warn her, with a promise to be as gentle as he could, but when he’d said he was a big man, she’d stared at her rather scrawny husband in confusion. Now, she understood what he’d been trying to tell her. 

She dashed her tears away, berating herself for indulging such weakness; she was not a little girl anymore, she was a married woman, in title and deed.  

Betha paused beside the wide, petal-strewn marriage bed to scowl at the naked man lying there, asleep. She glared at the wrinkles creasing his body and the wispy grey hair sprouting from the sides of his skull, and shuddered. How could her grandparents have done this to her?

Her gaze slid past the slumbering lord to the small patch of scarlet defiling the soft cream sheets and an awful thought occurred to her: was this to happen every night of their marriage? While the pain had been brief, the shock had stolen her strength and she’d simply lain there while Herschel puffed and laboured until he uttered a great groan, and a ridiculous smile had claimed his face. Not long after, he’d slipped down to lie beside her and begin snoring.   

Betha hugged her arms around herself, drawing her pretty, soiled nightgown as tight around her body as she could. It offered a layer of protection between her skin and his. Useless, she knew, but it provided an illusion of comfort.

She resumed her restless prowl, wincing slightly with every step. She was sore in places she’d never expected to feel sore. Was this why granddam had failed to prepare her for such a disagreeable act? If this was the same for all married women, it seemed to Betha it was a miracle indeed that any of them purported to love their husbands. Or was it simply something they were willing to endure for the dubious and much-vaunted status sought by noblewomen kingdom-wide.  

Resentment burned hot in Betha’s belly. The more she thought about the lack of information she’d received in what must surely be the most important aspect of marriage—far more so than running a household, or entertaining guests, or making polite conversation, or, goddess forbid, needlecraft—her anger turned to defiance.  

As a married woman, she was mistress of her own fate, was she not? Granddam’s strictures no longer defined her behaviour.

She glanced again at the spent man sprawled on the bed. If she was to endure his attentions for the rest of her marriage, then she chose not to suffer the discomforts they brought.

“Dearest Chel,” she prayed. “You created me this way. Surely you never meant for me to deny the gift you bestowed upon me?”  

Obediently, as she had been taught in temple, Betha waited a few breaths in case the goddess chose to answer. When silence prevailed, she took the lack of correction as approval, and turned her focus inward, to her own body.

How had she done this before? That one, brief encounter with her personal magic was seared into her memory, and yet she really had no idea how she’d called it into being. She recalled finding a spark of warmth deep within her chest, and yes, there it was! Centring all her attention on that tiny promise of something far greater, she willed it to flare to life, fanning the fragile ember with her hopes and desires. Eager as a neglected dog grateful for a sliver of attention, it surged up, expanding with a rapidity that both shocked and delighted its mistress.

Heat flooded her body, cleansing and healing the hurts and humiliation. The rush of euphoria was every bit as alluring as she remembered, though tempered in scale compared to knitting her shattered leg bone. She stretched luxuriously, and revelled in how alive every part of her body felt. Energy bubbled in her veins, and she wondered what to do with it. 

Looking around the boudoir, she realised she’d barely noticed her surroundings when the guests delivered the newlyweds to their bedding, and after that she’d been rather preoccupied. Now, she set to investigating her new world: the bedchamber, the adjacent dressing room full of her husband’s clothes—which smelt as musty as him—and the matching sparsely-filled lady’s chamber. A few dresses granddam had ordered for her before the wedding hung in the closets, but much of the space remained bare. Her discarded wedding gown lay in an untidy heap on the floor and she stuffed it beneath a couple of frothy gowns where she would no longer have to look at it. She had no desire to be reminded of this day.   

Bored, she flopped onto a padded chair positioned before a dressing table. Her gaze wandered over the items thoughtfully spread out for her inspection, all manner of brushes and cosmetics to delight the new bride. She ran her fingers through the soft bristles of a hairbrush and marvelled in a distracted way at the etched silverwork of the handle. She’d never seen such an array of beautiful things, and found it hard to believe they were all hers. 

Twisting around to stare at the bed, she contemplated her husband’s prostrate figure while attempting to sort through her chaotic feelings. 

She’d broken her solemn promise not to use her magic, and yet if no one aside from Chel—who she had taken care to consult—knew what she’d done, did it really matter? She felt so good! Not just the lack of aches and niggling pains, but energised; alive in a way she’d only experienced once before. Now she lived so far away from her family home, granddam would never find out. They would only meet at formal events from now on, with no cause for intimate discussion. 

