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Joohyun
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JOOHYUN’S DELIGHT was often directly proportional to Zhao’s dismay. When she stuck her upper body halfway out the first-floor window of a vine-ridden stone building, gesturing for him to climb the flora to reach her, he had no smiles to spare. He stood in the flickering shadows, adjusting the satchel draped across his body with an unfaltering grimace. They argued with their eyes and broad, contrasting motions of their arms before his shoulders slumped. 

Joohyun beamed, then ducked back inside the chamber that smelled distinctly of ungroomed man. Amidst soft candles and tacky embroidered drapery, a man in a frock coat and a frilled cravat lay unconscious on the floor beside his bed. He was an easy target; intoxicated and wealthy enough to cover several rounds of drinks at the tavern. Systematically, Joohyun removed the rings wedged onto his thick fingers and the silver chains wrapped around his red-splotched neck. For good measure, she patted down the pockets of his trousers for a purse in need of new accommodation.

The thump of A-Zhao’s bag falling to the wooden floors preceded the metallic scrapes against the windowpane that heralded his arrival. He heaved himself into the room with a grunt of exertion. While wiping his hand on his thigh, he took stock of what he had to work with. The jewellery Joohyun swiped found a new home inside the bag.

“Get moving, I don’t reckon he lives alone,” she whispered as A-Zhao regarded her with his pale amethyst gaze no differently than if she spat in his morning coffee.

“There’s always somethin’,” he intoned. 

He considered the unconscious figure, his face pulling even though he kept any disparaging remarks regarding their current target to himself. His first objective took him to a vanity abreast of a colossal wardrobe. While he ferreted through the jewellery boxes, Joohyun threw open the wardrobe. The pieces of clothing which caught her fancy were shoved haphazardly into the bag.

A-Zhao provided no input about the items she nicked. They shared everything, from beds in cramped share houses, to the morsels that were their meals, and the clothes on their backs—his formidable height be damned. However, he vetoed the acquisition of a karakul indoor coat that she spotted and tried to store it away for later. He stopped her hand and flashed her a look beseeching her to have mercy on his eyes.

She never did have a taste for fashion.

They picked the jewellery that would sell best in the Kingdom's periphery villages, among which was a lurid brooch embedded with an aventurine stone that A-Zhao joked would sell well if they said it was exotic jade. With the bag filled, the duo shuffled to the window. The frock coat's house was one of many uniformly stacked on the bank of a winding canal. It was a grimy yet garish construction of masonry embroiled in a losing battle with moss and climbing vines.

A-Zhao dropped the bag from the window first. It landed in a puddle formed in a concave pavement dip, spraying mucky water across the ever-growing moss on the building’s façade. A-Zhao leisurely scaled down the wall to delicately lay his feet upon the ground with a soft thud.

Joohyun stuck her head out after him, a sly expression on her foxy face.

“Don’t you fuckin’ dare,” A-Zhao hissed.

She climbed onto the windowpane and swung her legs out. She kicked her feet as A-Zhao shook his head to dissuade her.

“Hey!” a gruff, slurred voice barked.

Joohyun tittered, glancing behind her at the man struggling to stand. He flailed his arms, grabbing onto anything that would assist him in gathering his bearings. He accidentally tore off his bedsheets and knocked the oil lamp off his end table. Its glass shattered. The small flame lapped at his bedsheets, tasting the fabric with growing hunger. Red seeped into his complexion from his tense neck to his snarling face. A throbbing bruise had formed across his nose from earlier when his face unwittingly became acquainted with Joohyun’s knuckles.

His unsteady finger jabbed in her direction as he stammered, “S, stop! Thief!”

A-Zhao stuck out his arms to catch her despite the pre-emptive wince on his face. 

Thuds of the man barrelling towards Joohyun echoed in the room, but she didn’t immediately move. She relished the flutters in her stomach and the tingles that spread throughout her body as if she were drunk on cheap mead.

She leapt from the window just as the man’s fingers grazed the collar of her tunic.

The wind sweeping through her hair and caressing her cheeks was brief but overwhelmingly exhilarating as her heart lurched into her throat. The joy of falling ended when she abruptly slammed into A-Zhao’s waiting arms. With conjoined yelps, they staggered and fell back onto the cobblestone road. A-Zhao took the brunt of their collision, grunting a crisp 'fuck'. 

Joohyun rolled off him, her body pulsing and ears ringing. Simultaneously, she seized the strap of their bag and A-Zhao’s hand. Through semi-frantic hauling, she managed to pull him to his feet. She sprinted ahead down the road before his legs had even straightened, forsaking him while shouldering their bag.

The streets were no longer foreign to her despite residing in them for a little under two moons cycles. They were a labyrinth of dim alleys between slender buildings and riddled with causeways and sprawling bridges over endless meandering canals. It made disappearing stupidly easy. 

During their escape, A-Zhao overtook her. He thoughtlessly interlaced their fingers in passing to ensure she wouldn’t get lost. 

The wind claimed his hat somewhere along the way, revealing hair the colour of white opal. Joohyun had the audacity to laugh in between her huffs for air.

The Kingdom of Dölier was the closest many would get to a ‘haven’; a metropolis at the centre of Ípriana’s precious mineral trade route and the birthplace of the most competent warriors in the entire North—so wrote the prolific bard, Amaranth. Sodden though the Kingdom may have been, it nevertheless brimmed with untapped, unlimited potential. The floral-laced, jagged stone buildings, canals of glistening crystalline waters, and prospective fortunes obtainable through the ongoing gold rush secured the Kingdom's position as the sweetest nectar to entrap the greediest of flies. For a thief, it was too good to be true. Why bother scouring for the rich and noble when they took up residence on every street?

By putting her espresso hair up with an elegant string of poplin and donning the modest traditional áo dài of the Kralian Empire, Joohyun latched onto her prey as they stumbled from the taverns late into the night. Their intoxication rendered them incapable of rejecting her or noticing the towering figure stalking them from the shadows. One swift strike of Joohyun's unforgiving fist, and they would awake to an empty purse and an overdue trip to the guards.

Relieving them of the burden of abundance was the least Joohyun could do. 

The thieves found refuge in the squalid underpass of the locomotive’s elevated tracks. There, beside a small, lazy canal and rotted newssheets plastered onto the walls of the underpass, they sorted through their spoils. 

Joohyun emptied the man’s purse. Six gold and two silver denarii clattered in her palm, and she shook the coins like dice. A-Zhao dug into his trousers’ pocket to produce the few bronze coins he’d earned from cleaning a flourmill’s production floor.

Being spit on would’ve had more value. 

