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        He who does not understand your silence will not understand your words

        - Elbert Hubbard
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        This book is for the people who understand silence
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      The horse was frustrated. It was bad enough that the day was hot, but to have to put up with a pain in his hoof and a fidgeting rider was too much. The boy was young and clad in silk and velvet and was feeling the heat of the sun’s just as much. The horse danced along the dirt path and tossed his head in an attempt to loosen the reins. The boy, much too small for the horse, tugged on the reins. Hard.

      With an outraged whinny, the horse reared backwards and tossed his rider. The boy rider slipped off the great saddle and onto the ground with a thud. Dust clouds flew and the boy spoke words no nobleman, let alone a child, should say. He got up, nursing his bruises and pride, and attempted to catch the flighty horse, blinking fiercely to keep tears from his eyes.

      “If you cannot keep that seat, you should not be riding,” a deep voice said, tones sharp with disdain. The speaker came closer on another horse, his clothes of a green brocade to match the ones the boy wore. His father. His deep-set features were curled in annoyance. “Get on the horse, boy, or you will walk the remainder of the way to Kyper.”

      The young boy glared at his horse and moved towards the saddle, grasping at the leather. A slight cough had both the boy and his father freezing.

      “Actually, erm, my lord, the horse would have thrown your son no matter what he did,” a third voice said. “One of the shoes is made wrong.”

      The nobleman whirled around to face a lean youth with short black hair and fine, fair features. The youth was of average height and skinny, obviously from the malnourished diet of the peasants that he so obviously was. The brown breeches and grey patched shirt bespoke his station and hung loosely on his frame. The youth could have been no more than sixteen years of age, and despite the worn clothes, was beautiful and could have been born of the faeries. No matter his appearance, the youth had dared to contradict a nobleman. He would be punished.

      “What do you know of such things?” the man wheeled his horse around to stand next to the lad. He sneered down at the youth. “Are you a hostler, perhaps?” he hissed.

      The youth took a step backwards, shaking his head. “No, I don’t pretend to know anything about horses. But I am a blacksmith apprentice and I know when a shoe is made wrong.” The nobleman leaned over to peer more closely at the youth. He saw green eyes shining back at him with honesty and an inner hidden wall of steel that told of strength. The youth had obviously seen more of life than most men, yet he still looked back at the nobleman with eagerness and curiosity rather than the deference and fear of most peasants.

      Frankly, the nobleman wasn’t sure what to do.

      “If you want, I can fix it. I don’t have a fire and it’s not great to work on cold steel, but it should last until the nearest town,” the youth said, smiling and shrugging his shoulders.

      “What is your name, lad,” the nobleman asked, tone softening slightly but giving no leeway to the youth. As far as he was concerned, the faerie-child could just move along and be grateful that he hadn’t been punished.

      “Folks call me Crow, my lord, er...” the lad replied, furrowing his brows and looking up at the man in question. The noble raised his chin slightly, acknowledging his superiority.

      “Duke of Westmont. Boyd Garner, Duke of Westmont. This is my son and heir, Thomas,” the man said. Crow immediately bowed low, the pack on his shoulders shifting awkwardly as he did so.

      “Duke,” Crow said, straightening but still keeping his head inclined slightly, as was only proper. The Duke raised his shoulders at the proper response to his title. Not all peasants were so polite or knowledgeable. Perhaps the youth really did know what he was about. Crow pointed to the horse Thomas had finally managed to still. “Would you like me to see about the shoe?” he asked.

      The Duke snorted, but waved his hand in assent. Crow took the pack off and opened it, revealing a few bundles of clothes and some hammers. He pulled out a decently sized hammer and stuck it in his belt, moving to the horse. Thomas glared at Crow as the youth approached, but said nothing, eyeing his father carefully. Crow bowed slightly to the young boy, “My lord.” Thomas straightened and tilted his nose upwards, looking away.

      With a shrug, Crow moved to the horse, lifting up the offending hoof. He pried the metal off with his bare hands, an unexpected show of strength from the skinny youth. The baggy shirt hid much of the boy’s muscle. The horse snorted in response.

      Crow moved to a rock off the side of the path and started pounding the metal into shape, frowning at the cold steel. The Duke moved closer, intrigued. “Where are you from and who is your master to have taught you this?”

      Crow shrugged mid-swing, an odd sight. “I lived out by Hotun and my master—” his eyes clouded for a moment before clearing, “was ol’ Sythfeld. He died in the last wave of fever to pass through. The new smith didn’t want an apprentice. So I set out for Barem.”

      The Duke started laughing, a full-bellied sound that only came at the expense of others. Crow furrowed his brow in confusion, holding the mended shoe in his hand. He put it back on the hoof and moved over to the pack, the question unspoken. The Duke stopped laughing long enough to explain. “Lad, you passed Barem twenty miles back. You’re about a mile from Kyper, the capital.”

      “Oh,” Crow said, sounding surprised but not put-out. A cheerful disposition, indeed. He scratched his head. “Well, alright, then.”

      The young lord huffed indignantly at being ignored in favour of this peasant youth and clambered his way back onto the horse, only making the creature snort in annoyance. Crow didn’t move to help, knowing Thomas would only take it as an affront. Thomas indicated to his father that he was prepared to move on, but the Duke was watching the youth, fascinated. He shifted in his saddle and cleared his throat.

