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​CHAPTER ONE
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She stood naked. Fifty other women stood with her, also stripped. This was the third and final round of consideration. Those who passed would be employed within the Cloistered City.

She had come in well under the maximum height allocation. If that worked against her, her hair was glossy and long. She had all ten toes and fingers. Her eyes were far enough apart, and her nose was not offensive nor ignorantly slanted. Already she had proved she could speak without stuttering and knew enough of her words to read simple sentences and write her name.

Her breasts were small but alike. Even though she had worked in the fields in her small village with her mother, Petra did not wield a scythe or hoe. Her hands were not like burlap, nor did she have one arm longer than the other. Her teeth were straight. A birthmark did stain her backside, but her mother had always said it was a blessing the discoloration was in the shape of a star.

When she was little, her mother joked she could sit with royalty because of such a mark, denoting her for greatness.

This last round was the Innocence Test. The inspector, with long, bony fingers, came up to each woman and forced legs apart while two other women, with hands like clubs, held the prospect by the shoulders.

Some of the girls struggled. Some swore and wept that it was not their fault when she pronounced them “indecent.” Many declared it would not affect how they served the emperor.

Not one protestation was heeded.

Petra had never held a man between her legs. However, a belligerent insect had once made its way into the folds of her body, attracted by her first entrance into womanhood. A doctor was called in. The pain was excruciating; the doctor’s hands were clumsy. He got the crawling creature but punctured the physical evidence of her virginity.

Many women came to this annual consideration knowing they would not pass this round without trickery and believed themselves clever. Petra did not consider herself clever. However, she did know her own determination.

Since news of Aldney’s death six months ago, she had waited for this day. His death in the palace brought unending grief to her heart and robbed their mother of a son and provider. His death was a crime, and now she stood proudly naked, honored to learn the truth of how her brother was taken and provide for her mother in the meantime.

The inspector’s breath was hot and sour. “Are you innocent?”

She crouched down like a frog and looked up, prying fine hairs aside and shoving her first two fingers into her body.

I am destined to serve in the Cloistered City. My red moon cycle began this morning.

Petra shrieked and pinched her knees.

The inspector tumbled over. “Stupid girl! Hold still!”

“No need,” Petra answered, forcing her eyes wide, remembering the words on the delivered note stating her brother had died. “You have the answer on your hand!”

Heads turned.

Other girls wept and begged. It alarmed no one. But Petra had screamed and now dozens of eyes saw a humiliated girl, legs crossed, head hung, with her perpetrator on the ground, fingertips colored with blood.

Whispers raced like serpents through the crowd. Astonishment and confusion twisted the face of the inspector.

“You...you...”

“You see your proof and I can no longer say I have proof of my innocence.”

Like a long-legged spider, the inspector recoiled and sprung to her feet, hurling a slap across Petra’s cheek.

“You expect me to believe, in all my years of affirming virgins, that I have penetrated your innocence?”

“It is as it seems.”

I’ll find your truth, Aldney. I won’t let your death be lost to the secrets of the emperor’s city!

Trapped by the apparent visible evidence, the inspector crouched back.

“What is this racket?” a voice demanded from the furthest portion of the crowd.

Bodies parted as if pushed by a giant, unseen hand. A tall woman, dressed in the dark gray of elder palace servants, came forward. Stitched yellow lines up the sleeves of her robe further attested to her status.

The Innocence Inspector had no such lines.

She snapped her lanky body into a bow. “It’s nothing, ma’am.”

“It’s nearly nightfall. Written code demands new servants be within the walls before moonrise.”

The inspector bobbed her head. “So it will be. This girl was one of the last.”

“If she is a virgin, she should stand with the others. Be done with this.”

The inspector opened her mouth to protest, but the woman waved Petra towards the other virgins, now clad in loose, pale, yellow robes.

***

[image: ]


THE WOMEN AMONGST WHOM she stood all looked like they could be second and third cousins.

Whether the directive came from the emperor, which she doubted, or from the Mother-of-State, this year’s selection consisted of women with flat chests and small hands. All the faces, like hers, were round. All the eyes, like hers, were dark and downturned. Hair colors varied slightly, but all shades were deep brown and black.

It was strange to stand in such company. Each of them had led different lives, boasted different personalities. Yet all were now dressed in yellow and hurried towards the bathhouse.

Here, on the outskirts of the city, refuse was hauled, and chamber pots scrubbed. If she, or any of the other young women were inept or considered too dumb for the positions they had been selected to fill, they would end up here, grinding charcoal to absorb the smell of urine and excrement. Their hands would tend manure piles, dump filled barrels, and reek of the vinegar portioned to scrub their own bodies free of filth.

Aldney had written to her about this place. He described the smell as meaty and festering with rotten milk.

Aldney had not stayed here. A high-ranking eunuch said he was far too androgenous to remain out of sight. Both men and women would derive pleasure looking at him; he must be seen. A position was found for him as a courier.

There were letters in his satchel when they found him.

Petra was convinced the same odd beauty that had pulled him from the men in his first days was his undoing. He had been a Spadone. Only part of his genitalia had been removed. He was still capable of coitus.

He had been killed by a jealous man for being the lover of a lady-in-waiting.

He had rejected a woman or a man’s love and been killed for his modesty and purity.

Aldney had not ended his life like they said. He was not a coward. His letters to home were honest but happy. Her entrance to the royal city was proof that his end was a crime. Now she had the chance to bring truth to his name.

Like a flock of yellow birds soon to be plucked, Petra and the other women were told to disrobe and get into the large, main tub. Small hand towels were distributed, and the women washed each other’s backs, then fronts, and so on, until all of them glowed with the stark pink of vigorously scrubbed skin. Water, laced with vinegar, was sprayed over them via large, dense feather fans to disinfect whatever the squares of rough fabric had not.

In that time, the yellow robes were steamed in the hot rock room, where clothes for those who worked on the outskirts were cleaned.

Brought out again, the women were instructed to tie the gowns in a new way, the official style of their current rank. Not around the waist but above the breasts and secured between the shoulder blades. The long sleeves were left down because colder months approached.

“You will sleep here,” declared the head maid of the bathhouse. “Tomorrow you will eat and be placed where you are useful.”

Assigned to follow in rows of four, Petra and the other women were led into a long hall, devoid of anything except cots. At the foot of each was a coarse elk hair blanket and in the middle was a bonnet of cotton, to be worn every night so their hair would not frizz.

After all, even though their current ranks were low, Petra was among women who would be seen by ladies and gentlemen of the royal hub. Expectations for their hygiene were astringent.

Without needing instruction, the women filed down the long space and stood beside the beds.

The head maid spoke again. “There is much for you here. Pay, clothes, food, and medicine. Mayhap, there are many stories you have heard of the Cloistered City. Men with the strength of lions. Women who drink the blood of kit rabbits to stay young. Cats who trill like songbirds and birds of a thousand colors. I tell you there are both truths and myths in this city and neither of them are for you to learn. Sloth and flout will not be tolerated. Many have stood where you are now and spurned it in the name of curiosity. Own docility. Busy hands and still lips will provide for you.”

She exited.

In her wake, maids of the hall scurried to douse beef tallow lanterns that lined the walls, leaving Petra and the others in darkness.

Leaning forward, she took off her shoes and slid them under the narrow space between the floor and the worn wooden frame of the bed. The old bed moaned at the weight of her body, an oddly soothing sound of nighttime. Tired beds ready to support tired bodies as dark skies hushed the country of Vale.

There were no pillows on these beds. Aldney had complained how strange it was to sleep without something under his head. At home, their pillows had been stitched from yarn and reeds, filled with either beans or rice hulls, depending on the rotation of the soil.

Petra folded her hands under her head.

From her brother’s letters, she knew that the food, like the accommodation for the beds, would gradually improve, depending on where she was placed. Washing, sewing, beading, fabric dyeing, and garden tending would all be tests to see where each woman served best.

It had been similar for the men.

Petra hoped her knowledge of soil would bring her to one of the many gardens within the city. She must be seen to become a courier, and she had no talent for needle and thread.

Eyes closed, she listened to hushed conversations around her. Each woman had hopes about what serving in the palace could bring.

Already, Petra felt sure that some looked to form alliances; less for others, more for them. And it was tempting to sit up, find the dim shales of moonlight seeping in through high, narrow windows, and discover who might drift to her side.

Leaving home had been terrible. Though both she and her mother knew it was the right thing, Petra felt like part of her insides had rebelled and remained in the tiny farm home.

Everything here was different. The air did not smell of grass and tilled soil. Rotund crows did not hop with their stilted gait, cawing with indignation. Mornings would not bring the egg woman, bartering for rice, beans, and milk.

She would not hear her mother snore at night. She would not hear the cow bellow. She would not glimpse the bed her brother had slept in.

Against the wet heat of tears, Petra closed her eyes and tuned in to the hushed conversations around her. A few talked about how they hoped to serve one of the ladies-in-waiting most likely to become empress.

Petra turned her head in the other direction. A cluster barely kept their voices to a whisper, exchanging all the myths they had heard lived within the walls of the royal city.

For centuries the city had stood averse to the outside world. Who was to say that birds with feathers of gold, red, and green were not bred over time ‘til their feathers rivaled silk and their songs were composed of heavenly sounds?

One girlish voice said she didn’t care a thing about birds. She wanted to meet the captains of Shivalry.

Although the emperor’s black army was feared, among those men others were chosen to become Shivs. Their strength of mind and body had to be beyond average. Their aspirations had to be only those of the city. Their blood belonged to Vale. Their life would end in service to the emperor. These men never married.

And to prove they could be Shivalry, they were subjected to a terrible test.

Another of the rumors lurking in the royal city was the presence of a garden, the exact whereabouts known only to the emperor, guarded sunrise to sunset. It was said that in this garden, the soil, the trees, and the rocks themselves thrummed with light and voices from the ancients at the beginning of the world.

Prospective men of Shivalry ate the dirt and rubbed their arms against the rocks until they bled. Ancient forces infiltrated their bodies and turned them into something more than human. Radical strength, enchanted touch, and vision that could penetrate mountains. Those whose bodies could not tolerate such gifts perished in the process.

The girl with the childish voice said she wanted to feel Shivalry strength and wondered if they ever took mistresses.

Petra rolled over.

Aldney never mentioned Shivalry in his letters. Doubtless, he saw them. Their existence was not a myth. However she wondered how many of the fabled rumors he had seen. Did one of the mysteries he encountered lead to his death?

She wondered. Somehow that seemed more probable than her gentle sibling being the object of an unhappy love affair. His life was for his mother and sister. It brought him purpose and joy. Peace and resilience.

I miss you. You were innocent. They have lied to cover their shame. I will clear your name. I will find the truth and set your memory free.    
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​CHAPTER TWO
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In the next few days, she and the other women were separated. Some went to the kitchens. Others, with more delicate hands, were sent to the Coloring House where dyes for fabrics were created and used. Petra proved she was more capable than the women who went to the kitchens, but she lacked the touch for knowing when to pull fabric from the soaking tubs.

She, and others like her, were moved to the Washing House. Located behind the Palace of Embroidery, the women who washed were not the respected maids who sewed fine robes for the house of the emperor, his mother, or the ladies-in-waiting.

Petra’s new home was a branch of the Embroidery Palace, situated far enough that the women who lived among spools of colored threads would not be bothered by sounds of scrubbing and splashing.

It wasn’t inauspicious to be a washing maid. If she proved herself, she might be promoted to delivering fabric bundles to the Palace of Embroidery and have the opportunity to be seen.

That was the chance Petra needed. Of shorter stature and with childlike features, she was comely and not intimidating. Her presence would not offend nor demand attention and couriers were meant to move like the wind, a presence quickly fleeting.

The Washing House, the kitchens, and the Coloring House worked around the clock. Maids moved in shifts to keep up with the demand of all the palaces and halls in the Cloistered City. The Hall of Noble Palace Guards, the Hall of Respected Servants, the Palace of the Prime Minister, the Royal Garden Keepers Longhouse, the Hall of Renowned Scribes, the three palaces of the high captains of Shivalry, the halls of captains four and five, the network of palaces of the emperor’s ladies-in-waiting, the Hall of Couriers, the Palace of the Benign Mother-of-State, the Hall of Healing, the Longhouse of the Road Guards, and, of course, the Grand Palace of the Emperor.

Clothes from all came to the Washing House.

It was dizzying. Bodies and hands in constant motion with little patience for those who were learning. Petra and several of the girls were reprimanded like shocks of lightning when they moved the wrong way or obstructed another’s path. One of the washing nannies kept a supple willow switch up her long sleeves and its bite left a mean welt across the backs of thighs.