Combined, the coin was enough to indulge in a fulling meal and afford another night crammed in a small bed at the doss-house.

Joohyun stuck out her hand and let her coins trickle into A-Zhao’s calloused palm.

The money from their recent nights of marauding wouldn’t keep them afloat long. They had to make it stretch until they could venture into the neighbouring villages to make a decent sale. Kingdom jewellers were snobbish—go figure, Joohyun didn’t know what else they expected. Dölier was meant for the affluent first and foremost. Anyone else willing to buy the stolen jewellery in the city wouldn’t even come close to paying half their worth for the exchange.

“Aigoo, then we’ll just have to sleep late tomorrow night, too,” Joohyun smirked while A-Zhao clenched his fist. 

Like her, his stomach had been empty for longer than it had ever been full. His narrowed eyes, weighed down by darkness, told her that the last thing he wanted was to spend another night tormented by his nerves. 

“Unless you’ve any better ideas,” Joohyun huffed, taking his silence as resistance. 

He lolled his head to the side and dug his fingers into the crick in his neck. His pinched expression sparked her interest.

“I...I think I do.” 

She didn’t say anything, folding her arms as a beckon for him to continue. He opened his mouth once. Twice. Then he forced his shoulders to drop and massaged his temple.

“The foreman’s Missus dropped by today. Apparently, the upcoming banquet at the palace is so grand that she was asked to lend staff from her estate to aid...said she’d rather send disposable help.”

Joohyun’s eyes widened. 

A-Zhao braced himself. "Anyone interested must report to the mill by sunset tomorrow for the latest.”

Joohyun gasped. She smacked A-Zhao’s arm, then snatched his hands to intertwine their fingers, unfazed by his cold, metallic grip. “You dastard! When were you gonna tell me!?”

“Hopefully never.”

Restraining herself from swatting him again, Joohyun dignified his response with a grimace.

“It’s trouble, Joohyunnie. I know you.”

“It’s the palace,” she swooned, albeit not at the prospect of catching the fancy of a royal.

“I’m beggin’—.”

“Oh, they won’t miss a few goblets, maybe a bejewelled fork—.”

“Yes, but I’ll miss my head when they toss us to the executioner’s block.”

“They’ll have to catch us first.”

“No. The Missus’ll pay well—if we take the job, there’ll be no need for any of that.” His words carried a twinge of hope that he had appealed to Joohyun’s sensible side. 

She considered him with pursed lips.

“Alright."

“Joohyunnie.”

“No, I mean it.” She lifted her palms in defence. “You won’t catch me doing anything, I promise.”

Indeed, no one would catch her. She had no intention of leaving the palace a poor woman.
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Tor
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TRIUMPHANT FANFARES and the inescapable din of excited cheers hailed the king’s return. And blew out Tor’s eardrums. The adoring Kingdom subjects beheld the carriage of His Majesty, Bennett XVI, parading through the streets, tossing flowers to be trampled under the wheels and waving banners from their balconies. Bennett, perched in front of Tor, his furrow-etched face and expertly contrived smile basked in the adulation.

Abreast of him, Queen Kamia, the High Priestess of the Temple, observed the crowd from beneath her gilded porcelain tribal mask. On her lap sat a glittering sceptre inlaid with hundreds of gemstones that she clutched tighter than she ever did any of her babes. No one would ever know that she had been absent from the Kingdom in Izoh for five cycles of the moons.

Tor picked at his white gloves, pinching the kidskin fabric to smooth it out once more. He couldn't enjoy the celebratory atmosphere, not when his rotten mind sneered that he had lost favour with every living thing within the Northern Crown for his recent decision. He feared showing his face, imagining that the sounds of jubilance would instantly cease and the beaming adoration on his subjects' faces would vanish. 

They must have realised he was a terrible person.

Beside him, his udadewenu, Sheppard, spoke unintelligibly to Her Majesty and received a noncommittal hum in reply. A stray flower, a lotus, flew inside through His Majesty’s window, and landed on Tor’s shoe. 

Sheppard plucked it. She stretched her body over Tor’s to stick her face out of the window and waved the flower, a cocky smile on her face. The cheers erupted into a thunderous crescendo that worsened the growing throb in Tor’s skull. Her hazel eyes glittered in the warm sunlight while the wind eased curly tresses of garnet from her loose bun. 

She pulled away upon having her leg nudged with the end of Her Majesty’s sceptre, admiring the lotus with a self-satisfied expression while picking apart its petals.

Tor’s appraisal of his usapho was wont to be accompanied by a frown.

If the Mother were real, he would’ve raised his arms in prayer and asked Her for the mental fortitude to survive the night in their company with his sanity unscathed. However, the lauded divine creator wouldn’t come to his rescue. 

As usual.

He might’ve offered a sacrifice for guidance from his ancestors. But they had gleefully been plaguing his restless nights with vivid imaginings of death and mayhem from their comfortable realm of post-existence, so he wasn't pleased with them as of late.

The carriage paraded through the town until the crowds dwindled and the stone metropolis faded to the lonely, sloped pathways framed by sneering statues of the royal tribal ancestors and the dense foliage of Mt Maglic. At the flutter of the curtains drawing close, His Majesty’s geniality cracked to reveal the scowl that had been engraved beneath since time immemorial. His dark eyes contained only the disappointment of having to return to a Kingdom that he never enjoyed.

As if the pomp and ceremony of their ‘united’ return hadn’t been his idea.

“It will be sunset soon,” Her Majesty’s voice did not bother to lift above a murmur.

Sounds like she’s counting down to doomsday, Tor brooded.

“You'd best look presentable tonight,” His Majesty grumbled. His ire landed on Sheppard without fail as he sneered, “Especially you, cur.”

“Your Majesty as well.” Sheppard didn’t have the gall to bear the weight of his loathsome gaze; her attention staunchly focused on the petals encased in her hands.

Her Majesty drawled, “Reserve your anger—you might need it later.”

They rode the bumpy river stone thoroughfares, entered the palace’s melancholic iron gates, and passed through the muted bailey garden where a group of farariya heckled a gardener planting the new enchanted hedges around the redwood gazebos. After circling the fountain in the centre of the bailey, the carriage came to a stop in front of the insipid east courtyard entryway. The land was one devoid of nyama, thus forsaken by the ancestors and the ancient deities who had been exiled from the Kingdom's consciousness.

Tor threw the carriage door open before the wheels stopped turning. The click of his heels echoed on the cobblestone as he smoothed his unrumpled tunic.