      “If you are looking for a new master, I know of one that might be in need of an apprentice,” he said. Crow brightened and beamed, his eyes suddenly greener and more intense than before.

      “That would be wondrous, your Grace,” Crow grinned. The Duke chuckled and clucked to his horse, moving along and satisfied with his solution. Thomas fell in behind and Crow took his cue to fall into step a few feet behind that.

      “Isn’t Crow a bird?” Thomas drawled angrily, not used to being ignored by his father, especially not in preference of a lowly blacksmith apprentice.

      “Yep. Folks took to calling me that because of my black hair. It stuck and I’ve been Crow ever since,” the pale-skinned blacksmith replied, ignoring the slight. The boy huffed and kicked his heels into the side of his mount, moving away from Crow. He only shook his head and smiled, trotting along in the rear.

      After a mile, the forested hills opened up into a large, flat plain and the capital city of the Garth states came into view. Crow swallowed a gasp, but stared with wide, astonished eyes at Kyper, City of Kings. The outer city was made up of a myriad of buildings, some stone and some thatched, pressed together along streets of pressed dirt. It was a glorious collection of people, colour, sounds and smells that were so different from the open land behind. The trio moved through the city, getting closer to the inner walled city. At the wall, there was an open-air market where people flocked to buy and sell an enormous amount of wares. Crow slowed his pace to try and take in the entire sight, nearly losing the Duke of Westmont in the process. He realised he was being left behind and jogged to catch up.

      Much to the youth’s surprise, the Duke did not stop at any of the small forges or farriers shops along the way. He just kept riding towards the far edge of the city, where Kyper Palace sat. It was surrounded by another stone wall, tall enough to keep people out but not shut them out. The closer they got, the larger the streets and houses became, and the fewer the common folk were. Crow spotted guards wearing the royal crest at the entrance to the Palace grounds. The nobleman rode straight past the guards in leather armour without anything more than a single glance. They, in return, ducked their heads deferentially and let him pass. Crow went in unremarked, possibly forgotten by the Duke.

      It wouldn’t be surprising, Crow thought. Nobles often forgot about peasants and didn’t bother to interact unless they were demanding a service or deference. Peasants, on the other hand, never forgot about nobles.

      The courtyard in which they found themselves took Crow’s thoughts from politics to pure wonderment. It was large. Large enough to host the open-air market they had recently passed and still have room to manoeuvre. The ground was tightly cobbled with plants in beds along the edges of the wall and the Palace itself. There were a few buildings along the wall—kitchens, a guard’s hut,  a small store room and a path that led behind the Palace, presumably to the stables, barracks and training yards—before a body could even reach the Palace. And when his eye was finally drawn there, Crow couldn’t help but stop and stare.

      The Palace was made of beautifully hewn stone, each piece fitting perfectly in with the one before. There were two enormous wooden doors leading inside and windows everywhere. The lower windows were all done in vibrant stained glass murals, the upper clear and shining. The sheer size of the building had Crow craning his neck to look at the taller tiers.

      Crow was pulled from his reverie by an amused voice, “Crow, come.” He snapped to attention and ran to catch up with the Duke. The nobleman had already dismounted his horse and handed it off to a waiting servant and was watching Crow expectantly. The youth followed obediently, sneaking a glance over his shoulder at the edifice behind him. When he realised where they were going, his attention focused straight ahead, a jaunt to his step. The forge.

      It was little more than yard backing the wall with a roof overhead to keep out the rain, sitting next to a stone building where the smith probably lived. It was larger than any of the other forges in Kyper and there were well-made tools set about, a fire flickering in the actual forge, its heat blazing forth. Crow practically ran to go investigate when a large, dangerous-looking man came out of the house, his face set in a permanent scowl.

      He was tall and barrel chested, his body packed with immense muscle that took a lifetime to develop. His face was covered in soot and unshaven hair, which precisely matched the uneven, unruly cut on the man’s head. There were numerous burns and scars on his arms and face, and he walked with purpose in his stride. Crow immediately admired the smith and did not cower from his harsh gaze.

      “Yer Grace, Duke of Westmont,” the smith growled, bowing slightly at the waist. He inclined his head to the boy, “Lord Thomas.”

      Without preamble, the Duke pushed Crow forwards, smiling broadly. “I have found you an apprentice.” Crow looked at the Duke in slight astonishment and was about to mutter something polite when the smith came forwards, sticking his crooked nose into the faerie-child’s face. He snorted and shook his head.

      “I don’ need no ‘pprentice, ‘specially no stick,” he said, voice low and gravelly.

      “Hear me out, Master Smith,” the Duke said, using the man’s proper title to try and gain sympathy, his tone haughty at the slight to his find. Crow doubted the tactic would work, but you never could tell with nobles. “This boy spotted a mis-made shoe on Thomas’ horse and fixed it with only his bare hands and a hammer. He is very skilled.”

      The smith fixed his gaze on Crow again, almost outraged. “Ye worked on cold metal?”