Like a great mechanical clock in constant motion, sacks of clothes were delivered with sewn labels indicating the owner. At the first cleaning station, elk-hair brushes were used to whisk and thrush dust, skin flakes, dirt, and hair. It was an attentive process and the nanny who oversaw learning knew what fifty short, quick strokes sounded like and would libel the girls if they miscounted.

From there, fabrics were carried to soaking bins. Maids used large paddles to slowly turn the items five times to the right and five to the left for an hour. Those who stirred ensured their motion was so gentle that it did not incur bubbles.

The women who wrung and scrubbed took the sodden bundles to their large, shallow basins. Here, propped on knee pillows, Petra, and those like her, squeezed, rubbed, and twisted, constantly draining the basins until the washing water ran clear.

This might take minutes; it might take hours. The maids who scrubbed were afforded vials of smoothing cream for their hands. Dry skin split and could catch on fabric.

When at last clean, the items were taken to rows of fine cordage where they were draped and dried. Then maids bundled the clothes and set them to be picked up by the servant from the respective hall or palace.  

All these tasks moved in relative quiet, like the path of a river—constant, constant, constant.

In his early letters, Aldney made mention of the persistent hum of the city. Unnoticed by those of rank, he wrote that he often found it difficult to relax his body or still his mind. Seated in the familiar surroundings of home, Petra wondered how such constant commotion would not be unlike the winds of a storm, persistent enough to become expected and, therefore, soothing.

She understood now.

Hopefully, the tightness in her stomach would lessen before she took on habits other maids used to calm themselves. The pebbles of soap made for long chewing and vinegar, if heated and inhaled, was powerfully head-clearing, akin to stupefaction. 

Those first days were difficult. Petra had grown up working. Her own clothing she mended, and cooked meals for herself and her mother. Every night she went to bed grateful for nighttime. Life here, however, was as different as boiling water is from still. Bruises mottled and colored her knees and shins. Her elbows and wrists ached like rheumatism of the elderly. It seemed as if her fingers might stay permanently curled, her knuckles locking and solidifying like claws. Getting up and down at the end and beginning of every shift made her legs quiver. Her shoulders shook and she felt as though her arms might dislocate.

It was hard.

Seasoned maids told her to cover her hands in the allocated salve and wrap them in cloth bandaging overnight to help the skin remain soft. Others quietly told her to sleep on her back so the pressure points she worked so tirelessly on all day would be free of weight in the night.

Petra was grateful her shift fell in the mid-morning. With meals served at the change of shifts, she was able to work, eat, and then go to bed with a full stomach.

During her “free” hours she was able to enjoy the sunrise and go to the Coloring House where she watched sure hands muddle and temper coloring powders.

Only women who had decided to live their lives within the city were given this job. At the end of six years, each maid was offered the choice to leave. With added benefits and indulgences, an increase in pay was given to those who chose to stay.

Six years was too far to make decisions.

For now, learning how pigments were created gave her a better understanding of what was required for dyeing. The older women at the Coloring House were patient with her questions and curiosity. One of them, named Clothilde, Petra grew fond of and always hoped their shifts aligned.

“You are a good girl,” Clothilde would say. “I can feel your mother’s pride.”

Each day was not so ideal, though. Expectations and the regimented schedule still left room for the errors of human nature. The work was hard for everyone, but there were women who bemoaned their tasks during sleeping hours.

In pitched, nasally voices, they would talk of former days when overseeing eyes did not watch every movement. Many flailing hands and indulgent snorts of mucus from petulant noses on the verge of self-pitying tears loomed.

Petra shushed them.

“Your skin was brown when you came here,” the measly ones would say. “You were born for work.”

Only once did Petra’s temper get the better of her. Only once did she fling her shoe at an ingratiating voice. Skin kissed by the sun under hard work was an honor. If her mother hadn’t said as much, Aldney had.

In his letters, he would say that if there was not such money to be made working in the royal city, he should be proud to have rough hands and a sunburnt neck. Often, in his letters, she read how he did not like the smoothness of his hands, the manicured nails; he did not think it was the look of a provider.

In the morning, at the bathing wall, a long trough filled with water that had been hot when it left the kitchens, Petra listened to the ones who spoke too loudly of their escapades during the overnight. Meeting men. Sneaking into the kitchens and stealing confections. A few had met ladies-in-waiting on the long, main road of the city and were given scent satchels, or tasked, at the risk of an elegant reward, with finding out when one of the eunuchs’ shifts ended.

Punishment for being caught was between lashings and expelling. Yet the thrill was worth the risk, and they encouraged others to try it.

These women bothered Petra but not more than she was sure her silence and habits bothered them. Her and a woman named Winfred. 

They were on the same shift and most mornings Petra saw Winfred in prayer, mumbling words of thanksgiving. Reverence bothers the irreverent and three women who moved in a pod from almost the first hour, always snickered when they passed her.

It grew, however. At the dish containing a rice husk mixture used to wash faces and arms on days when full body baths were not mandated—Petra noticed the pod hover around the dish, making it hard for Winfred to get any. The pod also did not like that Petra had little interest in growing companionships or alliances, and a suspicious number of “accidental” legs were stretched across her path.

***
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THE FESTIVAL OF THE Late Harvest Moon approached. All servants of the Cloistered City would receive a serving of orange curd clotted cream. Most nights of the celebration would burst with fireworks dispatched from five different locations along the main road.

Every year Aldney wrote about the festival and tried to describe what fireworks looked like. He said that even if he could paint the colors for Petra, he could not communicate the explosive, crackling sound.

Over the following days, everyone’s hands needed to move faster. Uniforms from the kitchens must be cleaned. Uniforms of guards, as well. Servants of scribes brought dusty cloaks of the men who rarely stepped outside. Shifts were lengthened to accommodate the fine gowns of the ladies-in-waiting.

Petra was moved to brushing because her hands were not large enough to keep up with the washing demands. It was furious work that could not be done quickly. However, the willow swatch whip cracked over heads every hour. There must be no stopping for wiping errant hair from the face or doing anything so self-indulgent as scratch.

Water closet breaks came with six strikes across the thighs. Petra heard rumors of women who had held their urine for so long they fell ill during this time of year. 

Close to Winfred’s station, Petra worked furiously. It might be days before she could see without squinting, ensuring every fleck of dust was gone from the stitches of needlework. There was no time to admire the colors of the robes in her hands. Reds to rival roses. Blues so deep they must only be known to mermaids. Yellow no cream or butter could rival and shades of green she could not have dreamed.

Yet her focus was broken when Winfred gasped.

Petra looked up. She had frozen, cloth in her hands poised over the water, her round eyes wide. She would be reprimanded for stopping. Petra could be reprimanded for speaking.

“What happened?” she whispered.

Winfred’s frame shook.

“You mustn’t draw attention.” Petra commanded. “What happened?”

“My cream,” she managed. “She took it!”

A trembling finger pointed at one of the pod women. Not the leader, but her cohort Esme.

Petra looked past her, across a commotion of bent, busy bodies, to one whose focus was not at the task between her hands. Hilde. Her beady eyes gleamed and the grin she tried to suppress flattened her lips into a thin line, like a reptile.

For what? Just to see another human being suffer? To push the meek ones aside and gain their allotments?

Petra slid her bottle over. “Here. Use mine.”

“I can’t! We are supposed to have our own. If one of the nannies notices—”

“Then she’ll have words with me. Besides, you need it more with your hands in the water.”

“But...” Winfred shook her head.

Petra understood her thoughts. At another time, not having the lotion would be a verbal upbraiding. Perhaps a missed meal. Right now, the moon increased in size each night, shedding its pearlescent color for the mysterious orange shade it would beam down upon all, like a nocturnal sun, a last reminder of warmth for the months ahead. Right now, it was tantamount to bleeding on the clothes. She’d be thrashed until her skin flapped in the breeze.

The same punishment would be Petra’s if she were caught.

“Put it between us, then.”

“We both can’t use it! There won’t be enough for the day.”

“You use it. Then rub your hands on mine. At least if a nanny comes over, she will see a bottle.”

“Petra...”

“Hush! Nothing has happened. Go back to work.”

Her lower lip trembled but she nodded and turned to the red gown of the eldest of the ladies-in-waiting, who refused to wear any other color.

Both women held their breath when one of the supervisors neared, but she was only concerned with busy hands and lack of conversation between maids.

The simple deception nearly worked until Hilde took lashings for a water closet break, returning with a ceramic bottle in her hand. 

She waved it over her head. “Nanny Beulah! Nanny Beulah!”

Winfred’s lips drained of color. She opened her mouth, but Petra caught her wrist.

“Say nothing! Let her accuse first and keep working.”

Beulah, with shriveled lips, and a straight nose, rose from her overseer’s perch. Her brittle fingers clasped the bottle Hilde was only too happy to hand over.

“This bottle is half full,” Beulah announced in her craggy voice. “Who dares not to use their cream?”

The jagged, feeble voice slowed hands and heads turned. Winfred kept her eyes down but her ears flushed redder than a poppy’s bloom.

“I do not want to accuse a sister,” Hilde begged with convincing earnestness. “Had I not found it on her bed just now, I would have said nothing.”

“Speak!” Beulah commanded.

Winfred wept but she kept washing. Petra bit the inside of her bottom lip but continued to count her brush strokes.

“Sister Winfred! Every night she complains her feet are dry. She uses the generous amounts of cream we are given to hoard for vanity!”

With a speed her age would not appear capable of, Nanny Beulah flew to Winfred’s side. Her whip thrashed across the back of the young woman’s neck while she grabbed her under the arm and yanked her to standing.

“Wretched chit! Is this true?”

Petra scrambled to stand but Beulah’s whip snapped at her like a cobra’s strike.

“No!” Winfred yelped. “I’ve done nothing!”

“From whence comes this accusation, then?”

“I have heard her!” Esme chimed in.

“And I,” the third woman of the pod chirped.

“She used to live in a fine home and have beautiful feet,” Hilde furthered.

“She lies!” Winfred cried.

“What good would it do me to lie?”

Petra stood and folded her hands in front of her stomach. 
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​CHAPTER THREE
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No one had been there for Aldney. If there was, he would not have died.

Petra stood before she knew what to say. She laced her fingers together in the required position for speaking to a superior.

I would have been beside you, Aldney.

All working within earshot ceased. By getting to her feet, Petra had added more intrigue for the captive audience.

“Nanny Beulah,” she began. “I sleep one bed over from sister Winfred. She rarely speaks except to whisper prayers. If she complained of dry feet, I would hear.”

“Ha!” Esme shouted. “How could you hear anything when you snore like a man?”

“Louder than you?” Petra shot back. “Nanny Beulah—”

The whip snapped in the air. Winfred’s forehead hit the ground. Hilda had the audacity to genuflect. Petra kept her eyes down.

Punishment had been decided the instant Winfred let on that this accusation terrified her. Better if she could have looked at Hilde with calm indifference. Better if she could have laughed and returned to washing. However, both the guilty and innocent beg for mercy. Perhaps a perpetual liar looks on with composure, their conscience eviscerated by their split tongue.

“Two have stated your wrongdoing! One voice in defense is not enough. But the festival approaches and I warn you all!  If you are hoarding cream, let this be a lesson. If you considered hoarding cream gifted by the emperor, who cares for even the least of his servants, then this will be your last thought of it. Maid Winfred, hoist your skirts.” She glared at Petra. “When she has had fifty-four strokes, since you are so bold to speak for a sister you barely know, you may staunch the bleeding and then you will work two consecutive shifts with her.”

Beulah lifted her arm, and the loose fabric of the sleeve tumbled backwards, revealing sinewy muscles under saggy skin. The backs of Winfred’s legs were exposed all the way to her buttocks.

Petra braced herself. She would watch the whip split skin. In all her fantasies about working in the Cloistered City and the justice she believed she would find for Aldney, she must remember this constant grim reality for servants. Illustrious though it was to work within these walls, every body here was replaceable.

The sound of the instrument snapped, and pale flesh opened into a bleeding gash. It seemed as though it was the sound of the whip that ripped finger-lengths of skin apart while one of the strange firearms from the Western world ricocheted into the stratosphere.

Winfred wailed and ground her teeth. Frighteningly fast, her legs no longer looked like legs but a cruel mocking of what the human body could withstand.

Petra did not notice she had sunk to her knees. She did not realize she clutched her throat. Not until she stooped to lift and drag an unconscious Winfred did she taste the sour cling of bile between her gums and cheeks.

***
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IT WAS CRUEL THAT WINFRED was reminded she was lucky, shivering with fever. Servants who incurred sickness because of punishment were not considered worthy of the Hall of Healing. Winfred mumbled it constantly, too. If Petra was not there to keep watch, she’d be cast to the outskirts by the time she was strong enough to stand without vomiting.