His Majesty emerged, a towering, fortress wall of a man who dripped gold easily as he did sweat. He regarded Tor with nothing but a blank stare while Tor ignored him in favour of helping Her Majesty from the carriage. One of them had to be a gentleman. In the meantime, the coachman watched, wringing out his hat as he floundered for an opportunity to assist.

Her Majesty was a stout woman of full build and a face unknown to the Kingdom. She spared no time to loiter and strode towards the entrance of the palace. A gaggle of maidservants and ladies-in-waiting giddily awaited her return. With her gown’s pleated skirt held in one hand and her golden bejewelled sceptre clutched to her breast, she appeared ever ready to have her portrait painted.

Sheppard waited for the coachman to flock to the carriage and accepted his hand to emerge. She watched the maids follow Bennett and Kamia inside, then sauntered thither with deliberately slow, playful strides. She dropped a petal with each step as she whistled to herself a tune that resembled a Temple prayer. The noise haunted the courtyard as the forlorn hymn of an imprisoned phantom.

Tor entered the palace last after dragging the palm of his glove over his thigh to rid himself of the sensation of germs worming through the fabric to eat at his skin. In the doorway, Sheppard planted a kiss on the knuckles of a maid who waited to greet the siblings while the others—in their bògòlanfini togas that matched Kamia's headwrap and that Bennett despised so—flocked after Her Majesty, ready to be of service.

“Ayaan,” Sheppard greeted, “I fear it’s going to be a long night.”

Ayaan feebly chuckled, her eyes flickering to the backs of the king and queen.

The sumptuous entrance hall greeted Tor with gilded wainscotting, intricately carved friezes of deities long since banished from the landscape, and dramatic nonsensical frescoes that Bennett commissioned to cover the vibrant ancestral murals after one particularly grisly argument with Kamia. 

The sight instilled in him a monstrous yearning for the villa in Leoat that provided him with a sanctuary for the Naoni and Dawii moons. How he would’ve delighted in extending his absence.

The royals split without ceremony. 

Bennett skulked into the drawing room to the left, and Kamia sequestered herself in a chamber beneath the grand staircase. Sheppard wandered into a chamber on the right. Following her arrival were the delighted chirps of servants who expressed their gratitude to the Mother that she hadn’t been sent away for good. They assumed that her visit to the countryside had been another strategy of Bennett’s to wed her off to some low-ranking baron. Fortunately for them, Sheppard was determined to die a spinster.

Tor wandered upstairs and into the west wing of the palace. Servants hastened to bow as he passed, sweat beading on their brows and their faces drawn despite their forced smiles.

His plan to relax in the isolating comfort of his bedchambers was derailed when he passed a gilded door, and his shoes ground to a halt at the music that bled into the hallway. His brows furrowed at the divine, bright melody. He basked in the elegance of the music and allowed himself to access the chamber after identifying the song. With how busy the palace had become in preparation for Bennett’s banquet, someone having snuck into the royal music room to play with abandon was inconceivable. 

Cold light streamed past the open windows, casting muted hues of grey throughout the white room. Lace curtains swayed in the refreshing mountain wind as the music swelled. The hand drums and the string instruments, plentiful in variety, were perched exactly where they should have been, with the exception of a single kora. 

The kora instead found a spot on the grand piano's ironwood stool. A familiar face plucked its strings with nimble fingers. 

In sauta tuning, the song, which was once played to hail celebration during the N'gubara tribe’s old agricultural festivals, stirred an unpleasant tightness in Tor's chest. The nyama of the room danced in tune with the music, swaying with unbridled freedom as if manipulated by the caprices of the breeze. 

He smiled. “Desmond.”

Desmond cracked open his reptilian eyes to peer at the prince briefly before shutting them again. Not one to demand to be received, Tor fiddled with his gloves and listened to the music—gladdened by its persistence.

The beautiful symphony, complete without the influence of other instruments, concluded with a frantic plucking that did not exist in the original melody.

“Your Highness.” Desmond inclined his head downwards and considered Tor with a gaze of magenta interwoven with crystalline blue that never sparked to life regardless of who he beheld. “I hardly expected you to return in one piece.”

“Yet you chose to play a song of revelry?”

“Does death not inherently beget the celebration of life? We should all strive to die.”

“Unfortunately, I haven’t earned the honour yet. Bennett was far too preoccupied with admonishing Sheppard to reckon with my continued existence,” Tor remarked. “Who would have thought that I’d ever suffer through his presence without the aching desire to bash my head against a rock? But what are you doing here?” 

“I’m hiding.” Desmond’s lips ticked upwards. He laid the kora to rest against his stool.

“And decided to play music?”

“When have you ever heard me play?” The quick counter accompanied an arch of Desmond's manicured eyebrow. At the silence which followed, he opened his hands, his point made.

“Who are you hiding from? I should think no one would want your help with preparations for the banquet.”

“On the contrary, your obstinate tufohene-ana has been heckling me since this morning.” Desmond frivolously waved his hand. “Something regarding fish—I wasn’t listening.”

To think, the most renowned court sorcerer in the north would go to such lengths to avoid taking requests. As if his magick did not raise armies from the soil to be commanded by Bennett, turning the tides of many of his conquests and delivering to him victories otherwise thought unimaginable. Despite his unrivalled proficiency in necromancy, he postured as a mere enchanter. Or even a lowly mage incapable of using magick outside of cheap spells.

And acted as one, too.

“Adwenpa means well. He’s been stressed about Kamia’s import of Gui albino Arowanas.”

“I seem to be mistaken for someone who cares about fish. I don’t know who has misled you so, but I believe they deserve nothing less than the gallows for their malicious deception.”

“It’s not about liking fish but keeping them alive. Kamia failed to heed the merchant before making the purchase and their present habitat—.”

“Beloved, I’m feeling faint.” Desmond’s expression dulled as he pressed the back of his hand against his forehead and languorously angled his body towards the piano behind him. The Idragonana unfurled a wing from the back of his head to fan himself. Magick swirled, banishing the carefree nyama.

“Right, forgive me, Des,” Tor drawled. “But you needn't hide for something so trivial.”

“Of course I do, Adwenpa’s relentless. He chased me into the kitchen, the stables, and Her Majesty’s study!”

“It would behove you to complete his request and earn yourself peace.”

“Abeg, if I wiggle my fingers for everyone who comes to me with a minor issue, then I’m no better than a nightwalker.” Desmond admired his fingernails as he spoke. “No, beloved, I didn’t come to the world to suffer.”

“You plan to hide indefinitely?”

“He will forget and pester someone else.”

“If you’re not busy, you can help me.”

Desmond’s face scrunched with the telltale signs of a lie’s construction.