      “It was only a temporary fix,” Crow said. “Better than going without a shoe.”

      The man curled his nose and shook his head, moving away into the firelight of the forge. “I don’ need no ‘pprentice.”

      “Just give the lad a trial,” the Duke exasperated. “Then you can judge for yourself.”

      The smith gave a glance of indignation to the Duke—though he quickly stifled it—before turning to Crow once more. After a moment of silence, the smith growled and stepped inside the shop to the rack of hammers. He pulled out a large one, testing its weight and eyeing Crow. He thrust the hammer and a pair of tongs out to the youth, who immediately grinned and set his pack on the ground. The smith gestured to a pile of mismatched horse shoes on a work bench.

      “Make a shoe big enough fer a fair sized gelding, like them others,” the man ordered. “I’ll see your work when you’re done.”

      Crow wasted no time moving into the fenced-off yard. He made sure the forge was hot enough, using the massive bellows to blow air over the coals before he heated a bar of iron and turned to the shoes. He picked through them until he found one of a size he liked. After running his hands over the metal piece, he put it back in the pile and turned to the fire. He pulled the heated metal out of the forge and onto the anvil, striking it with power in each stroke. Crow beat the metal flat before bending it into the proper shape, thrusting it back into the fire for the final touches. He punched out holes for the nails and then reheated the metal one last time, pulling it out at the perfect temperature and dousing it in a barrel of oil beside the fence for the heat treating.

      When the steam and fire had abated, Crow handed the shoe to the smith, ignoring the residual heat in the metal. The smith blinked in surprise as he inspected the piece, comparing it to the others in the pile.

      “Well?” the Duke asked expectantly, folding his arms over his finery.

      “I’d say tha’s the best work I’ve seen in a fair while. I’ll take ye on, lad,” the smith was no longer addressing the Duke, but focused his entire attention on Crow.

      “Wonderful. Do you need funding for the boy? I found him, after all, and I feel rather responsible for his well-being,” the Duke reached for his full coin purse. The smith scoffed and shook his head.

      “His Majesty provides an allowance fer when I take a ‘pprentice,” the smith waved the Duke away. Seeing that his debt for fixing the shoe had been repaid in full—and then some, likely—the Duke of Westmont waved his son after him and walked away with only a friendly clap on Crow’s shoulders in farewell. Crow was too busy admiring his new master to care what the noble did.

      Crow stood in the forge, hands fidgeting with the fabric of his breeches, eyes taking in every detail of the forge. He had a smile on his face and he looked almost ethereal in his joy. The smith saw this as he studied the lean frame and fair features. He was an unusual blacksmith, but there was hidden strength there, the smith decided. “What’s yer name?” he asked the youth.

      “Folks call me Crow,” was the cheerful response, the smile turning into a grin that lit up his features. The smith grunted.

      “I’m Jek. No Master. No Sir. Just Jek, got that?” the smith grumbled. He pointed to Crow’s pack, “Pick that up, Crow, and we’ll get you situated in the house. Yer lucky I’ve a spare room.”

      Crow did as he was told and followed the smith to the house. It wasn’t terribly large, with only two rooms flanking a central area with a table and make-shift kitchen, but it was well kept. Jek led Crow to an obviously abandoned room which was full of dust, as well as a small bed and tub. “This here’s yer room. Ye can get water from the well near the kitchens. Clean yerself up an’ then we’ll see what we can do with ye. I don’ want to see hide nor hair of ye until yer clean, got that?”

      “Yessir,” Crow chirped easily. Jek threw him a glare, but Crow didn’t waver in the slightest. Sighing, the big man left, closing the door behind him. Crow deposited the pack on his bed and did his best to clear out some of the dirt, though that would require a proper broom. Crow wiped fervently at a small window that looked over an alcove into an overgrown garden that likely was meant to be kept by the smith. It was plain that the garden hadn’t been pruned back in far too long. Crow didn’t care if no one went there, though, and covered the window with a cloth.

      It took three trips to the kitchen well to draw enough water for a bath, and even then it was frigid. Crow propped a lone chair against the door to prevent Jek from coming in and peeled off the grey shirt, revealing wrapped bandages. With care, Crow unwrapped the bandages, breathing deeply with each layer removed. As more and more skin was revealed from the navel upwards, so were the intricate scars running over the pale skin, twirling and dancing in a maze. But when the pile of bandages on the floor was complete, so was Crow’s secret revealed. Two round breasts, barely large enough to gain notice, heaved with each breath.

      For Crow was no lad. He was a she, and she meant to keep that fact quiet for as long as possible.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sun beat down on the courtyard of Kyper palace, heating an already hot forge further. Crow’s short, black hair was slick with sweat, causing it to be plastered to her pale skin. More rivulets of sweat rolled down her back, soaking her shirt. She raised her arm high and let the hammer swing, a powerful peal ringing out as she struck the hot metal.

      One week had passed since Crow’s official offer of apprenticeship by the royal blacksmith. She had taken to her new life like a fish to water, working every day with an eagerness that few could match. Jek had started by testing her knowledge, having her make whatever she knew—horse shoes, tongs, plate armour, knives, blades and more—piece by piece. He would critique her work after each stage, holding nothing back and still being patient, surprised at her capabilities.