There were nights Winfred’s fever spiked so high she had to hold her down at the ankles to keep her from kicking and tearing fragile scabbing. Petra’s chances to sleep came after she helped her friend drink a tea steeped with kava, ginseng, and valerian root. Her chances to eat happened when Winfred was strong enough to prop herself up on her elbows and spoon watered-down porridge without spilling half of every bite.

No one came to help. In fact, many of the other maids clearly feared offering small kindnesses. Perhaps Hilde would strike at them, too.

She might.

Aldney’s letters had talked of those weak-minded enough to give their trust away like sunshine. She had come to the city prepared to be smarter than that but felt naïve now. If those with ill intentions turned their gaze was there nothing that could be done? Was that why no one defended her brother’s plight? He had been noble and died. Hilde cast daggers and she would, likely, go far.

Am I like him? Or will I see an opportunity to advance myself and take it? Aldney’s chance was given to him. Mine may not come with such grace. It may have to be pulled forth like nettle roots at the end of the harvesting season.

***
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BECAUSE TIME PRESSED and hands were needed, it was Nanny Beulah who came one late afternoon with a salve for Winfred’s legs.

“Do you know nothing of remedies?” she accused. “Other patients would die from your care. This is from the Hall of Healing. She must drink watermint tea first. Then apply.” Beulah looked at Winfred. “The legs will be numb, but the welts will heal overnight.” 

Winfred was allowed to rest for the duration of the day, but Petra was put back to work.

After all, there was so much hullabaloo, so much clatter and commotion, she barely finished one robe before she was handed another. Along with it, all the rumors that were flying about this year’s festival.

Throughout the network of palaces that were collectively known as the Mansion of Delicate Petals, talk from the servants closest to the ladies-in-waiting had not been held close. Furthermore, it was suspected that the information had been purposely released. Whether this was an idea of the emperor’s or a power move among the women was difficult to say.

Preparations for this festival were especially elaborate because the emperor had at last decided who he would take as empress. In turn, this meant concubines could now be selected. In Vale courtesans were not permitted the emperor until a woman sat slightly behind him on her throne. The new empress was to be a mother to the women of the Cloistered City and an example of the ideal woman. In turn, it was the responsibility of the concubines to bear children.

So, not only would the entire country celebrate a new empress, but they might look with joyful expectation at the increase in the emperor’s bloodline.

Within the city, whichever palace the new empress came from would be elevated in status. Servants of that mansion would now be servants of Vale’s empress, from the woman who dressed her hair each morning, noon, and night, to the sweeper of the courtyard.

Gossiped conversations said maids from the Palace of Embroidery were cross-eyed and suffering urinary infections because demands for gowns and headdresses arrived every other minute.

All the most elaborate requests came from Lady Ethelfelde. Did she know something or was she trying to sway the emperor’s attention in the final moments? Lady Guinevere knew His Majesty doted on the color blue and blue thread was guarded like gold. There was a mad hunt for ermine because Lady Estelle wanted the thick, smooth fur to trim all her gowns. Pink was a color for spring, yet Lady Bisgu set the Coloring House on its ear, racing to create the exact shade she wanted for all seven new gowns. Lotus flowers covered the robes of Lady Theophania, and there could not be enough lace for Lady Claennis.

Everyone worked.

At home, she worked long hours in the fields planting and tending or caring for the animals in the barn. Of course, at the end of the day her body hummed with soreness, but she worked for herself and her mother. It was not only working; it was life.

Here blood flow was staunched from how she sat, and her legs grew numb after only an hour. She swore her knuckles already looked like an old woman’s, while her grip strength would never be able to heft anything heavier than an elk-hair brush.

When she was allowed rest, it was stunted by pain. Often Petra spent the intended resting time letting her fingers uncurl, or the bones in her back crack.

It was difficult.

At the same time, how could she stand before the memory of her brother and complain? He suffered death. If she wanted to be worthy of learning his truth, then she mustn’t weep into her mattress every night like so many of the others.

Sometimes there were moments to smile. Often stories that came with the robes were funny. Ladies-in-Waiting pitched tantrums and fought for fabric amongst each other. Apparently, there had been a call to build fourscore excrement pots in the wake of all the rich festival food. And nothing but tea and oiled beans could soothe the emperor’s irritated throat. One of his eunuchs misread the measurement of his shoes and brought his master slippers one size too big. This caused the emperor to trip in the sight of his council and practically yell the ears of the servant off his head. 

Sometimes smiling and hiding a giggle in the folds of her sleeves was more revitalizing than slumber.

One night, instead of rolling and folding herself into all sorts of positions to find comfort, Petra got up. Perhaps she could find a nook, ignored in all the constant commotion, where she could sit upright and enjoy the coolness in the air. It was against the rules for her to leave the sleeping hall; however, the only rule right now was to work in these final days before the festival.

Pulling her outer cloak from under the bed, she drew the wool around her shoulders and fastened it under her chin. Without glancing to see if anyone was watching, she moved with purpose and walked outside.

She knew where she wanted to go. The Palace of Embroidery boasted detailed gardens and fountains for the inspiration and edification of the seamstresses. Changed seasonally, this would be her last look at the cosmos, spider lilies, and chrysanthemums. Perhaps the last chance to ponder them with the silver, rippling sound of water in the background for the fountains were turned off in the winter, except in the emperor’s palace.

The gardens were mostly uninhabited at night. And Petra was not going into the orchard. She intended to look on from behind the low, elegantly constructed fence that had been carved to look like wind-blown clouds.

She kept to the backs of buildings. Fine gravel crunched under her feet and the lonely sound of nocturnal singing bugs fell on her ears. They were birds of the ground reminding all of the cold nights ahead with a sun high, and far, and pale.

When she was a child and Aldney an adolescent, there were nights she snuck into his narrow bed and asked to know what the crickets and singing insects said to one another. He always told her that it was not to one another that they spoke, but for anyone with ears to hear their song.

His words and the trill of the warbling bugs spoke differently to her now. This was the end of autumn. Soon the creatures would burrow in the dirt. Seasons replace one another with unique beauties. Night brings a new day. In the world, there is constant change.

And settled against the wall of a shed where old buckets were kept to be repurposed, she intended to do just that when there came a clatter from behind the rickety door. A young woman with a scroll clutched tight to her half-undone gown scrambled out and collided with Petra.

From behind her and out of the shed, a man raced, hoisting up his pants. The young woman watched him run for a scant moment before she focused on Petra like she had never seen another human being before.

“I’m ruined!”

Sexual liaisons between servants were forbidden. Maids who served in palaces and halls might have the good fortune to catch the eye of a guard or soldier but if they were caught engaging in brazen intimacy, death was a reasonable punishment.

“I am no one to catch you,” Petra answered, getting to her feet.

“Catch me?”

“I’m nobody, too,” she offered. “I won’t say anything.”

“No! You don’t understand!” The woman thrust the scroll under Petra’s nose. “I was supposed to have delivered this hours ago. We fell asleep!” She looked up at the sky. “It is past midnight. If I go now, I’ll be flayed until my skin is gone. This letter is from the prime minister to Lady Elswyth!”

Under the clear sky, stars dotting the ink blue dome, Petra looked at the woman more closely and understanding fired through her. Though her clothing was disheveled, she wore the brown cloak, trimmed in black scalloping that Aldney had so often described.

She was a courier!

The woman lamented more about what would happen if she went now to fulfill her duty. The man she had slept with promised to wake her, but his betrayal was nothing compared to the punishment that awaited her. A letter from the prime minister to his niece was paramount and she had believed she had so much time.  She must escape. She must hide herself and escape at dawn. She was ruined. They might already be looking for her.

Petra’s thoughts raced. Behind her was the long route to advancing within the halls until she might, possibly, on the whim of a star, be noticed and brought to the status she needed.

Often, Aldney wrote about those who stole opportunities not intended for them. Often, he wrote how others advanced themselves on the backs of their contemporaries.

Like Hilde.

There would be no chance to tell Winfred. It might be weeks before she could safely get word to her. If this failed, her own punishment for masquerading as a courier was ugly and she would be lucky to end up scrubbing urine stains from wood basins.

But if ever there was a time, this was it! It was selfish but she harmed no one. She took advantage of this woman’s plight but saved her the shame of delivering a late letter.

“Give it to me!”

She tried to snatch the rolled message, but the woman pulled back.

“Don’t be foolish! Give it to me and I’ll deliver it. I do not know my way around the city, yet. It will take me a long time to find Lady Elswyth’s residence. Once I deliver the letter, they will know you have failed but this gives you time.”

And then there will be a position free in the Hall of Couriers. These days are madness and surely messages abound. I will be right there. They must take me. I harm no one. I do it for my brother!

“Give me the letter and flee!”

This time the young woman did not flinch. Panic still tore at her face, but she shoved the prized message into Petra’s hands.

“You’re right. You must not wander ‘til dawn, though. Go in the direction of the Grand Palace. There are signs at the gates along the main road. Here.” She flung the brown cloak from herself and cinched it over Petra. “No one will look twice at you. Lady Elswyth may still strike you, but she knows how the city relies on couriers. You will not be greatly harmed.” She bowed. “Thank you. When they ask—”

“I’ll say you were struck down with diarrhea.”

She nodded and dashed away. Petra looked at the thick paper, rolled and tied with yellow yarn, stamped in place by the prime minister’s seal, just as this moment stamped how she would clear Aldney’s name.    
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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She did not expect the main road to be barren; yet she was not prepared for so much traffic either. Marching guards, clusters of elegantly attired women. Men of obvious repute and the well-mannered servants who attended to them, two steps behind. Silken coat sheep pulled carts, their wavy fur covering their eyes. There were chariots led by elks no longer young enough to serve as military mounts.

In the same brown cloak as the one hanging long over her frame were other couriers. The robe’s high white collar made them easy to spot.

She mustn’t clutch the scroll like it was stolen. She mustn’t scurry or look over her shoulder. She’d be seen by Lady Elswyth and her staff. When she went back to the hall, the expected duty had been completed. She knew how it worked. She had begged Aldney to describe it many times. There would be confusion, but she would not be kicked back. The oncoming harvest moon festival was with her.

Still, Petra stepped onto the road like an alarm of horns and drums might explode. Her prior status did not permit her to appear on the thoroughfare. Somehow, she feared the magic courier cloak, offering her all she wanted within the city, was a cruel joke. In no less than ten steps, it would fall off and expose her.

Don’t dawdle!

Turning left onto the road, the vague outline of the grand palace in front of her, she kept her focus on the signs at the gate of each hall and palace, trying not to gawk.

She belonged here. Her determination to clear her brother’s name gave her the right.

Into the front pouch of the robe, sewn at the chest, she slid the scroll and fastened the loop closure to keep it secure.

Over the high stone walls of the city, the wind swept and tumbled downwards, hitting the cobbled road, and fracturing outwards. It caught scents from the kitchens, gardens, and the constant burning incense from the grand palace. It swept alongside conversations, hoping to carry secrets.

Inwardly, Petra steeled herself. She must not give away the thrills of being here. Beneath her feet, the stones were clean and smooth, placed at angles to create a mosaic depiction of the rivers and mountains beyond the walls. The length of the main road was over two kilometers. If she glanced over her shoulder, she could not make out the front gates. The width of the road was more than ten men lying head to toe. So much space!

She kept walking.

Although large elk tallow lanterns hung at the gate of each residence, the signs themselves were old and many had not been freshly painted. They were hard to see at night, and she must appear as if she knew them without having to read.

This was one of the first things couriers were taught. The best knew how many steps it took to get anywhere along the road from various points.

Aldney had been trying to learn.

Focus.

The Mansion of Delicate Petals would be on the right if she walked towards the grand palace. It should be close, if not the closest structure on that side. The ladies-in-waiting to the emperor entertained and accompanied him each day; they must live nearby.

Some said the mansion exuded the scent of osmanthus day and night, bespeaking of the purity of the women within.

Petra did not smell the fruity, bright floral aroma. She did, however, smell the bread for the emperor being baked, made with spun tree sap, dark and chewy. It was rumored that enough was being made for every mouth to experience one bite during the festival.

Her senses were scattered. Her focus was so pinpointed it masqueraded as distraction. She saw the sign for the Mansion of Delicate Petals but not the five captains of Shivalry exiting the gate.

Couriers were supposed to pause at their approach, or bow while walking.

Instead, she yelped when one of the men grabbed her by the arm and shook her.

“Insolent chit!” He thrust her backwards. “You see Shivalry, and you do not bow?”

Before the tall, gaunt man, she doubled over. “Pardon, Sir! I...I...”

“Be easy, Larkin,” another said, stepping forward.

“She ought to know better!”

“That she should,” said the man, as tall as the first but wider through the shoulders. “But there’s no need to shake her senseless. Likely she is one of the new recruits.” He looked at her. “Remember, next time, Little One. Couriers pause for Shivalry.”