Tor amended with a firm, “This is an order from your future king.”

“Future,” Desmond emphasised. At Tor’s cocked brow, he visibly deflated and stood only to bow. Lacklustre. “Indeed, Your Highness, how may I be of assistance?”

“If you would be so kind as to accompany me.” Tor stuck out his arm with a patient smile.

Desmond frowned, powerless to respond beyond linking his arm with the prince, albeit begrudgingly. Tor gave his knuckles a comforting pat. They steadily strolled out of the chamber to find Adwenpa.
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SOPRANO VOICES crooning the hymn of the Mother echoed throughout the Temple cella. Worshippers kowtowed with their hands clasped in front of their heads, softly chanting beneath their breaths. The priestesses circled the prayer altar with their arms raised. The bells tethered to their ankles and wrists pealed like an operatic aria, underpinning the holy vocals seeking benediction.

Alvi let his gratitude for the Mother and Her divine protection embrace him. For Her absolute benevolence and love, he rose each morning to toil in Her holy name. He was indebted for all that She provided his unworthy soul. He was Her vessel. Her most devout believer. 

If it is Her will, I shall see it done.

He dared not glance at the altar during worship. His hardened gaze focused on the back of the cella, where a noble swathed in a velvet coat prayed. No amount of prayer would grant him pardon for his transgressions against the Temple.

The Mother demanded reckoning.

Alvi held onto his gratitude as he resumed padding across the ceiling beams with dangerous composure. From the belt around his hips, he unhooked a long wire and flexed it. He glimpsed a priestess directly below as she tilted her head upwards in search of him.

Her stare of ripe moonseed warned him to be careful. To be quick.

Crossing the ceiling joists required choreographed navigation of the rafters, a routine Alvi could complete without sight and half-asleep. His nimble leaps across each joist made no noise upon landing. He dropped to a knee once above the noble to tie one end of the wire around his ankle. Fastening the opposite end to the joist, he gave it a harsh tug. 

The wire tightened.

The syringe he produced from his belt was filled with a small portion of liquid the colour of the Abyssal rivers. He held it deftly, the needle sticking between his middle and forefingers for a swift, unnoticeable injection. He sprang off the joist and all but floated downwards.

A gentle whoosh of air disrupted the fine hairs on the noble’s head without alarming him. In a single, seamless motion, Alvi picked the needle into the noble’s nape and injected him with the liquid, prompting a soft grunt of discomfort. The noble’s neck muscles jolted in surprise. Alvi removed the syringe as the noble’s hand flew to smack at the injection site—trying to swat a bug off his skin.

Alvi swung lightly where he was suspended. The noise of the wire cutting through the air may have been slight, non-existent, in contrast to the holy noise, but it grated on his nerves. To him, it was deafening.

The momentum didn’t build as he projected.

A pilgrim praying beside the noble shifted, nearly lifting her head as the breeze from the movement rustled through her robes. Others threatened to stir as well, drawing Alvi to a halt.

He curled his body upwards and grabbed onto the wire. The muscles in his forearms pinged as he shimmed up the steel rope twists, moving as fast as possible without generating enough noise to warrant anyone seeking its source. When the joist was within reach, his hand shot towards it. His gloved fingers missed the wood on his first try. On the second, they found purchase. He poured his strength into his burning arm and heaved himself up.

A heavy pant sat on his chest once he resided on the beam once again. His legs dangled over the edge as he relaxed by shaking the tight sting out of his arms.

The prayer ended with the completion of the song and the rise of the worshippers. The nobles queued to pay their due at the altar; a few drops of blood onto the altar plinth to show their reverence for the Mother’s blessing. After washing their wounds in the waters of the moons, they left offerings of flowers, gems, coins, and hand-woven textiles. 

Alvi surveyed the target’s retreating figure. Stiff movements. Massaging his nape. 

Before sundown, he would be dead.

And the Mother’s will fulfilled.

The dispersal of the worshippers allowed the priestesses a moment's reprieve to sift through the offerings and sweep away the ceremonial flower petals decorating the floor. Alvi idly let his feet sway as he waited for a familiar face to approach him.

“Akoni.” Moani meandered to stand below his beam.

She held up a lambskin coin purse for his brief appraisal, wearing a naturally disarming smile. He lifted his hand in acknowledgement and smiled back. However, his smile, which had a penchant for falling short of his eyes, was indiscernible beneath the cotton mask wrappings that concealed the lower half of his face.

“Good work today.” She tossed the purse into the air and caught it again.

His payment.

He stood with a pop in his joints and an inward wince. He undid the knots of the wire rope and rolled it up to hook it back on his belt. He retraced his steps across the joists until he encountered a loose rope hanging from the scaffolding. Swinging on it took him to the Temple’s upper-level viewing balcony—where the royals would pray if they ever bothered to. After flawlessly landing on the balcony’s railings and subsequently dropping onto the stone floor, he retrieved the long black cloak that he had left behind. When draped across his body, his silhouette became hazy, a formless shadow constantly shifting under oscillating lights. The hood of his cloak fit loosely over his dark curls.

He nonchalantly descended the jagged steps of the spiral stairs to return to the cella. Moani waited at the bottom of the stairwell.

She presented the purse in the curve of her palms, an offer ripe for picking. Alvi slithered his arm out from the cloak for a brief retrieval, wincing at the rattling of the coins. At the altar, he used the dagger strapped to his thigh to slice through his palm. Squeezing his fist, fat droplets of crimson dribbled onto the cold marble plinth.

O’ Mother’s benevolence would ask only such a small offering, but he would slit his wrists and bleed every droplet of blood from his veins if She asked it of him.

“Fancy a stroll before Her Grace arrives?” Moani idly fixed the position of her veil in the bloodied moons water. 

Together, they padded through the cella still ringing with the disembodied voices of priestesses humming and past the imposing fluted columns of the Temple entrance. Moani traversed the marble on her tiptoes with her hands behind her back. The bells on her ankles and headdress jingled with each step. She was accustomed to the unnecessary noise. No, she enjoyed it. The veil that she brushed from her face floated behind her in tandem with the train of her chiffon gown. 

“I heard a rumour that Abbot Earl was looking to retire.”

Indeed. The Abbot was old enough that his redundancy could no longer be overlooked. He had declared boisterously that he would be retiring to the countryside with his young nephew once he relieved himself of his position, jesting to the other monks that they should not miss him too much. Alvi had been nudged by the Abbot after, implying that the words had been meant more for him than anyone else. He had left that interaction with the sickening feeling of being drenched in excrement, an emotion that being in proximity to the Abbot was prone to provoke. 