      Not to say that she wasn’t working hard. She was. From morning till dusk, Crow was running about, stretching her muscles to the limits. As an apprentice, Crow had many other duties to tend to. She was responsible for preparing all of hers and Jek’s meals, keeping the house and forge clean, delivering finished products and messages, taking measurements, orders and anything else she was asked to do. Coupled with the exercises Crow did to strengthen her leg and stomach muscles each morning, she fell into bed at night exhausted and content.

      The continuous running about had already made Crow well-known to the Palace servants and soldiers. For the first few days, people would look with wide-eyed curiosity at the faerie-child who had gotten on the good side of the ornery Jek. Heads would turn as she ran past, and she was generally a curiosity. But after a few days, people became used to her. Turn around and there was Crow, fetching water or an apple from the kitchens, in the barracks, taking a soldier’s measurements or delivering a piece of armour, beating the hammer in the courtyard with precise strokes. And just as Crow was known to the people, so they were known to her. She would hardly pass someone without giving a friendly greeting, naming each person as she went. She received a smile in return. If she were going to be a fixture to the Palace, at least she was a pleasant one and fine to look at.

      Crow was known to the common people of the Palace, but the nobility and royalty had been absent since her arrival. Frankly, she didn’t care and got on with her work. That would soon change.

      On this bright day, Crow wiped her head with her sleeve, quietly glaring at Jek. He walked around the forge without a shirt, sweat gleaming on his flushed skin. The sun breaking through the roof made the firelight dance and shadows to leap on all contained within, making Jek look more powerful and giving Crow a headache from the heat. Her last position had been completely outside, meaning she could at least get a breeze every now and again. Crow wished, desperately, that she could walk around without a shirt, like Jek, and deal only with her bandages. She knew that even with the bandages, she looked more like a boy than a girl, and their presence was easily explained: she wanted to hide unsightly scars. It was true, but she did not want the questions, the stares. So she wiped away more sweat and kept working.

      Crow had some fabric wrapped around her hands to contend with the heat of the metal. Jek had ordered leather gloves for her, but they had yet to arrive. The extra heat only made her feel warmer. She beat on the sword she was making and groaned quietly, straightening to stretch just as a commotion was starting in the courtyard.

      Five horsemen were returning from what looked like a prolonged trip. Judging by the cloaks, they were all members of the Royal Guard or knights, dressed in the cool, loose clothing of hunters. They were all young and had none of the worry lines that often graced the faces of peasants. They laughed and talked with one another, excepting the man at the group’s head. He was the one who sat the straightest, looked the most powerful and was eyeing the Palace with something akin to weariness. He had flaxen hair and regal features. One of the others let out a particularly raucous laugh, and the leader looked back, his muscles tensing like a taut bow. Nobles, Crow thought with a mental shrug, and went back to work.

      She pulled the metal blade out of the fire and set it on the anvil, striking it with enough force to send a ringing through the courtyard. Her mind focused on the task at hand and everything else slipped away, as it always did when she was working with metal. The sound, though, had drawn the attention of the leader of the riders. He dismounted and jogged over to the forge, just as Crow was dipping the sword into a bath of oil, steam rising from the barrel. She dipped the cooler blade next in a barrel of water and didn’t notice in the slightest when the man came into the forge to talk with the smith.

      “Jek,” he said with a pleasant baritone. The Master Smith moved from where he was wrapping wire around the hilt of another sword that Crow had made. She was especially skilled with making blades.

      “Sire,” Jek bellowed back, clapping the man on the shoulder and sending him staggering into the lean back of Crow. She whirled around, blade and hammer still in hand, and found herself face to face with the stately man whose blue eyes met her guarded green ones with curiosity. “I thought ye’d be on yer huntin’ trip fer another day or so.”

      “We had little luck but for a few rabbits and pheasants, so we came back early. Who’s this?” he asked, looking over the faerie-child with a bemused smile. Crow fought the urge to bristle at the newcomer.

      “This twig?” Jek laughed and took the sword from Crow, whose knuckles had grown white as she gripped the hilt. “This be my new ‘pprentice. Got ‘im just last week.”

      “Oh?” the man said, raising his eyebrows with interest. Crow studied him, taking in the sculpted features and powerful body, deciding that he probably was nineteen or twenty to her sixteen. She managed to push her distracted observances aside and decided that he seemed nice enough. “What’s your name, then?”

      “Folks call me Crow,” she replied automatically, rubbing sweat away from her eyes with the fabric wrapped around her hands. It seemed to work for the moment, but she could feel more beads start to form. At least talking with this man allowed her some reprieve.

      “Crow? Unusual name,” he said, considering her. “I’m Alexander Fenryr.”

      Crow gasped and her pale skin, unable to flush with heat or blush, grew even more ghostly. She dropped into a low bow, quickly spouting apologies. “I’m sorry, Your Highness, I didn’t realise.”

      She heard a grumble from the man—the Crown Prince of Iona—and straightened in confusion. She glanced at Jek to clarify, hoping that she hadn’t just made some serious blunder. Instead, Alexander frowned, exchanging a grimace with the Master Smith, “This is why I don’t tell people my full name. Next time, just hit me over the head, alright?”