Three times in a row she bowed before she dared look for the rich voice speaking, dared to look at a soldier of Shivalry.  

His eyes were an unnatural color. Red. Brown. A rich burgundy steeped in umber and not a color of this world. Around his face, his hair hung loose. Dark hair. The structure of his face was strong and defined. Like the other men, he was muscled, if not slightly more so and the hard line of his shoulders, coupled with his imperious posture, made him seem even bigger.

Petra felt very small. With a flick of his wrist, or a bare graze from the sword that rested against his well-muscled thigh, she’d be mutilated. Even the resonance in his voice, restrained and deep as the darkest point in the sky, could render her immobile.

These men were one of the wonders of the Cloistered City. Endowed with abilities beyond human reach, a Shiv could march against an army alone. They trained like beasts and knelt in reverence before the throne like monks. Worldly pleasures were beyond them. It was the price paid for such inhuman capabilities.

Petra pressed her hands against the breast pocket. “Forgive me! I have only just been entrusted with these duties.”

“Next time,” the gaunt man stated, “you won’t be met with mercy.” 

“Leave her, Larkin.” The one with longer hair said. “It’s late and I’m tired. You dally too long with Lady Melisende.”

Larkin grunted a laugh. “Just because you take celibacy seriously doesn’t mean I must.”

Another guard spoke. “Rand is a monastic, and you are a slave to your codpiece. Somewhere between is the man Melisende wants.”

Now they all laughed and walked on.

Until Petra could no longer hear their voices, she stood stock-still. Behind the halls and palaces, there was meager patience for a slave. In front, where all could see, there was practically none. She must not be an idiot.

Those were high-ranking men of Shivalry. Their uniforms were embroidered with red and gold thread, intertwined on black velvet. It would have been nothing for one of them to cut her down. Though her cloak told of her merit as a courier, her life was nothing to them.

In his early letters, Aldney wrote of how expendable lives were within the city walls. With horror at first and later sorrow. Eventually, he no longer mentioned it and that was worse. To know it was commonplace and not worthwhile news.

Keep alert. Keep quiet. Keep moving.

Soon Petra realized how close she was to the mansion. Its sign looked freshly painted, gleaming under lantern light. She walked up to the gate and pulled the rope attached to a bronze bell, alerting the guard on the other side.

A rectangle slat in the gate slid back. Eyes and the bridge of a nose appeared. The man said nothing, taking note of her garb and the gate was pulled aside. Petra then entered the main courtyard.

Faceted in shape, there were artfully carved statues in the middle, surrounded by polished rocks of different colors and gradients. Radiating outward were slithering paths Petra assumed led to the different mansions. However, surrounding pillars festooned with garlands and tapestries made it impossible to see the roofs of any of the dwellings.

Feigning a level of assurance and dignity she hoped were convincing, Petra spoke over her shoulder to the guard. With the robe on, he did not outrank her. It was well-known all should be done to facilitate message deliveries.

“I am newly appointed,” she said. “Which way to the mansion of Lady Elswyth?”

“The third path on your left.”

She did not thank him and hurried forward, a second wave of realization washing over her. In her imagination and plans within the royal city there had been plenty of time to learn about the city and the people.

Even though Petra often asked Aldney to describe the officials he delivered to, he only shared amusing interactions. She knew one of the scribes could not digest bread and blamed his flatulence on the servants. She knew one of the palace physician’s noses whistled when he exhaled. And she was aware the Mother-of-State was afraid of rabbits.

This felt like...like wading across a river, not knowing if there was a drop-off. At any moment, she might find herself surrounded by cold, black water.

Then I must swim. I must push against the current.

The path under her feet was narrow and made of sand, contained by slightly raised flat stones. Each respected lady had the choice of what the path to her mansion looked like. As a child, Lady Elswyth lived by the sea and made yearly trips, claiming it helped regulate her blood flow.

The path she trod had been sullied with many sets of footprints coming and going. Servants had been sent to check the main gate, possibly every hour.

She quickened her pace and braced herself.

Emerging from around a curve, four women surrounded her, wild looks on their faces, insistent hands on her body.

“Where were you?”

“Who are you?”

“How dare you be late!”

“Come with me!”

The one with the most aggressive hands yanked her wrist, stating her ladyship had lost all control and could not be blamed for her reactions.

“You are new to the Hall of Couriers, but it will not protect you. You were to have been here hours ago!” 

Petra tugged back, freeing her wrist from the pinching grip. “I only owe explanation to Lady Elswyth.”

With a snort, the servant grabbed her wrist again and led her inside the mansion.

Elegant furniture and large glass bowls of tropical fish met her eyes. Rugs of every color and shape covered the floors in a mismatched manner. Beyond the fish tanks, and more furniture than Petra ever imagined could fit in one room, was a network of hallways branching off from one another in the shape of a star, connected by the main receiving room.

Petra expected the servant to shake her off and leave her to wait with a ferocious order not to move. However, the young woman kept a tight grip and pulled her down a wide hall decorated with carvings of fish and mermaids all seated in pots of white sand. The hall turned into a wide room covered in carpeting. Fabric had been sewn and woven to make seaweed-looking décor that hung from the ceiling.

Seated on a divan shaped like a clam shell, her forehead in one hand, rested Lady Elswyth.

It was well known that no woman who rose to the status of lady-in-waiting was without respected background and beauty. Still Petra was struck. If all the women of the emperor’s choosing looked like this, Petra did not know how any man, let alone the emperor, (though it was disrespectful to think,) could choose. Oval pearls hung from gold chains attached to sticks and combs of jade and bronze, woven into her hair. Her cheeks were dusted with gold powder and red paint stained her lips. She wore cream colored silk, touched around the hems in yellow.

Their steps had not roused her, and the maid was forced to clear her throat.

The resting head shot up. Then with all the ferocity of an ocean storm she lunged off the chair. Grabbing Petra by the neck, she slapped her across the mouth and then shoved her hand in the cloak’s pouch and yanked out the scroll.

Petra doubled over, crossing her arms over her chest and holding her shoulders, as decorum dictated.

“My lady,” she pleaded. “Please forgive the late hour of your delivery!”

Elswyth ripped off the waxen seal and nearly tore the message open in unrolling it. Like an untamed sea siren, she crouched atop her seat and devoured the missive.

“I’ll have you flogged.”

“My lady, I will not protest for this was a great disservice to your dignity, but the failure was not known ‘til only a short while ago.”

Lady Elswyth glanced up, looked down at the letter, and then looked up again, staring at Petra.

“You’re not Inge.”

“My lady. My name is Petra. I am a new courier to the hall. Inge tried her utmost to come but a violent case of diarrhea—”

“Say less!”

“She was mortified, my lady,” Petra prattled on. “I believe she has fled the city in shame.”

“I would have given her hand to my carnivorous fish.” She looked back down at the letter, then cast it aside as if it was nothing and she had not attacked with bared teeth.

“What’s your name?”

“Petra, my lady.”

“And you came directly?”

“I was only stopped briefly by some captains of Shivalry for my own stupidity.”

This made her smile. “They are worth stopping for.”

“I was in the wrong and rightly corrected, my lady.”

She waved her hand and hopped off the seat. “You will remain while I write my reply. You will deliver it to my uncle, and he will reward you. But for now,” she clapped thrice, “it’s late outside and your walk will be long.”

A different servant appeared.

“Fetch her hot sweetened cream.”

Petra bowed. “You are most gracious, my lady!”

She floated to a desk and plucked a sharpened peacock feather. “To those who loyally serve their position.”

“It is an honor to serve in a position as my brother once did.”

To this, Lady Elswyth did not reply. And it was not important that she did. What was important was her writing a reply for Petra to deliver. What was important was her wanting to know Petra’s name. For one day, when it pleased Lady Elswyth to be distracted by the lives of the people who served her, she might ask about Petra’s hopes and Aldney’s name would be mentioned.

And I will learn the truth.
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​CHAPTER FIVE
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The main road had changed by the time she left the Mansion of Delicate Petals. Now she moved amid a different flux of servants. as the ink of the sky faded, replaced by fairer shades of blue.

In and out of gates, though they moved with purpose, theirs was not the frenzy of festival preparation. All the mania did not affect them; their tasks were set.

In passing, they acknowledged Petra as belonging to their ilk. She was a courier; there were always messages to deliver. It was hard not to feel some of their pride, though she reminded herself her current standing was as tremulous as the first embers of a new fire. 

But she was being seen. Soon one of the scribes would see her as well. Though she would be happy if his reward was money to send home, Petra also hoped it might be a token of appreciation. A handkerchief, a tassel of split silks or a spent scent pouch. Coming from his residence, it would be finery and another layer in her armor to protect her position.

When the Cloistered City was built, the emperor of the time was more a general of war than a man of studies. While he acknowledged the need for education, he did not wish to be bothered by dusty tomes and archaic languages. Builders erected an impressive hall, far from the grand palace, from which the emperor hoped his learned men would seldom have reason to leave.

All the faint blue had dissolved from the sky by the time she saw the large sign. Her feet hurt. The creamy drink from Lady Elswyth was a decadent treat but not refreshing and Petra was thirsty. By now, back at the Washing House, others would be getting up from their cots, breaking their overnight fast with rice porridge, dried meat, and a large mug of black tea.

Winfred might look for her. The awful three might notice her absence and think themselves clever.

I’ll get word to you, Winfred. And when I am able, I’ll get you out of there. I cannot hold this good fortune like a secret. I came here to do good, and you will be part of that.

Her stomach growled. She shook her head and walked up to the gate. Decades prior, outer guards at the Hall of Renowned Scribes had been done away with. History and education should not be held behind locks. Learning was for every man.

Leaning her shoulder into the thick wooden panels, Petra pushed with all her body’s weight. It gave in millimeters. She bent her knees and pushed harder. She did not, at the same time, hear footfall behind her, nor see the impressive figure who neared. She did not see a small smirk nor the large hand that pressed into the gate.

Quite suddenly, the entrance gave way, and she tumbled forward with a yelp.

“Joints are stiff in the early morning,” he said, walking past her.

Petra bowed. “I thank you, Sir.”

For a moment, he lingered at the main door. The same Shiv from only hours ago whose reprimand had been gentle. Did he not sleep after a night of carousing?

He was handsome in the daylight, though no less formidable. His facial features were cut from stone, cut for battle and war. To look upon onslaught and blood without trembling. She could do very well without him looking at her, too. Those eyes, poured from molten rock in the deep layers of the earth, felt heavy and exposing.

She did not dare follow him in nor move in the wake of his steps. Instead, Petra remained bent at the waist until she heard the door open and close. Only then did she venture forward and jangle the trio of ceramic bells required for servants to ring.

A servant, simply but well-dressed in unadorned brown wool, opened the door and stepped aside. Aldney hadn’t mentioned how strange it was to be so easily admitted wearing this uniform. There had not yet been twenty-four hours distance from her being a washing wench, yet her worth was recognized now.

“I come with a message from Lady Elswyth.”

The servant nodded and disappeared behind a long, wide horizontal tapestry. Upon it was depicted what Petra assumed were ancient languages, for she could not read the Ensignings. They had been elegantly sewn in multiple colors of thread.

Scant furnishings were to her left and right. No carpets lined the wooden floors. Various reigns had treated their learned men differently. Emperor Cyprian believed in respect for education, but he did not believe its study should be indulgent, dangerously near idolatry and leading towards fruitless pondering of ancient texts.

Petra walked further into the room but did not dare sit down.

Behind the tapestry were the libraries and dormitories. She imagined them as dark tunnels, supplied only with lit torches, guttering more smoke than light. These men would look like moles, large eyes and practically blind. Stooped shoulders and rounded backs.

Aldney had never described them.

She wondered, too, why a captain of Shivalry might be here after a night at the Mansion of Delicate Petals. Too much indulgence? Perhaps he came here to purge.

She shook her head. She shouldn’t entertain such thoughts. Her life could have ended when she met the group of captains and failed to pause at their approach.

Folding her hands and letting her chin rest on her chest, Petra widened her stance slightly, and used her time of waiting to rest. It was a long time. More than once, the same servant passed from behind the tapestry, dusting and taking deliveries. A few times she heard hushed voices from behind the dense curtain, but they moved like echoes, fading away.

Higher the sun rose, and she moved into its lengthening beams.

This, Aldney had mentioned. She remembered smiling at his stories of being positive he’d been forgotten about. Apparently, although Lady Elswyth had waited in distress for her letter, her uncle was in no such rush to read her reply.

Voices from beyond shifted again. She recognized the first.

“I feared you would say as much.”

“Months ago, I informed his royal highness of their war-mongering past.”