He was the worst of those Alvi had come to know.

The Temple exit led into a garden pathway. Deep shades of crimson from the late sunset illuminated the complex as the rest of their mountainous neighbourhood succumbed to the Abyssal shroud. The viridescent hills surrounding the Temple had grown misty, and the Kingdom below was reduced to twinkling incandescent lights.

While the pilgrims and other worshippers retired to the refectory for a meal, a few of the nobles chose to linger in the lush garden. They were concealed in the shade of the tanned pink magnolia trees and chatting to each other about the king’s banquet later that evening. The kids from the Temple orphanage wove in between the hedges of the garden and ducked beneath the low-hanging branches of the fruit trees as they played. 

Amongst them, a little Dwarvven girl wore a discarded priestess veil around her shoulders like a cloak. She darted clumsily in her pursuit of two other kids, wielding a crooked stick as a sword. They laughed despite the implications.

Alvi stepped off the limestone walkway to pursue them with Moani close behind. Meandering a path carved from the undergrowth, he imagined that the hedges acted as a labyrinth to the little ones. However, to one taller than a hedge, the intricate maze was merely bothersome.

He halted in front of a grassy clearing where the girl tackled one of her victims to the ground and stabbed him with her stick. The boy wallowed in the dramatics of a torturous death before making his body limp and sticking out his tongue to prove his departure. A delighted, triumphant shout bubbled out of the girl as she climbed to her feet, raising her stick. Her victory was short-lived as she spotted Alvi. Her dark cheeks turned the colour of yew berries. She dropped the stick to the grass, guileless.

Alvi arched his brow. She promptly lifted the veil to place it on her head, framing its earlier position as an accident. At the same time, the boy scrambled to his feet and smiled sheepishly at Alvi and Moani.

“Are you having fun?” Moani crouched in front of them, her hands resting on her knees.

The boy’s eyes widened in admiration, and as a result, he tried to stand ever so slightly taller. “Y, yes, Sister Madeleine!”

“Be careful, the medics will be upset if you scrape your knee tripping on a root again.” To the kids, her silvery voice bordered on ethereal.

Heeding her warning with sharp head nods, the children responded with an off-key chorus of "Yes, Sister Madeleine".

“What were you playing?”

“I was, uh,” the Dwarvv girl, Carmella, floundered, “I, I mean, we were playing—."

“Ella’s practising to become a monk!” the boy, Ayo, declared with a blithe smile. “I’m helping her—well, the others are, too, I guess, but I offered first!”

Alvi witheringly regarded Carmella. 

She shied away from him.

“What a vivid imagination,” Moani crooned, ruffling Carmella’s fluffy amanita mushroom cap hair. “Wherever did you get the inspiration?”

“It was...in a story,” Carmella murmured.

“Fascinating, I’d love for you to tell me more.”

“It’s so cool!” Ayo mimed punching and half-heartedly kicking the air. “A crime-fighting monk makes for the best ballads!” He invariably turned to Alvi with sickening hopefulness. “Do you think a monk could be like that, Prior Alvi?”

Carmella smacked Ayo’s shoulder.

“What?” he complained, flinching away from her.

She pointedly lifted her finger to her lips, her tan skin pale and eyes wild. One would think she had been left out on the Temple’s doorstep during a monsoon. To her dismay, Ayo didn’t understand and shrugged helplessly.

“Well, Ayo, I hope you won’t mind too terribly if the Prior and I steal Ella away for a bit,” Moani said.

“No, Sister Madeleine!”

Moani’s eyes glittered. “Thank you, walk with the Mother.” 

She circled her arms overhead to flatten her palms in front of her face. Ayo clumsily imitated her.

“And you.”

She rose. “We won’t interrupt playtime any longer.”

“See you, Ella!” Ayo gave Carmella a bear hug, then sprinted off to find a new playmate. His retreating silhouette left Carmella to shamefully face the adults. She grabbed at the skirt of her dress, her feet stepping over themselves.

“You look darling, Carmella.” Moani delicately fixed her veil. “Wouldn't you like to be a priestess instead?”

“No.” Carmella's lips pursed, her chin quivering slightly. When she ducked her head, she squeezed the locket that Alvi gave her two moons into her arrival at the Temple orphanage. “I beg your forgiveness.”

“Dear, why are you apologising?” Moani removed the veil to tuck the unkempt strands of Carmella’s hair behind her reddened ears. She pulled on her cheeks and planted a kiss on her forehead.

As much as Alvi endeavoured to reprimand Carmella for filling the heads of her friends with the secrets of Umbulali by remaining stoic, he...couldn’t. Her eyes were too big, too bright in their deep shade of lead-glazed terracotta, and their innocent glimmer far too important to prematurely expire.

His shoulders dropped. He carded his fingers through her hair and stuck out his hand. She took it without a second thought for how dangerous it was.

Together with Moani, they took their leave from the garden. Birds chirped as Carmella recounted everything she’d done—from the moment she woke up to the present. O' Mother blessed her with the gift to unendingly jabber, a trait too endearing to Alvi to be vexing. If he didn’t wish to hear about her day, then he would not have asked.

Inevitably, when they walked, heads turned. Moani provoked flowers to bloom in the hearts of anyone who beheld her. However, those lovesick fools who studied her were unworthy. Alvi would sooner relieve them of their eyes than allow them near his twin sister.

Inside the Temple, the other priestesses finished cleaning with a light song hummed in harmony amongst them. The altar effigy was a marvellous craft of cold marble, intricately chiselled to portray the likeness of the Mother’s Sun—a striking man pouring the Moons’ water into the base of the altar from an ornate pitcher. The Mother Herself was intangible, an omnipotent being which had no need to take on the form of her creations to be perceived. To attempt carving the image of the Mother was a grave insult—for to compare Her almightiness to that of a single creation was to diminish Her ethereality.

“Her Grace has arrived!” a priestess hollered from outside.

The next moments proceeded in a blur. The priestesses rushed to their positions in front of the altar whilst Alvi stalked off to the side of the cella to conceal himself in the shadows of a stone pillar. Carmella slipped into his cloak and hugged his leg, hidden from view. His hand naturally fell to rest atop her head.

From beyond the Temple’s entrance came a blaring fanfare. Thereafter, two farariya in ceremonial quilted armour stomped in, one hand flat at their side and the other poised on their spears. They preceded the farima, Dame Margriet, and a servant who hurried to unfurl a silken carpet that led from the Temple’s entrance to the altar. Once he’d finished, he unhooked the algaita attached to his hip and blew into it with his face already beet red. Four ladies-in-waiting pranced in, blithely tossing flower petals onto the freshly cleaned marble floors. They, too, halted at the altar and immediately ducked into a low curtsey. The servant scuttled off, dabbing at the sweat runnels on his face with an embroidered handkerchief, to join the farima who unabashedly watched Moani.