      Jek, despite the impropriety, laughed his full-bellied laugh and set Crow’s blade down. “Nah, don’ worry ‘bout ‘im, Sire. ‘E’s new ‘round here an’ not used to the way o’ things.”

      “So I noticed,” the Crown Prince muttered, and Crow found herself bristling indignantly. Just because he was some royal didn’t mean that he could just—She tamped down on that line of thought and curled her fingers into fists, daring only to give a glare to His Highness.

      “But ‘es the best damn ‘pprentice I’ve ever had fer, well, ever,” Jek said, and Crow found herself relaxing slightly before tensing at the unexpected compliment. Not that it wasn’t nice to hear the gruff man say that, but still. She preferred to just get about her work. Compliments made her uncomfortable. “’E made all o’ these here swords,” Jek said, waving his hand over the wall where a selection of blades hung. She had, briefly, shown off her skill when Jek asked if she knew how to make swords and she replied with, what kind. He grumbled and told her to make whatever sort she wanted. She had come up with the five blades she knew. Including the Scheren.

      Alexander looked over the swords with interest. He saw the thin, triangular blade favoured by the warriors of the Eastern Lands and gasped. “Is this—” he asked Jek softly.

      “Aye, lad,” Jek nodded gravely with a smile dancing on his lips. Crow watched in silence, waiting, as she had been taught. “Scheren. I don’ know a single smith outside o’ those in the Eastern Lands tha’ even knows how to use one, let alone make one. An’ Crow did this in half-a-day. Ne’er seen a finer crafted one o’ these.”

      “I’d love to try it out,” Alexander said, turning to look at Crow. She blinked and then realised he was asking her permission. As if he, of all people, needed to ask. She was gratified with the request, though.

      “Go ahead,” Crow shrugged. The Prince grabbed the sword from its rack and grinned at Jek before jogging off to the practise yards behind the Palace. Crow followed without a second thought, intrigued. Jek made to do so as well then shook his head and went back to wire wrapping the hilt. It would do for the Prince to make a friend and Crow was a good lad. Better than most of those Lords’ sons that the Prince was normally forced to spend time with.

      Crow trotted past the knights that the Prince had arrived with and emerged onto the training ground. She took up a stance where Alexander had discarded his cloak. He moved a few feet off and took up position with the blade. As he settled into his pose, Crow laughed. She tried to disguise her laugher by swallowing it down and failed. Stung, Alexander straightened and turned towards the blacksmith, brows drawn.

      “What is so funny?” he snapped and Crow straightened, forcing herself to put on her most serious expression.

      “You’re holding it wrong,” she said, quietly enough that Alexander alone could hear. He looked at her incredulously and stalked over to her, thrusting the blade into her hands.

      “Then show me,” he growled and stepped back, folding his arms. Crow hesitated, but shook her head and did as she was told. She moved off a bit and settled into a slight crouch, the sword gripped non-standardly in her hand. Anyone who worked with a broadsword or long sword would have balked at the unusual grip and stance, but she held it expertly. Crow straightened and handed the Scheren back to Alexander, who had grown silent. He tried to mimic Crow’s stance, watching her reaction. This time, she managed to keep down the laughter that had been bubbling, but amusement still showed in her eyes. The Prince, for all that he was probably very capable with a blade, was standing like any buffoon with the Scheren in hand.

      Alexander noticed Crow’s look and stopped, drawing himself up to his full, imposing height. He threw the sword at Crow, who caught it deftly, and drew his own long sword. He cut it through the air in a couple of quick slices, showing his prowess.

      “If you’re so good at this, then you can fight me,” he snarled. Crow looked from the blade in her hand to the Prince, whose wounded pride showed clearly in his eyes. She could have fought. She could have proven herself to be a worthy adversary, but instead, she shook her head and kept the Scheren pointed down at her side.

      “Nah,” Crow drawled. “I don’t want to fight you.”

      “Oh?” Alexander snapped. “Are you a coward?” Had he been a mean-spirited person, his words would have been followed by a sneer. Crow only saw a stung ego and desperation in his face. She knew that look and pitied the man. He was not used to being criticised by his teachers and companions, no matter that they were meant to do just that. He had become a good swordsman merely by practising, not fighting. All who pitted themselves against him were afraid of offending the heir to the throne and praised and coddled where criticism would have better served.

      “No,” Crow chose her words carefully, making sure to keep a bland and somewhat interested look on her face. Now was not the time to start a fight. “But I’m not a swordsman. I’m a blacksmith. I’ll leave the fighting to you.”

      Alexander relaxed at her words and sheathed his blade. He was met with no challenge to his skills as a swordsman from the pale blacksmith, and that alone caused him to trust the quietly cheerful Crow. With each master in their own domain, it was easier for Alexander to casually put his hands in his pockets and walk alongside Crow back to the forge. Crow hung the Scheren back on its rack and turned to Jek.

      “Did ye figure it out?” Jek asked, gravelly voice booming over the fire. Alexander shook his head, an easy smile on his face as he glanced at Crow.