“Cyprian insists his rule brings only new life.”

“History is a clock as sure as the skies. But our emperor has a holy right to the throne. He is gifted to know more than mortal men.”

The Shivalry captain laughed low in his throat. “Carefully spoken.”

“I am not such a man as you, Captain Tsenturian. I bleed when struck.”

To this, he did not reply but appeared suddenly from behind the tapestry. Petra did not risk looking up, catching only what she could from her periphery. His stride was purposefully set, and he did not wait for the servant to open the door.

It was several minutes later that an elderly man with bushy eyebrows and a clean-shaven face slipped from behind the partition. His hair was more white than gray, and sheared close to his head.

“I am told you come from my niece,” he said in a voice like aged paper close to disintegrating.

“Yes, Sir.” She bowed and held out the scroll.

“My letter needed no reply,” he mumbled, unrolling it. “Ah! And she would have me reward you, too?”

At his scoff, Petra folded her arms across her chest. “Your reply came to Lady Elswyth in great distress. Surely, I do not deserve her generosity.”

“Do not prattle so. You will receive your reward, or I shall have to admit to her that I did not give it.”

Into the folds of his robe, he rummaged. A moment later he pulled forth a tiny vial, stuffed with delicate herbal tendrils.

“Here.” He shoved it at her. “As fine as any smelling salts. You are lucky the aroma makes me sneeze.” 

The bottle was a pale shade of green and an odd shape.

Lady Elswyth pined for the ocean and her uncle had a sensitive nose for fine smelling salts. She would remember.

It might never serve her, but those who made their way well in the Cloistered City remembered odds and ends. Aldney had admitted he was not above the practice and had told her of the times it benefited him to remember who enjoyed clove steeped tea, who had a panache for rabbit fur, and who wielded gossip like a weapon.

Much like the information, Petra tucked the token into one of the pockets of her robe and thanked her benefactor profusely.

***
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SO MANY TIMES, SHE had begged her brother to describe the hall where he lived in detail. Back then, it was because she wanted to imagine him there, exactly. She told him it gave her peace and thrill to think of him moving about the rooms and halls, something going on every minute, an integral part of the city.

She blessed the knowledge now. Her movements would be assured. The only question she’d have to ask was where Inge slept. Otherwise in all the uproar of the festival, a new face was likely to go unnoticed for a few days. By then she would have made her worth known.

Still, her heart thundered. Walking up to the only residence in the city that had an arch instead of a gate, for the ease of constant coming and going, she forced her chin high.

Bodies passed her in both directions. She did not make eye contact. Double doors swung with little exertion. Inside, the smell was exactly as Aldney described.

In the royal gardens, bees were kept. Their honey was prized in the kitchens and their wax held dear among couriers. Faintly floral, the beeswax was cut and melted in the hall to secure messages. Aldney had said the ubiquitous aroma took him some getting used to. The smell was not far from the grass of their home, and it made him homesick. Eventually, he came to appreciate it as a constant reminder of his prior life.

Petra relished it now. The clothes her brother had worn. The floors he walked upon and the aroma that made him think of their life. She could not pause and linger. The hot emotions pooling in her chest could not be betrayed.

Later. Later you can cry. You must find Inge’s bed now. You must be seen sitting on it. Her uneaten meal will be yours. Her shoes, too, no matter the size.  

The first room was wide and round, studded in chairs and bowls, kept hot or cool depending on the season, to soothe tired feet. Beyond that was a receiving room, cut in half by a table nearly the length of the space. Dug into the table, with even spacing, were oblong divots. Letters from the emperor’s palace, his mother’s residence, the prime minister, and his ladies-in-waiting were placed towards the middle. All others were left in the outer slots.

The emperor, his mother, and the prime minister had preferred couriers. These men and women walked to no other palaces. Aldney had not yet risen to such favor, but he was often requested to the Mansion of Delicate Petals.

Behind the letter delivery table, wax was cut, mixed, and melted. The stamps of nobles were cleaned and maintained here, too. Once Aldney told of the uproar caused when one of emperor’s councilmen decided to alter his insignia. Chaos. Profanities and exclamations unworthy of those who served the emperor.

Further in, separated by a long hall, was the living and dining area. Men and women were allowed to eat together but the sleeping dormitory was divided by a long curtain. Men slept on one side and women on the other.

Punishment for crossing sides was severe. Their minds must be above sordid passions. At least, those passions must be carried on outside of the hall.

Then again, men who became couriers were eunuchs first, their sexual desires greatly depleted, if not gone altogether. Still, there had been scandals. But the blood that ran hot was made to flow profusely when its amorous activities were discovered.

The second floor of the hall was used for storage. Paper, robes, quill sharpening instruments, expired insignia stamps, and extra ink wells.

Into the women’s side of the dorm, she walked, fear fluttering her heart. There were so many beds, finer than those of the washing hall. Deeper mattresses. More than one blanket and thick, round pillows.

They all looked comfortable and the same. Petra could not linger staring. She felt the brush of a shoulder and made a fast decision.

“Inge left sewing needles under her bed for me. But I cannot find them. Will you help me look?”

The woman scrunched her face, put out, as Petra hoped. Her mind was elsewhere; a new face did not give her reason to pause.

She hefted a heavy exhale and marched quickly towards the back. At the last bed she stopped and crouched surreptitiously.

“I don’t see anything.”

Petra put her hands on her hips. “You hardly—”

“I came to change my shoes. I have a letter from Lady Melisende that must go to Captain Larkin. Use both your eyes to look next time.”

On her heel she spun and walked away.

For several minutes more, Petra feigned searching. And when she risked looking back, finding the woman gone, she got up, took off her shoes, and stretched out on the bed.

There were others resting. She did not look out of place.

She should have taken off the uniform, but her clothes underneath would betray her. Later, she would find a private moment and change into the basics Inge kept, worn by all couriers under their official robes.

But not right now. Emotions surged at her. It felt as if they pulsed blood through her veins at irregular intervals. Visions of her brother’s face passed through her mind’s eye. In some, he smiled. In others, his features were twisted in torture. The worst of all visions portrayed him like a ghost, staring blank with hollow eyes and his lips a faint line.

If she failed, this would be the memory that haunted her slumber forevermore.

Even if you had died in my arms, I would not fail you. I will not let them say you took your own life like a coward. Beauty and talent breed jealousy and I will find the hand that struck down your light.
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​CHAPTER SIX
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She was noticed, but assurance is everything. Guessing Inge’s schedule had been evening tide, based on their run-in, Petra kept to the bed for the duration of the day. At a switching of shifts, she changed out of her former uniform and into the basics of a courier. Inge was taller than her. She ripped part of her former attire to makeshift a belt underneath and hoist up the basics.

When those who delivered in the evenings went for meals, she went with them, babbling to those next to her about inconsequential things. Though the first looks were of surprise, it changed quickly to ill-concealed annoyance, and they ignored her chatter.

She prattled about everything. Burning her tongue and hoping it would heal by the time everyone was given a taste of plum cream on the second night of the festival. The pebble in her shoe that she, bravely, walked on to ensure a letter to the Royal Garden Keepers Longhouse arrived in time.

Assurance is everything.

Others talked to her as if she had been there for months, but tried not to use her name because they realized, with shame, they did not know it. As a result, they were unusually kind to her, giving her letters to halls that were known to offer sweet treats as thanks.

She had no aspirations that she would remain unnoticed. That was not the point. By the time her concealing tactics ran dry, enough voices would vouch for her dedication. When she was found out, she would be honest but keep her assurance.

And the opportunity arrived three hours before twilight on the first day of the festival.

She stood at the letter table, receiving instructions that the message must be delivered to the third captain of Shivalry before the start of the festival. The request was time sensitive. Petra had tucked the scroll in her breast pocket when one of the superiors hooked her arm in his.

“I will walk with you part of the way.”

Augustine was one of four high ranking couriers in the hall. Average in height and non-assuming in appearance, he wore his authority with dignity. His expression, from over his thin nose, bespoke of a man who had long overseen others. Aldney had mentioned him in letters, talking of disputes among his companions and describing Augustine’s decisions as stark, but fair.

Beside him, Petra walked with her gaze forward.

“What happened to Inge?” he asked.

“I came upon her after a tryst.”

“And? Tell all. What you’ve done is worthy of both your hands being removed.”

“She was distraught that she had fallen asleep, and her letter hadn’t been delivered. She knew she was ruined. She fled. I took the letter and her cloak. I have taken her place. Her duties, her bed, her meals are not wasted. I came to this city to provide for my mother and learn the truth of my brother’s death. He was a courier.”

Augustine looked at her with pinched brows “Was your brother as clever?”

“He did not need to be. He was beautiful and talented.”

Augustine’s steps slowed.

Garlands and festoons hung in a cornucopia from every gate. Baskets of ferns, flower blossoms, and woven wreaths of wheat adorned both sides of the road. Zithers, horns, flutes, and pipas could be heard like clouds passing, practicing the national anthem.

The road had been swept every hour since the previous night. Chariots and bare-footed dancers, musicians and acrobats could not be allowed even the slightest stumble. Jesters on stilts and actors dressed as the emperor’s favorite animals would sing until their voices were drowned by drums so big it took three men to carry them.

The air hummed with anticipation.

“What is your surname?”

“Ondise.”

He stopped. Hurt flashed across his features.

“Aldney. Aldney Ondise was your brother?”

Petra felt tears start at the rim of her eyes. “Yes.”

“I will tell you, there was never a day he did not work until exhaustion. He inspired others. Aldney would have risen to high positions in the hall.”

She started walking again. “I mourn him every moment.”

“I understand now why you are so bold to assume another’s place.”

“I have caused no harm nor excess.”

“This is true. I will not tarnish your brother’s memory either by casting you out. I will not be the reason the woman who bore him starves.”

Relief so cold it made her shiver crashed between the walls of her chest.

“How can I express my thanks?”

“By accepting your punishment without sound. Your actions are still reprehensible. I will not reward your cunning.”

“But you will not excise me?”

“No.”

Now her tears poured freely. “Then do your worst. I will make no sound.”

From a pocket, he withdrew a leather switch. On each of its three cords were three knots.

He moved behind her.

“Each time your right foot strikes the ground, I will strike your back. We shall proceed thus until you reach the palace of the third captain of Shivalry. The message you bear has been disguised. But I recognize that seal and nothing from the emperor can be delayed.”

She clenched her teeth and nodded.

I love you, Aldney.

Petra stepped and the whip snapped between her shoulder blades. Despite the robe’s thick fabric, she felt the knots drive into her skin, threatening to do more than bruise.

Every other step.

There was no time to inhale before the next blow drove air from her lungs. She clenched her teeth, but her mouth was forced open by the heft of Augustine’s arm. At the same time, feeling the whip lodge its venom, she coughed and inhaled, gagging and choking.

Yet the rhythm of her stride could not slow. The scroll in her pocket was imperial. Her brother’s memory was dear. On she walked.

Her feet began not to lift from the ground. The soles of her shoes dragged over the road and her pace labored from side to side. Brisk air from the tears in the robe touched the exposed welts and hissed with stinging. Her garments stuck to the wounds, tugging mercilessly. Her body threatened to betray her, but she drummed her fists against her legs, to make a rhythm she could feel through the suffocating pain.

It was excruciating and she feared she might die between each step.

***
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AUGUSTINE ONLY SPOKE to tell her the palace of the third captain was near the main gates. He spent little time there, between his duties to the emperor and the safety of Vale.

Petra heard him but distantly. A rushing noise made of white-capped waves and unforgiving winter windstorms flooded her eardrums. Her mouth slacked open, but she could not hear the way she sucked air down her throat. Mischievous darkness crept at the edges of her vision.

Like a mule who only knows to plow onward, she had to be reined in when they, at last, arrived at the palace. Augustine caught her arm and pulled her balance upright.

“If there is no reply, return to the hall immediately. You must be dressed and present for the festival. I will have someone ready to clean your back.”

“Y...yes. Th-thank...you.”

The whip was tucked away, and her superior strode back down the road, his legs not made of rusted, buckling iron.

Unstable, Petra rocked back on her heels and heaved herself into motion again. The residence gate stopped her, and she let the sound of her body’s thud act as her knock. From inside, a servant pulled the gate inward and she moved with it, grateful to let something carry her.

Through her blurred and blackening vision, she saw the look of alarm on the manservant’s face. Petra let her uniform speak and tapped at her chest. Although the servant was plainly shocked, he gestured she follow.

The inner court of the mansion might have been lovely; she could not tell. Her vision was narrow. There appeared to be little décor in the courtyard. No topiary. No statues. The only nod to decoration was a small fountain bubbling over unpolished rocks of varying sizes.

Unlike other palaces, there were no steps leading to the main residence. The doors of the third captain of Shivalry were level with the ground.