The spectacle hailed the entrance of Her Grace, the High Priestess. With her sceptre to her chest and her unknowable countenance hidden behind a hallowed tribal mask, she strode into the cella. The bells adorning the horns of her small tyi-wara headdress knelled in a solemn call of judgment. Behind her, a crowd of lingering nobility gathered without daring to follow her inside. One would not assume that those same nobles scoffed when she refused to abolish the systems of syncretism established by her predecessors in honour of the Kingdom's oldest tribes.

They were spineless, tainted by avarice and the maladies of sycophancy.

Her Grace halted to regard her priestesses as they curtseyed with their arms linked.

“Hail, Your Grace,” Moani spoke first. “We thank the Mother for your safe return.”

“She has my unyielding gratitude.” Her Grace’s voice was a serene, phlegmatic hymn, comparable to the aloof elegance of the sun cresting over the Temple spire. “Apologies, it wasn't my intention to cause such a disruption. Let us retire to the treasury.”

Moani gestured to the heavy oak doors in the shadow of the altar’s effigy.

The priestesses glided to hold them open as the High Priestess nimbly entered. Moani glided behind on her tiptoes, but no one else budged. Her Grace paused at the door’s entrance and angled her head in Alvi’s direction before disappearing into the room. Alvi trailed after them, unnoticed by Her Grace's procession. The doors shut at his heel.

The dimly lit chamber warped the vibrant tapestries hanging from the walls into scenes so monotonous that the depicted Holy figures appeared depressed. In the centre of the room stood a marble fountain surrounded by the offerings collected earlier. Due to what Moani cited as ‘restrictions’, the fountain ceased spewing water. That which remained in the basin was stale and algae-infested. 

Her Grace admired the fountain's carved statue of the two moons embracing, their personifications six-limbed and headless. "I won’t keep you three long.”

Carmella tensed under Alvi’s hand. He squeezed her shoulder.

“Is there a problem, Your Majesty?” Moani asked.

“Am I ever without adversity whenever Bennett returns to the palace?” In the absence of jest, scorn saturated Her Grace’s words. “I fear the worst for his banquet this evening.”

“Has something happened?”

“I received a vision,” Her Grace murmured. “Death. Mayhem. Poison. A warning from O’ Mother.” She lowered her sceptre to prod at the jewellery offered to the statue. “I think, no, I know that someone will make an attempt on Bennett’s life tonight. He made no shortage of enemies amongst the Elfes during his recent diplomatic visit; I heard on my retreat in Taukitonga. I fear nothing may prevent what is to come. No, rather, I believe it must happen.”

King Bennett had gone to Diata to mend relations with the Igwe and, in the process, purchased a plot of land sacred to the inimical wood-dweller Elfes in the region. Despite being plied with the excuse that the king’s acquisition of the land would aid in landscape preservation, it was tacitly understood that he would use it during aestas for hunting. 

“Prior, I ask you to be in attendance tonight.” A command hidden in the cadence of a request. “This task is not insurmountable. You must ensure the protection of...the crown’s heir. If Bennett is to perish, then so be it. However, our Kingdom cannot persist without a sovereign.”

An undercurrent of disquiet punctuated Her Grace’s mission this time. But Alvi did not baulk. The slaughter of the king or the destruction of the royal family mattered little as long as the Temple remained unharmed. Her Grace’s acceptance of the night’s disaster did not alarm him. 

Carmella’s grip tightened around his leg. He ignored it, bowing his head as Her Grace ordered him to accompany her to receive the rest of his orders.

“It is the will of the Mother.”

It must be done.

If he hugged Carmella like it was the last time he’d ever hold her and pressed the most tender kiss atop her forehead before setting off, it remained between him, her and the Mother.
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Tor
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THE BANQUET bustled in the Great Court with music from the jeliw and the boisterous chatter of nobles eager to embellish their recent exploits. Staff meandered from one aristocrat to another, offering drinks and drink refills. And yet, the banquet was sorely bereft of one thing: the celebration’s reason for being. 

The royal usapho had yet to make an appearance. 

Tor dreaded the evening.

Seeing the heads turn in a sea of people niggled at his nerves, especially upon knowing that those people were searching for him. The banquet may have been a ploy of Bennett’s to celebrate himself, but the guests were keener on seeing the royal siblings than the king. Every chief, duke, viscount, and noble wished to wed their daughters to the crown and were willing to don their best garments to sell them off. But behind their contrived expressions and ego-caressing words, Tor knew that they were judging him and picking him apart for his recent un-princely behaviour. 

“Mindless maggots,” Bennett boomed from elsewhere in the council chamber. 

“Swarming a rotted corpse,” Sheppard murmured. She fumbled with the beaded embellishments on her dress to no avail.

The corner of Tor’s lips twitched upwards.

In the quaint study that had fallen into disuse, the usapho idled their time with servants attending to their attire. Separating them was a circular meeting table bestrewn with Bennett’s tattered war maps and trinkets from garments that had been ripped off in irritation.

“Be wary of your words, child,” Kamia’s monotonous voice resonated from her perch at the head of the table. She wore a lion pelt cloak over her white gown and a mouthless, elongated tribal mask with seven short horns and closed eyes. “O’ Mother has a fondness for removing wretched tongues.”

Tor shared a meaningful yet sceptical glance with Sheppard. The latter retorted, “Then I should think none of us are safe.”

Tor restrained his amusement behind a curt huff.

Before Bennett rose to the bait of barking at Sheppard, the door to the room popped open without so much as a knock. It came as no surprise to anyone when Desmond—ah, Desdemona—waltzed in.

“Your Majesties. Sheppard.” She acknowledged with a perfunctory curtsey. “You all look splendidly puissant. Shall we get this feast going?”

Sheppard cleared her throat. 

Desdemona’s black and red umbhaco gown hugged her curves like a second skin. Vibrant strings of beads were woven onto the ends of her inky stitch braids and hung from her curved horns. Elaborate bands of beads wrapped around her arms, neck, and ankles as if taken captive by a serpent. The silver choker that Kamia gifted her when she ascended the throne stood in stark contrast to her outfit, but it could not be removed. 

For Sheppard, the rows of folded draconic wings exposed by her backless dress revealed more of her iridescent scale-lined brown skin than she was accustomed to seeing. Her entire face turned maroon.

Tor linked their arms. 