      “No. I’ll leave the Scheren up to the East Landers and folks like Crow, here,” he said. Crow blinked at the subtle compliment, saying nothing. She hadn’t needed to fight to prove to Alexander that she had skill with the sword.

      “Wise lad, ye are,” Jek said and thrust a small piece of metal at Crow. “Kayn wants a new set of shoes for his gelding. See to it.”

      Just like that, Crow was back in her now-normal walk of life, with only one difference: Alexander was included. There was an unspoken acknowledgement between the two of their alliance and friendship. Crow grabbed a knotted string and dashed out of the forge to the stables without a second glance. Alexander followed, interested.

      Crow ran through the doors and saw the scrawny hostler standing at the head of a shining black gelding, eyes bright and wild. At the sight of the Crown Prince, the hostler blushed scarlet and bowed as much as he could while still holding onto the lead of the horse. “Sire,” he muttered reverently.

      Crow shot a slightly amused look at a scowling Alexander. As the hostler straightened, Alexander’s scowl vanished and blue eyes met green in shared amusement. “Kayn,” Alexander muttered in response to the awed hostler, shifting awkwardly. Crow took the opportunity to relieve the frustrated Prince of his formal obligations and hold up her string with a grin.

      “I’ve got orders to measure this beauty for some new shoes,” Crow danced forwards, looking the horse in the eye and patting his neck before bending down and measuring with the string. She held up the string in a variety of different ways, taking mental notes and drawing a picture in her mind’s eye. She repeated the process with the other hooves and then emerged from behind the horse, smiling.

      “Just watching that’s a treat,” Kayn said. Crow scratched her hair self-consciously and waved off the compliment.

      “You’re welcome to come by the forge anytime,” she said. The hostler shook his head.

      “My place is here. Besides, it’s too dratted hot. Don’t know how you stand the heat,” he said, patting the gelding’s flank.

      “I was born to it, I suppose,” Crow said, thinking of her sweat-soaked shirt and the fact that she hadn’t yet adjusted to having a slightly enclosed forge. She nodded to Kayn and was off again, darting out of the stables as quickly as she had come. She skidded into the forge and started working immediately. Alexander took a position on the other side of the fence, just outside of most of the heat. As Crow got warmer and warmer, the Prince stayed nice and comfortable. She glared at him as sweat started to form on her brow, then started beating the shoes into shape.

      Alexander watched, fascinated, for a few minutes before growing tired of the silence. “Do you like hunting?” he asked. Crow shrugged mid-swing, still managing to hit the metal with a clang.

      “I like it some. There was never much to catch where I was from, so I didn’t bother. But occasionally, I would catch a nice, fat rabbit.” She bent the hot metal over the anvil’s horn and put holes in it with a chisel.

      “No, I mean real deer hunting,” Alexander said. Crow shook her head before dousing the metal.

      “Never done it,” she replied. “Catching deer’s not allowed for people of my status, not without special permissions. Especially when deer were as scarce as they were.” A flash of memory brought the taste of venison to her mouth. Crow swallowed, the memory gone in an instant, back into the iron vault where she kept it.

      “What?” Alexander asked, outraged. “Where do you come from that you can’t hunt deer?”

      Crow shot him a look of true annoyance and the Prince recoiled slightly from the shock and joy at the honest emotion given to him. “I’m from Hotun. The nobles there were particularly protective of their herds, but hunting deer is illegal for peasants everywhere that I know of.”

      Properly cowed, Alexander hunched his shoulders slightly in apology. “Oh,” he murmured. “I forgot.”

      Crow snorted as she finished up the last shoe, the sound of metal on metal covering the sound of her indignation. “I bet you did.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Alexander snapped, standing and following Crow across the courtyard to the stables. She slipped inside, Alexander waiting outside, determined to get an answer from the blacksmith. When Crow emerged again, he folded his arms impatiently. “Well?” he demanded.

      “Some temper you’ve got on you,” Crow raised her eyebrows and ran back to the forge. Alexander caught up, breathing heavy with anger rather than exercise. “Relax. I just meant it would make sense that you would forget, ‘cause you just got back from hunting and do it frequently.”

      “Oh,” Alexander said, lowering his arms and sighing. Crow laughed outright at the image and got back to work.

      For the remainder of the day and well into the evening, Alexander hung around the forge, talking with Crow about the various tools, about the construction of Kyper Palace, about anything, really, and occasionally starting another bicker. It was immediately apparent to Jek and anyone looking on that the two would become great friends. Crow didn’t mind such an honour, pleased to think that the entertaining person that was the Crown Prince would even want to be her friend when he could spend time with people of his own relative status. Alexander was pleased to simply have someone to talk with that didn’t care a jot about his position and would give an honest answer. Only once, when the light of the fire and the dying sun caught his hair did Crow even allow herself to acknowledge that he was handsome. She quickly stifled the thought.

      When Alexander was called by one of the guards, he stood from his perch on a barrel and stretched, his muscles creaking from having sat and watched Crow work at the fire for so long. Watching that, he thought, was like watching magic. An art that had been all but forgotten and survived only in the myths spread at a storyteller’s hearth. Firelight danced over her pale skin and dark hair and Alexander wondered if the blacksmith were not really a faerie-child. He shook his head and bid Crow and Jek farewell.