She was glad. Crawling like an animal did not befit her position.

Inside, the same sparsity was present. Large rooms, mostly unadorned, of dark wood. Their steps echoed.

The servant asked her to wait.

It might have been a few minutes; it might have been an entire hour. Petra relished not moving. By the time heavy, measured steps sounded she teetered side to side and turned towards the footfall.

He filled the precious space of her sight. The same captain from the street, from the scribe’s hall, dressed simply now in a robe of dark blue.

She met his gaze with what she hoped was a bow, but she could not be sure her body obeyed the command. His eyes drove through her. Deep, like the heated core of the earth. It seemed to steep into her skin and bones, where it strove to create warmth.  

“My lord,” she began. “I come...with a letter that...that...”

“That’s enough.” He strode towards her. “Hush. Give me the letter.”

Functioning like her body was a foreign object to her, she passed him the scroll. He looked at the wax seal, frowned and then moved from her, unrolling it.

“Will there...be a reply, my...lord?”

She saw him look over his shoulder. Suddenly, he looked horrified. She saw the letter flutter from his hand. She did not feel her knees buckling. He stole towards her, and she did not know her body was collapsing. She did not feel the strike of the floor. Instead, she felt strong arms.

***
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LIGHTS DAZZLED HER eyes. Flickering, glittering colors, like ruptured stars revealing their true hues. Out of the far blue dome of the sky, they exploded, shedding their white glow for a kaleidoscope of shimmering rain.

If she raised her hands, would the tiny shards of light flutter into her palms like curious fairies from another realm? Was this part of the secrets held within the Cloistered City? Or was this a dream? It did not matter. Petra gloried in the sight.

Never had there been anything like this in her imagination. The red was sweet and the yellow bright and tangy, like citrus fruits. The blue sparkled like rain and the green was a promise of summer months far from now.

Slowly, the sounds of the fireworks reached her ears. If thunder could pop. If the clash of lightning rippled outwards and collided with sleeping clouds. These were unfamiliar sounds. Exhilarating and refreshing, like cup after cup of cool water on a hot day.

Eventually, between the off-beat, lilting cadence of colors and sounds, she heard the rise and fall of voices below. It was then stupor at last dripped from her like a sodden wool blanket. She realized she lay on a mattress and above her was not the sky but a wood ceiling. From the window next to her she had seen the celebratory display.

Petra sat forward.

A supple blanket pooled off her shoulders and into her lap. It smelled fresh. So did the bedding. With her brain trying to process where she was and how she might have arrived, she noticed that the bed things smelled different from those in the courier dormitory.

She pushed the blanket away to find she wore a gray gown four sizes too big and squinted to collect her thoughts. There were voices and fireworks outside the window; the festival had started. The last thing she remembered was seeing the letter flutter from the captain’s hand...

“Oh!”

She moved to stand, finding her shoes at the foot of the bed, but the sudden movement made her back throb, and her second exclamation was one of pain. This brought fast footsteps contained in short strides and the door at the far end of the room opened.

“You’ve woken, I see. Are you in much pain?”

The man was thin and might have been any age, if not for the wide streaks of white playing through his beard and hair. His eyes were bright, but his lips thin. His hands were smooth but unsteady.

“I...I’m not. Where am I?”

Over a stomach that was not there, he folded his hands and neared. “You are in the palace of the third captain of Shivalry.”

“What?!”

“Do you not remember fainting?”

I remember the letter floating and seeing a terrified look in the captain’s face.

“What happened?”

“You fainted. My lord caught you before you struck the ground. He carried you up here and gave me express instructions to clean your wounds and mend your clothes.”

For a reply, Petra pulled the scooped neckline of the garment closer. This made the man shake his head.

“Fear not. Your dignity is in place. My lord left directly, and I have not felt amorous towards a woman since my manhood was intact.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Nothing is needed. Rest further. I’ll bring—”

“No, please! You’ve done so much, and I was expected back right away. I’ve got to go!”

He held up his hand. “You would dare walk the opposite direction of the emperor?”

Petra looked out the window. The emperor’s chariot had paused and there was dancing and jumping flanking him on both sides. However, nobody moved up or down the road.

“But I was told to be...”

“Say you were asked to wait for a reply. If it eases you, I’ll escort you.”

“Oh, that’s not—”

“I serve my lord. He told me to ensure your recovery and so I shall. The emperor will not retire until close to dawn. Enjoy the festival from here and I will bring you a restorative and something to eat.”

“I...I thank you.”

He bowed. “Keep your thanks. My name is Bartholomew. I act on my lord Rand’s command.”

Rand...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​CHAPTER SEVEN
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She felt like a child. Propped up on her knees, her elbows on the windowsill, it was a position most unflattering for a courier. All was dark around her, while in front and below unimagined scenes played out.

The main road was lit with torches and lanterns. Acrobats flipped and tumbled around the glowing illuminations like sprites, untouchable by the flames. Dancers with sleeves touching the ground spun like swans in flight, dressed in white gowns tipped with red. In-between them, men twirled batons. Up in the air they flung them, spinning countless times, catching them behind their back or between their legs. More women on stilts shook tambourines and pretended to lure the bodies dressed as mythical beasts.

All the music and motion only ceased when Emperor Cyprian spoke. His voice somehow echoed off gates and palace walls. All could hear him. He read poems of his own writing, sublime with insight into the loneliness of a man responsible for so many. He sang songs of his own creation, and his voice, though thin, was melodic and pleasing.

Patterns of lions and phoenixes decorated the length of his black robes, embroidered in gold thread only two women in the entire Palace of Embroidery were permitted to handle. The precious strands glimmered so, they might materialize into eagles and foxes with nine tails.

Her mother never would have believed it, even if she had seen it. She would have said it was a mirage of the Cloistered City, a lavish dream for hearts that might never touch such riches.

And this was only the first night. Favors of food and coins would be generously distributed throughout the city during the day. Musicians would process up and down the road. There were rumors the emperor’s beloved cats and doves might make an appearance, amazing all with their tricks.

It was hard to believe Aldney had not written a book describing the festival. Then again, he had always been level-headed, in control of his emotions.

But I don’t believe you weren’t thrilled. I don’t believe you witnessed all this and did not sigh in wonder. I remember your smile. I always will. You gave it rarely, but I know it betrayed you during these exciting days. And to think you experienced this more than once! Oh, if you were here, Aldney, I’d scold you for not making me understand how phenomenal this all is even if you told me I’m too easily pleased.

I miss you. Next year I’ll have a lantern to burn in your honor.

Bartholomew had brought food and drink. She did not realize the calming proprieties of the tea and warm dumplings. Petra only knew she had fallen asleep because she awoke to the dusty shades of early morning flooding the walls of the room.

“Wake, young lady. Wake. The emperor has retired.”

The manservant stood at the doorway.

With an instantly straight back, she sat up. “How long have I been asleep?”

“Fret not. The festival troubadours have only just announced the closing of the palace doors behind his majesty. Your mended livery is at the end of the bed, and I am prepared to escort you as soon as you are ready.”

“Thank you.” She bowed her head. “I am indebted.”

“Nonsense. I act on the command of my lord Rand. He is merciless in battle, but he won’t stand for the suffering of an innocent.”  

With those eyes the color of war. Alone on the battlefield, alive amid spent bodies. Those eyes were the color of heavy consequences.

“I think I believe that,” she mumbled. “I mean! I mean, it’s clear his majesty would only select the finest men to serve in Shivalry.”

Solemnly, Bartholomew inclined his head in agreement before stating he would wait for her below.

On the first floor, he opened the doors for her, and they walked into the sparse courtyard. Not half blinded by pain, she took it in again. Captains of Shivalry were well-paid men. They had sacrificed all to the emperor. Petra wondered where Rand’s money went. For, aside from keeping his dwelling spotless, and one servant dressed in worthy fabrics, he might as well have been a deposed baron of the hinterlands.

In the morning air hung the palette of the previous night. Singed powders from fireworks. Twists of lemon and orange rind mixed with incense and snuffed candles. Overhead, the sky was a watercolor expanse of yellow and tangerine pooling into one another, highlighted only by wisps of feathered clouds.

Bartholomew walked beside her as they crossed the courtyard, but when they got to the gate, he indicated she pause. In addition to the servant bearing all loyalty to his master, he must also boast the hearing of a cat. He promptly opened the gate and Rand strode through.

Decorated armor over his body shone in the early light. Floral etchings and calligraphy text she could not read glinted. He looked twice as big as before. His hair was pulled back from his face and had there not been dark circles making shadows under his eyes, Petra would have sworn he stepped off the pages of an ancient legend.

Immediately, she bowed.

“You are safe upon your own legs again?”

A rosy flush steeped her ears. She had rested in his arms and though unconscious, her body had been held close to that broad chest as he laid her in the bed. On his part, proper decorum would have allowed her to fall. Yet not only had he lifted her he had also rushed to her side. 

Embarrassment thickened her speech. “Please allow me to...to thank and be in your debt, my...my lord.”

She did not dare raise her eyes as he replied.

“There is no debt to be paid, Little One.”

Heat from her ears reached down the back of her neck at hearing this moniker again, spoken in a voice at the heart of midnight.

“I thank you,” she managed.

“My lord,” Bartholomew said. “I am escorting her back to the hall. Is there anything you wish me to return with?”

Rand’s reply was dry. “The words to make Cyprian hear.”

The manservant smirked. “I am no miracle worker, my lord.”

Striding forward, he squeezed Bartholomew’s shoulder. “You are as close as any.”

***
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AUGUSTINE GREETED HER without looking, saying she was lucky to have returned with a Shivalry captain’s servant by her side. Busy mixing a new color of wax for the Mother-of-State, he suggested if anything untoward had happened at the Third Captain’s palace, she ought to bury it in her soul.

“I am glad to be back.”

Augustine continued stirring, slow and deliberate. “Much happens behind all the flurry of the festival. And though tomorrow is the third day of rest for the entire city, it is not for us. Letters will still arrive, none of which can be delivered once the emperor emerges at night. Every courier needs to be prepared. Do not be caught with your hands by your side.”

“Yes, Sir.”

***
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BETWEEN THE DELIVERY room and the dormitory, there was a great deal of talk and Petra indulged in listening. Rumors of which lady-in-waiting would be the new empress. One sordid rumor whispered that the emperor would select his mother and live with her as married couples do.

In all the wonder of the celebrations last night, there had been drama, too. Although the Benign Mother had not made an appearance, it was said she sent gifts to every one of the ladies-in-waiting, except Lady Ejona. Not only was this a bold undercut, but it was also an upset towards all the signs people thought indicated her favor.

Last night the other ladies-in-waiting emerged bearing their gifts. Personal servants of Lady Ejona said she could not be persuaded to leave her residence and threatened to end her life.

Oh, there was talk.

Seasoned couriers clustered around newer servants, explaining how much could be gained during the Festival of the Late Harvest Moon. Stiff hands were more likely to offer compensation after hours of consuming ginger beer and peppered wine. Tight lips also loosened. Often this was a greater reward than any sweet bread or money. Knowledge could be levered in favor of personal gain.

Petra listened to it all, weighing it against what her brother had shared. How often had he used gossip to his advantage? Even without a festival, his beauty drew people to confide in him. 

Had that been the reason for his death? They concealed his murder because he concealed a truth about one of the councilmen or one of the ladies-in-waiting. Then when it was learned he confiscated the intelligence, he was dispatched like an inconvenience—not a man.

This contemplation dulled the shine of gossip.

It was later in the day she assisted a fellow courier sorting and cleaning wax melting bowls. There had been a call from the palace that his majesty wanted decrees and other official documents sealed in a new shade of red. This meant endless color tests. Petra and an older woman with a birthmark encompassing her right cheek ensured the amounts of needed bowls were without cracks or chips.

They had been working quietly and complacently for hours. Petra enjoyed working with her. Her movements were assured, and she hummed tunes that Petra felt might have been lullabies for children now grown.

Petra was examining a bowl for chips around the outside when another deliverer sat beside her. He had been one of the few to let her babble that first day.

“Miriam, a letter came from Councilman Percival.”

Miriam stopped humming and unfolded her legs. With few words, she told Ki to work slowly in her absence. Then she stood and collected the letter from her dead sister’s husband, who ensured it was only Miriam delivering to his mansion.

Eagerly, Ki took up the bowl. Petra continued to work, wondering if she would have to re-examine the bowls he cleaned. His hands moved much too fast.

From the corner of her periphery, she saw him glance at her several times, twisting his lips. He must have heard something wild. Or, perhaps, knew of the gossip her walk with Bartholomew had initiated.  It was something; he winked. People do not wink by happenstance.

At length and at last, he set the bowl down and faced her.