Sheppard circled them, her knuckles on her hips. “What esteemed gentleman are you scheming to entice with your womanly wiles this evening?”

Desdemona arched her eyebrow. “You think I would purposefully dress up for anyone but myself? Dreadful.”

“Oh, and here I thought you were trying to catch the eye of—,” Sheppard developed a mischievous grin.

“Desmond, that outfit is hardly suitable for a servant of the Mother,” Kamia remarked, trite and devoid of any actual reprimand.

Desdemona agreed sagely. She was loath to bow to a deity born from the minds of humans.

“Enough with this tedious chatter,” Bennett fixed his slicked-back hair with a grumble. “This evening isn’t about bloody garments.”

He cast a glance laden with contempt over the chamber’s inhabitants, then marched from the room with the retainers who had been fussing over his clothes scuttling on his heels. Kamia followed in slow strides, her ladies-in-waiting ever at her side. Once she left, Sheppard linked arms with Desdemona, too. Her actions were shier than normal. 

Desdemona didn’t miss the opportunity to give her a rough jab to the ribs for her unfinished quip.

They stalked the gilt corridors towards the Great Hall. Two farariya stationed outside, adorning their vibrant ceremonial quilted armour, pushed open the doors. 

Tor offered a smile in thanks, adept at twisting his features in ways that others might find agreeable. 

The twinkling lanterns strung up along the walls and golden banners embroidered with the royal coat of arms worked in tandem with the watercolour frescoes and fur pelts sprawled between the stained-glass windows to create a scene of extravagance that the hall sorely lacked otherwise. Carved statues, five in total, presided over the main table with their hands open and the expressions of their anthropomorphic masks varying in snarling contortions. 

Clusters of servants and caterers fretfully placed the finishing touches on the Dibi-Sôgô centrepiece on the damask feast table whilst arranging the gilded cutlery for the guests who would use them. When Bennett entered, they knelt with their heads differentially bowed. In the process, a white-haired caterer accidentally tipped a goblet of ale and gasped in a way that resembled a dying animal as it ricocheted off the ground. 

Bennett forewent niceties during his embittered stomp to the platform where his jewel-adorned throne waited at the main table. As he sat, a servant ducked out of the shadows to place his crown on his head. He lounged back, propping his cheek on his knuckles. His scrunty of the hall engendered a scowl. Kamia sat at his side, waving away the servant who approached to relieve her of her sceptre. This time, she kept it close. 

Her having taken her seat prompted the caterers to resume their preparations, albeit with renewed vigour, while ensuring not to make as much as a peep.

Sheppard glanced at Tor from across Desdemona. 

With her freckled hazel eyes, she told Tor to take one for the team and sit beside Bennett. Tor snorted, earning a prominent head jerk from his udadewenu that indicated his unofficial role for the evening was that of the sacrificial lamb. Tor pretended not to understand what she meant. 

He lifted his brows, daring the younger royal to make him take a seat which he had no desire to claim as his own. 

Sheppard promptly let go of Desdemona and made for Kamia’s side of the table. Tor stuck out his foot, intending to trip her. The move would’ve been successful had Sheppard not anticipated it. After a calculated sidestep and pointed shove against Tor’s shoulder later, she plopped down beside Kamia, ignoring the immediate grimace that Tor affixed onto her. 

The seat next to Bennett beckoned. 

“You could pretend not to hate it here,” Desdemona whispered. 

“I don’t.” His reply fell short of earnest. 

He helped Desdemona into her chair abreast of his before facing his fate. He sat after moving the cold, creaky chair as close to Desdemona’s as possible. 

“Make haste!” Bennett barked at the caterers. 

Those around the feast table increased their pace of fixing flower petals and other decorative embellishments around the immense spread of steaming stoneware pot dishes. Sweat poured from their foreheads.

Tor beheld them as they scattered fretfully. “You shouldn’t rush them, unless it’s your intention to have your feast appear as a poorly executed joke.” 

“With you two here, it already does,” groused Bennett. 

Sheppard’s eye twitched, an argument already formed on the tip of her tongue. 

“Let us take advantage of these small moments of utter tranquillity to cultivate our nyama,” Kamia interjected without urgency. 

While Sheppard scoffed and angled her body to monitor the caterers, Tor dropped his gaze to the table and zoned out on the velvet cloth. 

Absentmindedly, his fingers toyed with each other, tugging at the kidskin fabric of his gloves and then correcting it. The repetitive motions continued without notice as he caught his reflection in a goblet already filled with water. It stared back, distorted, despite his practised smile.

Teeth white as pearls. A face free of blemishes to emphasise the cool glow to his deep brown complexion. His eyes were impenetrable, an agreeable shade of hazel-blue that darkened whenever peered into. Coiled blackberry curls were styled in an immaculate bun. Not a speck of lint tarnished his gold embroidered tunic or the bògòlanfini cloth he'd worn in a shoulder wrap style. His beaded necklaces shone brighter than gemstones. His shoes were polished so vigorously that they reflected the underside of the table.

Nothing could be out of place. If his hair fell from its bun, it would catch fire from the candles set out on the table. If his clothes were dirty, that dirt would seep into his skin and infect him with a deadly, incredibly contagious flesh-eating virus. What if it killed everyone he loved in one evening? 

No, he couldn’t risk it.

He fiddled with his necklace until the image of him swallowing the beads and choking drove his hands to pick at his gloves once again.

“Tor, cease your bloody fidgeting!” barked Bennett. “I cannot think when you refuse to sit still.”

“Hark, Bennett, you’d almost have us believe you thought,” Sheppard, unable to miss the opportunity, snarled. 

“Must you three behave like children?” Kamia groaned. 

“Three?” Tor huffed. “I—.”

“Do not try to poison my judgment with excuses. If you would be so kind as to play the part of civilised adults, you may return to pretending that our usapho does not exist by morning.”

“Usapho, huh?” Shappard uttered. Nevertheless, her annotations ended.

Tor returned to his reflection. Beside him, Desdemona’s head wings flattened against the sides of her neck.

The nobility and palace staff entered when the caterers withdrew. Silence presided over the hall, the likes of which Tor hadn’t witnessed in a while. Neighbouring chieftains, aristocrats, foreign emissaries, and even the commoners indentured to serve, presented a quiet display of dignity and the utmost respect for the returned king through sealed lips and attentive gazes.

Bennett gradually rose from his perch. 

His speech fell short of Tor’s memory as he lost focus by staring at a nondescript spot on the table. A chorus of claps and cheers erupted in the hall, signalling the end of Bennett’s blather and returning Tor’s displaced sentience to his body. When he blinked, he met the beaming faces of the guests. His gloves became the victim of his subconscious, relentless, picking once again. 