      Crow finished her last project—hammering flat a piece of metal that would become plate armour—and set down her hammer, putting a cover over the fire so that it would slowly die down until it was nothing more than a few brightly glowing coals. From these coals, the flames could easily be revived the next morning. Jek watched with mild interest, seeing, as Alexander did, an artist at work.

      “See if ye can beg supper from the kitchens,” Jek said. “Ye look tired enough that I don’ want ye burnin’ the food.”

      Crow smiled at the thinly veiled excuse for a break from work and ran to do as she was told. She always ran places, it seemed, stretching her legs before her to burst into a place with little warning, a smile on her face and an eagerness about her that all attached to. This night was no different. Crow materialised in the kitchens and startled a kitchen maid into giving up a loaf of bread, some cheese and meat left over from the midday meal. With a quick and sincere thanks, Crow vanished as quickly as she had come, bounding back to the house and somehow managing not to spill the food.

      That night, Crow lay on her cot, her belly full and her body tired. Her mind, though, spun circles, keeping her thinking. She couldn’t sleep. An image of the Crown Prince ran through her head, as did every word of their conversations. The question about hunting appeared in her mind over and over, dredging up the taste of venison and all of the other memories associated with that vault where she kept her memories. That was where the ones she wished she could forget lived. Those were the ones that haunted her as she finally managed to slip into sleep.

      She woke in a cold sweat, her breathing heavy and uncontrolled, a burning fear and anger in her stomach. Wildly, Crow looked about and grabbed the dagger she kept under the cot. She pointed it at the shadows in her room, spinning as if facing multiple opponents. Or just one who was hiding. Crow took a deep breath and forced herself to lower her hands and put the dagger down. She lay back on the cot, her heart still racing in her ears. She forced herself to remember where she was and why she didn’t need that dangerous, wonderful anger that threatened to boil over.

      “Gone,” she murmured. “He’s gone, Crow.” She relaxed enough to lay her head on her pillow and ran a hand through her hair. Crow turned on her side, repeating, “He’s gone” over and over until she fell asleep.

      The shadow outside her window turned and frowned. Jek brushed off the garden’s dirt from his hands and let the overgrown alcove in peace. He lumbered back around the house and into his own room. Worry filled his thoughts. Worry for the apprentice that he had taken under his wing. Who was this brave-faced lad that had so suddenly filled a void in his life? And why was he jumping at shadows in the dark?
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      “You two had better get out of here!” the head cook roared, brandishing a wooden spoon at the fleeing forms of Alexander and Crow. Despite the plump woman’s yell, there was amusement and relief in her eyes. Finally, it seemed, Prince Alexander had a friend that was more than a kowtowing, obsequious knight. And here the two were, stealing cakes like little boys.

      Crow dodged out of the way of the cook’s spoon, but Alexander was not so lucky. He got a good thwack to his shoulder and Crow laughed raucously. The cook ran closer and Crow danced back, her eyes gleaming. “Alright,” she said around her laughter, “we’re leaving.” She turned and snatched another cake off the table before dashing through the door, too swift to catch. Again, Alexander was not quite as lucky—he missed getting another hit by a hairsbreadth.

      “And I’d better not see the two of you for at least three days,” the cook hollered after them. Crow spun on her heel and gave a friendly wave before turning and running into the forge where Jek was stoking the fire, stopping just in time to keep from crashing into an anvil. Alexander skidded to a halt a few feet away, managing to gain his composure before leaning on the fence.

      “Would you like a cake, Jek?” Alexander asked innocently, holding one out to the smith.

      “Was that what all the ruckus was ‘bout? Ye got to learn to be more careful when stealin’ from the kitchens,” Jek took the cake and stuffed it whole into his mouth, ignoring the crumbs that slipped from between his lips. Crow laughed and took a bite of her own cake.

      “Did you see her face?” she beamed, around her mouthful. Alexander just chuckled and settled on his usual barrel-seat to eat his stolen fare.

      “Ye lads are more trouble than yer worth,” Jek said, grumbling and turning back to the fire. Alexander exchanged a look with Crow and the two started laughing again. Eventually, the Prince settled down and shook his head, gold hair falling into his eyes.

      “My father would kill me if he found out that I had been stealing cakes from the kitchens,” Alexander said. Crow licked the last of the sweetness from her fingers.

      “Why? Is it undignified for someone who is meant to be spending his time on important matters of state and running the country?” she asked. Alexander scoffed.

      “Running the country? Not likely. He wants me to spend my time learning how to fight and hunt better than any of the nobles out there. The only state craft I do is being polite to diplomats and other nobles,” he said. “Apparently, I’m not worthy enough to handle the important matters of state until I come of age.”

      “That’s silly,” Crow said. She opened her mouth to say more when Jek cut in.

      “Tha’s one lesson ye’d better learn, lad,” he growled to Crow in a low voice. “Don’ criticise how things is done. Now tha’s enough trouble fer one day. Time to get back to work. Take this completed armour to Sir Gavin.  Go an’ make sure it fits proper a’right?”