Perhaps there were advantages to being married after all, and to an old man who fell asleep so easily he would never witness her use her magic. For the first time, Betha began to imagine a future in which she did as she pleased, with all the benefits of being a noblewoman. She turned back to the mirror set on her dressing table and hugged her thoughts to herself. She owned things; how novel was that? The silver-backed hairbrush fitted her tiny hand to perfection, the oh-so-soft bristles caressing her long fair hair as she swept the brush in steady strokes, over and over, until her hair glistened in the flickering candlelight. Next, she investigated the cosmetics: powders and cremes, jars and compacts, rouges, and crystal bottles of perfume as fragile as their new owner.

Betha snorted softly. Everyone had always considered her fragile, but with her secret magic she was probably the least fragile woman in all Tyr-en. The possibilities spun away from her in dizzying ripples: she need never fear injury—she would be invincible in a fight. Perhaps she could serve her kingdom, after all.

But you have a husband, and responsibilities, the irritating voice of reason whispered inside her head. And if you cannot risk anyone knowing your secret, nor can you risk yourself. Betha sighed and dismissed her fantasies. She might never achieve her childhood dreams, but she could at least make the most of her situation. 

Which brought her back to what, exactly, she could do. What she’d heard of her mother’s fate suggested the intensity of gratification endowed by the family magic depended on the severity of the injury. So far, her limited experience backed that up, but she wanted to confirm her suspicions. 

With an impatient tug on an ornate silver handle, Betha slid open the first of her dressing table’s drawers. She rifled through the contents: pretty, delicate undergarments. Not what she sought. She tried another drawer; more fripperies. The third, however, contained implements, and she extracted a pair of scissors, hoping they would prove sharp enough for her designs.  

Following a quick glance over her shoulder to ensure her husband slumbered on, Betha opened the scissors to their farthest extent, and pressed one blade to her forearm. Pushing down, she drew the blade sharply across, slicing her skin.

“Dammit!” she swore as blood trickled from the wound. She snatched a fold of her nightgown and pressed it against her arm. The garment was already too soiled to be worth laundering. 

Betha took a deep, calming breath, and summoned her internal spark. A contented sigh escaped her lips as anticipation rippled over her skin. When it came, the burst of healing energy jolted pleasure across all her nerve endings, making her gasp. Guiltily, she took another quick glance at the bed. Herschel snored on, and Betha wondered if perhaps he was a bit deaf, like her grandsire. How convenient.

The brevity of her delight, and the speed with which the echoes faded away, confirmed Betha’s suspicions: the size of the injury did, indeed, seem related to the energy required to heal her body. Small enjoyment from small injuries. 

Her mother’s actions suddenly made complete sense. The allure of using the magic already tugged at Betha, even after so little use. 

But I don’t want to risk dying, Betha told herself, with as much conviction as she could muster. I will be careful, and only use it for small things, unless...

Her internal dialogue wandered away, stretching into the distance like a diaphanous cloud of possibilities. There would be opportunities, and undoubtedly there would be accidents. Somehow, she would find ways to take risks, and become notorious for her ability to escape any mishap unscathed.

Reality smothered her fantasies. She was a wife now, with no real freedoms, and duties that would likely keep her shackled to her home even when her husband went off doing whatever it was husbands did. Perhaps he hunted. Could she persuade him to let her join him?

Betha rose from her seat and went to stand by the bed. She studied Herschel with a more critical eye. What did this man do with his life, and how malleable would he be to her wiles? 

The future was interesting indeed. 
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4. SOCIETY
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Two seasons later

––––––––
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THE HUM OF GENTEEL conversation sprinkled the bright and airy parlour, like the pollen dusting the paths threading the royal pine forests beyond the palace grounds. Fresh flowers adorned every spindly-legged table, gracing the air with delightful scents, and complementing the arrangements of delicate plates, teacups, and cake stands laden with mouth-watering fancies.

Betha blinked as sudden sparkles darted across the room when intruding rays of sunlight collided with the wealth of jewels on display. She resisted the urge to fiddle with her tiara. An heirloom from her husband’s highborn mother, Herschel insisted she wore it when at court, and, after glancing surreptitiously at the fifteen or so richly dressed noblewomen seated for afternoon tea, Betha was glad of his foresight. 

Visits to court proved to be a welcome relief from the tedium of married life, and Betha found herself eager to fit in. While the older generation remained reserved around the newcomer, several of the younger ladies had welcomed a fresh face and made her feel welcome. The current gossip had taken a rather risqué slant, and Betha summoned the courage to ask her new acquaintances about their own marriage-bed experiences. 

“It only happens your first time,” Lady Denia stated with utter certainty. “After that, it’s all pleasure.”

Betha regarded the other woman, wondering if she was telling the truth, or toying with her latest naïve companion. To cover her uncertainty, Betha reached for her dainty teacup and smiled tentatively at Denia. 

“Pleasure?” Betha repeated, ashamed of her ignorance. After that first time, Herschel had performed the same routine almost every night, but without the results Betha had hoped for. She was curious about what the other women gained from the experience, and surmised she was missing some important information.
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