“I know you.”

“You should,” she answered, without raising her eyes from her task. “I work here.”

“No.” He scooted closer. “I know who you are.” 

“I’m no one.”

“Not so. I wasn’t sure at first. You don’t look very much like him.”

A spasm jolted her hands, and she nearly dropped the bowl. Ki grinned.

“Who do you think I look like?” she asked, trying to feign nonchalance.

“Aldney Ondise.” 

The bowl dropped in her lap. It felt like an accusation, but she had nothing to be ashamed of. There was honor in following the footsteps of an older sibling. And anyway, this was not something she intended to keep clandestine. Yet he looked like he had uncovered a bloated secret. 

He moved so their knees touched. Petra scooted away.

“I am and I’m honored to work where he did, to do the same as him, providing for our mother.”

“Many wept when news of his death reached us. I know I did.”

Grief rang within her ribs, a heavy bronzed bell. To hear someone speak of his passing aloud, it was almost as if her brother was made more dead, even though that was not possible.

She could not find a response. Ki kept talking.

He said he used to see Aldney writing letters in his free time and always wondered to whom he had so much to say. Ki was convinced Aldney had a lover beyond the city and was disappointed when Aldney revealed he wrote to his sister.

The young man tipped his head to one side and looked unblinkingly at her. “In all my life, I have never had one with which I could share so much. How does it feel to be the recipient of such devotion?”

She did not reply. Ki continued.

“Aldney was close to no one. We used to whisper about who received all the letters he wrote. There were bets taken on whether it was a scorned lover or a wife he left in desperation. Several believed he preferred men.” He tipped his head to the other side. “But it was you.”

“I lived for his letters.”

Ki’s expression was difficult to identify. “And he seemed to live and work for you, until he didn’t.”

Visions of bowed heads and tear-stained cheeks flooded her mind. Did the people here love him enough to weep publicly when the news came? Did Augustine make a speech?

He picked up the bowl from her lap, but she stayed his arm. “Tell me. Tell me what happened.”

“No official letter was sent to you?”

“There was a letter.”

“Then why ask me?”

“Why do you seek me out?”

He shrugged. “I wanted to see who such a man might love to suffer all he did.”

She had not released his arm. “Taunt me and I’ll break the bowl and blame you. What happened to my brother? You say he suffered?”

“Suffered and then was buried by a Shiv.”
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​CHAPTER EIGHT
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Ki sighed. “What an honor. To be buried by a man who can wrest metal bars in two with his bare hands. I have seen Shivs in battle. They are avenging angels. Do you know I once saw a Shiv heave a marble door at—”

“Stop!” She thrust his arm away. “You taunt me. Turn your back and keep silent.”

“You’re angry. Why?”

“You lie.”

“I don’t. I heard it from the guards of the inner court. A Shiv buried your brother.”

Her thoughts fled in one direction. Could Rand’s consideration for her...?

It couldn’t be! There were other Shivs. That he recognized the shadow of her brother’s face in her own was far-fetched. Aldney and her did not look similar. Yet he had let a missive from the emperor fall on the floor to save her from the same.

Shivers traced down her hands and she clasped them together.

“Did this Shiv witness my brother’s death?”

“That I did not hear.”

“There was no talk of witnesses?”

“Why would there be a witness to a man killing himself?”

“Why would a man like my brother end his life? You who saw him every day. You tell me. Would he do such a thing?”

Ki glanced away. “I was surprised when I heard.”

“Because it’s not true! Tell me there is not intrigue and deception at every corner in the city! Tell me our lives aren’t irreplaceable, even as couriers. Aldney advanced quickly. Too quickly. His life ended from another hand.”

“He was often called to receive and deliver messages, it’s true.”

“By whom?”

Ki blinked. “No.” He scooted away from her. “No. I was wrong to talk to you. You are not like him. You’re trying to make trouble. I won’t be part of it.”

“Who—”

He threw the bowl.

Petra closed her mouth and bent forward to clean the mess. However, her thoughts rattled on.

A Shiv buried Aldney?

Why?

More hopeful imaginations spread out in front of her. Had Aldney befriended one of these warriors and the last act of that friendship was to bury him?

In his letters, he never wrote of friends. It seemed, from what Ki offered, there was none close to him. Yet she knew he affected many. True sorrow was in Augustine’s expression.

If you had dear friends, I would have rejoiced in their friendship with you.

In her mind’s eye, Petra could see all the letters he had written; they were burned into her memory. For everything he wrote, he never talked about the conversations he had with others. Until now, it did not dawn on her that his funny stories and anecdotes were always told from the perspective of an observer.

Why?

Was there something you were ashamed of?

There was not a life, nor a world, where anything he might have done would’ve turned her away from him. Petra would have washed blood from his hands. On the other side of her considerations, she pondered if his advancement had come with shaking hands behind backs. Did he listen for secrets when masters believed themselves alone?

The more she thought about it, the more sense it made. Her brother had worked hard, gained the respect of his peers, and made use of gossip. Because he would not risk the living he made for his family, he leveraged his knowledge when pressed. It put him in demand and around his success, jealousy spawned.

Then, of those who truly cared, a Shiv had found his lifeless body and dug a proper grave. Yet, how close were the workings of the Heavens to think that the same Shiv who buried her brother was the one her body rested against?

She shook her head. There was so much more to learn.

Ki knew more but she had frightened him, and he believed she might make trouble. It was thoughtless to have threatened him with the bowl. She should have been sweet. She’d ask others. She would ask Augustine to talk to her about Aldney and find the best way to ask her scores of questions.

She must also make a point of catching the third captain’s eye. If she worked her opportunities enough, a real one might present itself and she could risk asking him.

That is, if she could find her tongue in the moment. 

Likely, the third captain was accustomed to babbling women. Strength and virility radiated from him in a cruel trick of one who had sworn a life without the fairer sex. The fitted armor and robes he wore highlighted the sculpture of his shoulders and chest. His thighs were muscled and might withstand catapulting winds. If his body alone was not enough to clog a throat, then a moonless midnight voice and eyes akin to burning coals would more than suffice.

If it was you who buried my brother, I shall thank you from my knees and live in your debt.

***
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THE THIRD DAY OF THE Festival of the Late Harvest Moon was a day of rest across the city. The emperor woke without the aid of his personal servants and went so far as to dress himself. The council of twenty-four nobles did not meet in the morning hours. In mansions and palaces, it was customary for esteemed residents to make their own morning tea. There was not to be the rigamarole of elaborate hair styles and heavy gowns.

Only necessary errands were allowed to be on the main road. Even the jesters and troubadours that entertained during the daytime were not to display their antics. Those who chopped wood for the hearths across the city could deliver half bundles and even those who scoured excrement barrels were given the luxury of fresh tools.

Contrary to Augustine’s warning, fewer letters arrived at the hall. There was time for reading and practicing the art of calligraphy. Some watched clouds move across the sky while others enjoyed the relative stillness with folded hands and closed eyes.

In the morning, Petra stayed by Miriam, content to listen to her stories and experiences over the years. They shared sweetened glutinous rice cakes and Miriam showed Petra a better way to mend her undergarments for the approaching winter.

By afternoon, Petra decided this was the ideal day to write a letter to Winfred. She still owed her friend an explanation for her sudden disappearance. With Augustine’s permission, she intended to deliver it herself.

Yet as the hours extended, a flurry of messages arrived. Being one of the newer couriers, she was among those tasked with delivering them. By the time she returned to the hall, the last reaching beams of sunlight stretched far into the sky.

She mustn’t be on the road come nightfall. Nor could she be seen running down the road. Couriers were not permitted to run. Yet there might not be another lapse of opportunity for her to explain to her friend why she vanished.

I can make it.

At twilight, the emperor would emerge. More plays and theatrics. More songs and fireworks. This night also included a showcase of military prowess, set up in mock fights of wrestling and swordsmanship. Even the elks ridden by soldiers would perform tricks, displaying the proficiency of their riders.

I know I can make it!

Over her head, she pulled the hood of her cloak and rushed onto the road.

Her mind was as busy as her feet, planning how to learn more about her brother’s life. At every opportunity, she needed to talk about him. Relentlessly so. Then, if only to still her nattering lips, others would recount their time with him. Inevitably, eventually, she’d have her answers. 

Because her intentions were so loud in her mind and her steps hurried, Petra did not hear the pattering-clack of a servant-drawn rickshaw behind her. The large wheels appeared in her periphery suddenly and her bow was rushed. She thought nothing of the vehicle stopping until the bulky servant stepped out from between the large poles he carried.

She had resumed walking and did not see the noble raise his hand in anger. She saw nothing until the husky servant stepped in front of her.

“Who do you think you are, courier chit?” he bellowed.

Petra stumbled back, confused. From the narrow carriage, the nobleman emerged. The color and cut of his cloak denoted him as one of the emperor’s councilmen.

“I say again,” the servant hollered. “Who do you think you are?”

“Good Sir. Forgive me! Tell me my insolence and I shall beg forgiveness.”

“Noble Councilman Percival passes you on the road and you do not finish your genuflection!”

“I...”

The servant pulled a large baton, the width of a man’s forearm, from within his cloak.

“I am rushed by the hour of the day. I meant no disrespect!”

He lifted his meaty arm. “I shall ensure you commit no such insolence again!”

Petra braced and closed her eyes. Yet the baton did not drop on her. She heard a dull sound and the servant cursed.

“Captain Tsenturian!”

She opened her eyes, blinded by the sight of Rand standing in front of her.

Rand grabbed the baton and snapped it between his hands. “You have no need of this if you do not know how to use it.”

Blotches of red steamed up the councilman’s face. “You interfere where you are not needed, Tsenturian.”

“I saw your rickshaw. She did no wrong.”

“You overstep.”

“I?” he asked, his voice abruptly, eerily quiet. “Again, I fear you are wrong, Councilman.” He pushed the large servant out of the way as one might push through a door. “I am not the one urging Cyprian to do this reckless thing; yet it will be me standing in front of him when the walls of this city are stormed. You overstep yourself, Sir.”

The councilman rolled his shoulders alternately, as if he might bluster dominance over the monolith of a man who stood before him.

“That is conversation for the council. Speak not of it, when lowly ears can hear. Besides,” he cleared his throat, “what concern is she to you?”

Still behind her benefactor, she could not see his reaction and he did not reply right away.

The pause was long enough for the councilman to jut out his chin and fold his hands across his rotund belly.

“What concern is she to you, Tsenturian? In all these years, have you finally admitted to having the longings of a man?”

Rand’s hands clenched.

“I take my oath seriously. Who she is to me is nothing to you. Yet from this moment on, she is my personal courier. Her well-being falls under my protection. And I have decided the letter she was delivering interferes with the day of rest our emperor grants us.”

Behind himself, he outstretched his hand. Dumbfounded, Petra gave him Winfred’s letter. He glanced briefly at it and then shoved it at the councilman’s chest.

“You were going in this direction, I believe. Take it. She is done working for the day.”

Angry, hot splotches suffused up his cheeks and made his eyes start from their sockets. He rolled his shoulders, snorted, and then threw the letter at his servant.

“Mongrel,” he gurgled at Rand. “Beast from the primal ways.”

Yet a deep inhale from Rand, expanding his chest and flexing his biceps was enough to push the councilman back into his rickshaw. The captain spun around, turning his back to Percival, looming over her.

The rhythm of her heart hammering against her ribs, Petra trembled as she looked up. Those strange umber eyes were illuminated. Lit from far within by an ancient fire. Wildfires long forgotten but not diminished. Lost to time and still volatile.

This was part of the avenging angel met on the battlefield. This was part of the mystery of Shivalry. He was honed from ancient might.

For a few moments, he did not appear to see her, but stared through at some ugly vision beyond her body. His breath grew shallow, and his nostrils flared. It felt as if the air around them shrunk, pulling inwards. The force was more than the resistance in her legs and pressed inwards on her chest. Petra’s body moved towards his and her breastbone felt as if it might snap.

“C-captain...” she wheezed. “My lord, Captain. Please...I can’t...breathe.”

He blinked and his pupils shrunk. As if her voice had called to him in the distance, he looked around.

“Captain!”

The aura, like a captive shield, dissipated. Rand put one hand on her shoulder.

“Forgive me.”

The weight of his touch absorbed how her body shook, steadying her in a way she could not fathom, nor describe beyond an odd sense of belonging.

“There, there is nothing to forgive. I do not know how to offer my thanks.”

She started to bow but his grip tightened. 

“Don’t. Be assured of my help, if you should need it. At dawn, I’ll send Bartholomew to let your superiors know you are my courier now.” He smiled, faintly. “I should know your name.”

“Petra, my lord.”

“Petra...”