      Cowed, Crow nodded her head in a polite bob. What was she thinking, going about commenting on things like statecraft? She was a blacksmith. She took the parcel of armour from Jek and cast an apologetic at Alexander, who had turned silent. Without another word, she was off to the Palace, the armour clunking in her arms as she ran. Alexander was close at her heels, the incident of moments ago forgotten.

      She ran around the back entrance and up a couple flights of stairs to the hallway where the knights were quartered. Alexander followed at a brisk jog, thinking that he had never run so much in his life before meeting Crow—training included. She slowed at the top of the stairs and he was quietly pleased to see that she was panting slightly. Granted, she was carrying heavy armour, but still. Crow walked down the hallway to a wooden door and knocked.

      “Enter,” a growling voice said and Crow struggled to keep her easy smile. She did not particularly like Sir Gavin. She hadn’t interacted with him except for measuring him for the armour, yet every time she saw him, an uneasy feeling flickered in her stomach. She pushed the door open and walked in, setting the armour on the as-yet unmade bed. By the looks of the flustered maid, she hadn’t quite gotten around to cleaning the man’s chambers, yet. Alexander stood just inside the door, out of the way so as not to be noticed. Sir Gavin didn’t even give him a glance.

      “I brought your armour,” Crow announced, spreading the pieces out on the bed. “You’ll need to try them on for a proper fit.”

      Sir Gavin, long hair unruly and a sly smirk on his lips, stretched out his arms lazily, looking at Crow with expectation. She swallowed a sigh and set about putting the various pieces of armour on, doing the work of a squire or page, not a blacksmith. There was nothing for it to get working, though, as Jek probably had more tasks for her. She stared at the floor as she dutifully strapped on the breastplate, greaves, leg guards and the remainder of the pieces. She stepped back to let the burly knight test out his new gear.

      He turned at the waist a couple of times and flexed for the benefit of the maid who looked pointedly away. “It’s a little loose in the chest,” he purred, keeping his eyes on the cleaning girl.

      “You’ll want it that way,” Crow commented, folding her hands behind her back and watching as the knight moved about as if fighting, though the moves were greatly exaggerated, all for the maid who had finally started her work. “That way when you get struck, your chest won’t get crushed when the metal bends. And any tighter and you would have a hard time breathing.”

      “And the bracers are off,” he said, turning his forearms towards Crow to show the bracers that were precisely the right length for wielding a broadsword, Sir Gavin’s favoured weapon.

      “When you’re using a sword, you won’t want those bracers in any other spot,” Crow said, growing increasingly frustrated with the bothersome knight. He didn’t even seem to hear what it was that she was saying.

      “Oh, and you’re the expert fighter now?” he snapped, moving the bracers around as if he could reposition them and they would be fine. All he managed to do was stretch the leather that held them on.

      “No,” Crow said flatly, any cheer she might have evoked gone. She forgot about Alexander standing by the door or Jek back at the forge, all of that falling away with the rise of her temper. Carefully, she suppressed her anger until she knew it was safe and wouldn’t boil over. “But I do know about armour.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to make it to my specifications?” Sir Gavin asked, his voice sickly sweet. He hadn’t forgotten about the maid in the room and was still trying to make a good impression, but it was plain his own temper was rising.

      “I’m supposed to make it to your measurements and needs based on how you fight and what you fight with, not your specifications,” Crow replied, struggling to keep her voice flat rather than the fire she wished to spew.

      “I don’t think so, peasant. See, I’m the one paying your pitiful master for the armour and therefore I’m the one who gets to have it made any way I wish,” Sir Gavin said, walking up to Crow and attempting to look down his nose at her. It didn’t work as he was only an inch taller than her.

      Crow straightened and looked directly into the knight’s eyes, green eyes blazing with hidden anger, “What did you say about Jek?”

      “Who?” Sir Gavin asked, moving away slightly, the only visible sign that he was intimidated. He knew perfectly well who she meant but enjoyed getting a reaction out of the lean apprentice.

      “My master,” Crow said through clenched teeth, the hands behind her back clenched into fists.

      “Him? Oh, yes. Rather pathetic, isn’t he? Uneducated brute, who knows how he got to be the royal smith. He certainly doesn’t know his place when speaking to people who are far above his class,” the knight said with an elevated tone.

      Crow felt her control snap. She stepped forwards, getting in Sir Gavin’s face, lips curled ferally. “I don’t care what you say about me, but don’t you ever, ever, talk about my master that way.”

      “Oh? And what are you going to do about it, peasant?” Sir Gavin sneered. “Fight me? Or are you a coward, like your master?”

      The words, so similar to the ones Alexander had spoken upon their first meeting, caused Crow to straighten, her muscles relaxing as if preparing for a fight. Coward said with fear and desperation was in no way the same as coward said with a sneer. It was with that thought in mind that Crow murmured, barely loud enough to hear yet heard by all, “You want to test your new armour?”

      Sir Gavin stared, eyes widening in disbelief. Arrogant amusement spread over his features and he laughed, the sound filling the room. “As if you could even hope to take on a knight, boy,” he spat at the bold creature who dared challenge him.

      Crow simply watched him with her otherworldly looks, the green eyes, pale skin and black hair. “I will fight your for my master’s honour. The practise yards. Swords. Twenty minutes.”
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