She could not look away from him. She could not unhear the way he spoke her name, with reverence and curiosity. It flooded her with warmth. There was something else she should say, something she needed to ask and now was the time. Yet, for a terrifying instant, she could not think of her brother’s name, nor know anything except that Rand stood in front of her. 
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​CHAPTER NINE
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“You truly are your brother’s sister.” Augustine stated, shaking his head.

She placed the freshly cleaned bowls on the table while he worked on the consistency of the new wax the emperor commissioned. Previous mixtures attained the correct color but could not pick up all the intricacies of the seal.

“I do not know what you mean.”

“I was not expecting Captain Tsenturian’s manservant this morning.”

Truthfully, neither had Petra.

Though he stood by it, Rand’s decision to make her his courier had been impulsive. He was irritated by the councilman and whatever strife rose during the daily assembly meetings. Taken aback by the whole thing, she was oddly thrilled to have been caught in the upheaval of a mighty man’s rash determination.

More specifically, thrilled by the nearness of him in that moment. His features and physique might have been cut from stone by a masterful architect but the burgundy heat from his eyes flooded his body with a burning virility. In one fell swoop, Petra was in awe and overwhelmed by him.

His presence was denser than the surrounding air. All the suppositions and myths she had heard about men of Shivalry were true. He was larger than life, and yet, human. Anger and impatience had not been drowned out by the lofty position he had chosen to endure.

“In the letters my brother wrote, he told me how quickly he advanced, even here.”

Augustine nodded. “He did. I do not have to tell you the countenance of his face and how he was gifted at listening to others. People wanted to tell him about their lives.”

“For as much as he shared with me over the years, I wish I had known of the struggle that led to his death.”

The corner of Augustine’s lip twitched but it did not impact the even turns of the mixing utensil in his hand.

“I know little. He received the attention of one of the ladies-in-waiting. She asked him to be her personal courier, but he turned her down.”

“Who?”

“It’s improper to speak of.”

“Why? I ask about my own.”

“She may be empress. The city speculates who will be chosen but the emperor knows. I should not like to find I gossiped about our new sovereign mere hours before she rises to power.”

Petra folded her hands and pressed down on the divots between her knuckle bones. “Speaking her name when it answers my question is not gossip.”

He looked at her. “Aldney listened when I spoke.”

“I am not my brother.”

“No. Only the ghost of his face is in yours.”

She thought he’d say nothing more. He was testing the viscosity of the wax, and it required his full attention. Besides, she should be happy to know this small piece of the mystery.

But Augustine did say one more thing.

“Melisende.”

Lady Melisende.

The name rung with familiarity and her mind raced to figure out why, though she could not think fast enough. There had been so much talk about all the women who lived in the Mansion of Delicate Petals. At this point, Petra had heard a great deal about all of them and their habits. Theophania lived in near silence. Sunniva admired archery and practiced it secretly. Bisgu doted on the cultivation of plants. And Melisende—Lady Melisende was known for her flights of fancy. One week she lived for breeding rabbits. The next, she played instruments like it had been her entire life.

And it had been her name Petra first heard when she stood before all five captains of Shivalry that fateful night. Her name attached to Rand’s.

“Rand is a monastic, and you are a slave to your codpiece. Somewhere between is the man Melisende wants.”

Anger pushed down on her chest.

Does the pattern of life use me for its plaything? The same night I stand before the man who buried my brother, I hear the name of the woman who was involved with Aldney’s death!

Petra ground her teeth. Although the courier’s cloak offered her better food, better housing, more money and a higher standing, she remained insignificant. Her sleeves were not long enough to approach Lady Melisende.

Even if she is made empress, I will not speak her name with devotion. She looked upon my brother as an object to be owned. Just another one of her playthings to be dropped or picked up at her fancy.  

Yet, at the same time she cursed the noblewoman, she chided her brother as if her words could reprimand him now.

You couldn’t have dealt with it? You would have lived! Mother and I wouldn’t be in such pain. Was she asking so much? Had she invited you to her bed? Your heart was not hers; intercourse was just another task in the day. You could have closed your eyes when she demanded your embrace and still lived honestly.  

Still be alive.

It was true and selfish. For her own comfort, she wanted him to sacrifice his morality. Petra felt she would have done the same; the cause far outweighed the motive.

“Take your lips from between your teeth.”

She blinked back to the present moment and saw Augustine watching her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Aldney is dead. Your memories of him will live on. Save yourself and look no further, Petra.”  

“Do you fear what I will find?”

“Yes,” he answered flatly. “Ugliness surrounded your brother before he took his life. I do not think you will find solace in knowing the truth.”

“I know the truth is that he did not kill himself! He turned down Lady Melisende and—”

He struck her mouth. “Silence! Her name does not belong on your tongue. Assist me or make yourself useful elsewhere.”

***
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ALL ABLE BODIES OF the city stood upon the street, perched out of windows, and waiting upon balconies. Overhead, the moon radiated an orange luminescence into the dark blue night sky. The wind this night was tipped with frost and seemed to make the stars flicker all the brighter.

Amid the crowds, Petra stood next to Miriam.

Jesters and musicians had ceased their tunes and antics. Dozens of dancers held elegant positions, as if momentarily transformed into statues. The emperor’s white elk stood, flanked by imperial guards, the customary saddle removed and a long white blanket of silk and cashmere replacing it. The ends were held up by all the ladies-in-waiting.

Each of them attired in white, one would be asked to step back from the elk and mount it before the emperor placed a red stole around her shoulders.

From the imperial palace, preceded and followed by an entourage of male servants holding three-tiered candelabras, Emperor Cyprian would process down the thirteen marble steps in utter silence. Only when he selected his queen would the golden pheasant, kept in a cage of silver and red jade, be brought forth. The satin ribbon tied around its beak would be pulled off and the bird’s song herald the beginning of a new regime.

All the Cloistered City waited in silence, poised on the tip of a momentous occasion.

Cyprian should have chosen an empress ten years ago. Ascending the throne at a young age, leniency had been granted to him. A boy, only recently made a man, bereft of his father from a terrible illness, could not be expected to handle an empress and the consorts that would come in her wake. However, leniency morphed into latency. Other countries assumed Vale was weak. There were years of sporadic skirmishes and battles, and he was advised to wait for peace.

Now he would disrupt it.

For as many delighted faces as there were throughout the sea of bodies, there were tense expressions, too. Next to Petra, Miriam was one of them.

Of all the ladies-in-waiting, one was the daughter of Bessarabiah. She was a gift from the country, an offering of peace at the time. In these recent months, however, her true purpose was made known. She was the link between Vale and Bessarabiah, aligning the countries for further conquering of the Bohemian Islands. If Lady Sunniva was not chosen as Cyprian’s empress, Bessarabiah would aim their arrows at Vale.

Miriam’s grandchildren lived in Vale’s outlying towns. Her husband’s grave was there as well.

The Benign Mother-of-State would not appear tonight. There were rumors she had not risen from her bed, stricken with who her son might select. It might not be long before a new heir was conceived; the end of her reign neared.

An unseen bell tolled. All heads turned.

The bronze doors of the emperor’s palace swung inwards, and Cyprian stepped forward. The servants with candles flanked him. Clad entirely in formal black robes, edged with crimson and gold thread, the glow of the candles reflected in the dense fabric. His shoes glistened with precious stones and rings covered his fingers.

In defiance of his father’s rule, Cyprian did not wear his hair tied in a knot at the top of his head. Instead, he chose to reinstate the hair of his grandfather’s time, closely shaved to offset a long, braided beard, oiled and glossy for this auspicious night.

In the same sentence, his cruelty and benevolence had been praised by his people. In heated, hushed conversations, his decisions and failure to act were condemned. Many said he was chosen by the Heavens, sanctified by the Ancients. Petra was criminal to think that if he was not dressed so lavishly, Cyprian looked like any other man.

The unseen bell tolled again, and he stopped at the bottom of the steps. The first captain of Shivalry moved ahead of him. Captain Two and Rand maneuvered their mounts smoothly to stand at his right and left. The fourth and fifth came behind their ruler. Now Cyprian moved the white elk towards the beautiful women, like something out of a fable about innocence and fertility.

A cough or sneeze at this moment, the feeble cry of a child, or an old man clearing his throat meant death. The mouths of the ladies-in-waiting trembled but not one would release a sigh. There was only the sound of the emperor’s robes and his servants’ steps trailing him.

Tradition dictated that his chosen bride be singled out by him stepping on the train of her gown. However, many wondered if Cyprian might adopt the method of his grandfather and pull his empress from the others by grasping her hair.

He did neither.

Painstakingly, Cyprian circled the women. Behind each one he paused and then moved on. The white garment covering the elk shook from nervous, unsteady hands. Several of the women shut their eyes and sucked their lips over their teeth. Meanwhile their ruler stalked them three times around.

From the corner of her eye, Petra saw Miriam wipe tears away and when Cyprian stopped behind Lady Theophania, she staggered. For fear she might make a sound, Petra hugged the old woman close.

Not Bessarabiah’s daughter! He flouted their gift.

Sunniva fainted. Cyprian placed his hands around Theophania’s long neck.

In a clear, loud voice he acclaimed, “Look upon your empress, people of Vale!”

The white cloth was dropped. Servants rushed to place Theophania atop the elk, and the emperor draped a long red stole over her shoulders.

Shouts and cheers loud enough to disturb the dead erupted. Six men carried the golden pheasant forth. In-between the bars of its cage, Cyprian slipped his hand and freed its beak. A brazen squawk shot upwards, like the blare of a reed flute played incorrectly. Sharp and distinct, it sounded less like the pleasant call of a duck and more like the harrowing sound of a crow.

Aggressive. Proud and brash.

A call to arms. A battle cry. Let Bessarabiah come; Vale was not afraid.    
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​CHAPTER TEN
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Miriam covered her mouth to stifle her sobs, though they could not have been heard over the cheers of the crowd. She leaned heavily on Petra, and they went back inside together. Leading the older woman to the dormitory, she helped her lay down, taking her shoes off, and rubbing her feet.

Comforting words felt flat. To think of strangers walking across the grave of a loved one left a distinct gash of inward pain. For herself, Petra did not let her mind imagine the dirt over her brother being disturbed. Rightfully, Miriam feared her husband’s tomb would be desecrated, to say nothing of how she dreaded the state of her grandchildren’s well-being.

“Our emperor would not have done this if he did not think Vale could overpower Bessarabiah,” Petra murmured.

With her arm draped over her eyes, Miriam shook her head. “Pride deceives and our emperor is still human. It was prideful of them to gift their most beautiful daughter, assuming she would unite the kingdoms. Now look what has happened.”

“It’s not folly to hope, though.”

“Is it folly to hope you will discover the truth of the brother you speak so much of?”

Petra snatched her hands back. The question had barbs and stuck to her chest.

It wasn’t the same—hoping for the best and seeking to discover truth behind an ugly outcome. There was no outcome of emperor Cyprian’s actions, yet. Aldney was dead. There was no hoping he wasn’t. The truth, whatever it was, would paint the last bit of his life with bitter colors.

“It’s not...” she started to say.

“You’re young. There are no consequences to your life yet. Leave me, please.”

Petra wanted to protest further, but the arm over her face did not hide the pain Miriam suffered. Measuring her steps to keep quiet, she walked to her own bed and sat down.

Until she woke, she did not remember falling asleep. Yet she opened her eyes to early morning light reaching for the windows. The wall sconces had been extinguished and Lady Bisgu’s personal courier stood over her.

“You have scrolls to deliver,” she said. “You’re to hurry.”

Blinking back the blurriness shading her eyes, Petra nodded and swung her legs over the bed. Her elbows and knees protested the sudden movement. Pushing her feet into her shoes, she then changed the outer cloak she had fallen asleep in, now wrinkly and not presentable. Though her mouth was fuzzy, and her face felt stiff, she did not stop at the washing basins.

There were plenty of able bodies for letter delivery. Doubtless, there would be an influx of letters on this day, but they could not all have come in during the few hours she slept. No. If she had been especially woken, then what had come was for Rand.

Her insides squeezed. In her mind’s eye, she saw his body step in front of her, take a blow for her. Again, she envisioned the rich burn in his eyes. In the recesses of her thoughts, she heard her name fall from his lips.

She smoothed her hair as best she could and redid the braid. It had nothing to do with the way it felt to make eye contact with him. Of course not. He was Captain Tsenturian, third captain of Shivalry and she was his courier. She could not present herself rumpled and frumpy.

Besides, there was a chance he shielded her because he buried her brother, and she would not meet that memory disheveled.

Behind the long table, already scattered with scrolls, Augustine stood with another of the elder couriers. To see them next to one another was to look upon a stalk of lemon grass and a steamed bun. However, both their expressions were tense, and Aldo looked disappointed.
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