The conclusion of the king’s tirade commenced the feast. The jeliw entered, playing vibrant melodies on their koras, mbiras, and talking drums. Their voices warbled in tune with the instruments, crooning their tales of tribal ancestral deeds. A handful of caterers entered to refill the goblets before they ran dry.

A wooden plinth of food was brought to the main table whilst one of Kamia’s ladies-in-waiting poured ale into Bennett’s goblet whenever it brushed the air. Kamia herself did not indulge in her first cup of ale. The first sip went to the ancestors. Similarly, she ensured that the statues behind them were given a portion of their meal before anyone ate—sans Bennett, who berated her for wasting food. 

Tor sat, stagnant, staring at the theatrically adorned grilled perch fish in front of him. The generous assortment of rice, chilli sauce, and fried bananas failed to detract from the fish’s beady eyes as it lay on the plate, staring at him. He would’ve angled its head away from him if he had the guts to remove his gloves to eat. Even washing his hands in the bowl of water beside his plate couldn’t help him reconcile with the prospect of touching it. 

What if his piece, specifically, rose to life?

He was about to request a different dish from the meandering servants when Desdemona nudged his arm. “Are you not planning on entertaining your guests?”

“Are you suggesting that we dance?” 

“Nirvana no. Beloved, I’ve seen you dance.”

Sheppard crowed with laughter until Tor kicked her under the table.

“Would it not please you to meet the fathers of the lovely, absent ladies on auction tonight?” Desdemona’s voice dripped with poisonous sarcasm. 

Tor opened his mouth to say a concise ‘no’ when Kamia piped up. 

“It is time that you invest in some wives—.”

Bennett scoffed, “There will not be more than one marriage.”

Kamia ignored him. “You never know when the throne will be yours.”

“Were it possible, I would never bequeath my throne to anyone.” Bennett took a long swig of his ale and hoisted his goblet high thereafter. A lady-in-waiting flocked to replenish his drink, her hands unsteady.

“Kamia, I’ve no need for a bride.” Tor lolled his head to the side, his fingers twitching with the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Or several.”

“If you hadn’t cancelled your engagement to Igwe Kelechi’s daughter, then you would have spared Bennett from his trip to Diata to fix the relation you nearly severed and us from this banquet,” Kamia murmured.

Tor flinched. Though her words paled in comparison to Bennett’s explosion at the news, they stung worse than any bruise.

Kamia continued, “Consider that your subjects will feel at ease knowing that you will not be ruling alone. The tether holding a Kingdom together is nought but a woman capable of introducing a man to common sense.”

“Had I an older sister, none of this would be a concern.”

“Imagine the disgrace of a female heir.” Bennet shook his head. “Our Kingdom would no longer be the Northern capital if the lineage were to be stained so.”

Tor refrained from mentioning that Bennett married Kamia when she was a child to become king.

“I disagree.” Kamia gingerly glided her fingers over the staff of her sceptre, admiring the crystals that reflected the chiselled stoicism of her mask. “The perceptions of the Empress of Krale are extraordinary. More are settling in Wiehom nowadays. Even my dear second udadewenu has relocated there in the past moon cycle.”

“The people will see the failings of their Empress. She will crack under the pressure of ruling.”

“Maybe we should move to Wiehom,” Sheppard grumbled to Tor.

“By all means. I would pay the Empress to keep you.”

“How marvellous it would be to finally have a ruler who isn’t determined to prove he can outrun wisdom.”

“What does an unnatural creature like you know about wisdom?” Bennett snarled.

As Kamia reproved their blustering voices, Desdemona leaned into Tor’s bubble. He met her halfway. 

“I want to introduce you to someone,” she spoke in the hushed tone of exchanging clandestine information. 

He pulled a face, unable to avoid the instant recollection of the unspeakable last time Desdemona brought someone for him to get acquainted with. Sensing his instantaneous apprehension, she chuckled with a gentle squeeze of his knee.

“He’s an old friend of mine from the orphanage.”

“A friend?” Tor echoed in disbelief, already regarding the swarm of aristocracy as they danced, silly from the ale, and exchanged falsified pleasantries. She would not willingly interact with anyone in attendance unless she spoke of a caterer. He wrung his hands together. 

“I would love to meet him.”

“Shall we?” Desdemona rose. 

Tor didn’t have to look back at his usapho to know that both Sheppard and Bennett were sulking. It would only be a matter of time until their next argument.

“Get me away from here.” He was half joking. 

Desdemona and Tor fled from the main table. No voices urged him to wait, his absence unmissed. 

He barely stepped down from the platform when three noblemen accosted him. As they bowed, Desdemona made off on her own, leaving him to adorn his features with a seamless, gleaming smile. Their affable conversation ended when Tor redirected their attention to Bennett with the bold claim that His Majesty would delight in their presence. Charmed, the men hurried to speak to the king. Anyone else who stopped him was met with the same fate as he scanned the crowd for Desdemona. 

Errant whispers arose every now and then from guests who had indulged too much, claiming that pieces of their jewellery were missing. Someone else remarked that the ‘cursed’ caterer was removed from the banquet hall—no, all the caterers had been excused. Adwenpa, along with many of Tor’s court staff, were not mingling with the bevy nor were they present at all. 

He indistinctly wondered where they were before spotting Desdemona chatting animatedly with a noble near the jeliw. 

“Des,” he called.

The sorceress spun around, laughter on her lips. The nobleman orbiting her had Tor fearing that he was who she intended for him to meet. However, another man stood behind her, his head slightly bowed and body hidden behind a dark cloak. His posture was relaxed, his hands delicately clasped in front of his stomach, as if in a state of reverent repose.

“Your Highness.” The nobleman bowed. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your presence?”

“He’s my plus one,” Desdemona earned a chuckle from the nobleman, sparking nothing short of unbridled adoration in his eyes. She gestured to the other man, “Ah, yes, Tor, this is Prior Alvi.”

One glance at the Prior snatched Tor’s breath with the force of being punched in the gut by a fist encased in steel. 

Unnaturally blue almond-shaped eyes were inexpressive but alarmingly concise, like they already pinpointed all of Tor’s weak points from a single glance. The Prior wore a cowl wanting of bedazzlement that would match the ensemble of the illustrious Abbot, and that hid his body from view. The lower half of his face and neck were concealed by dark fabric wrappings; the mark of having undertaken the sacred vow of silence common amongst the zealous devotees who promised their voices to the Mother. The Prior appeared to be a native of Mremsa, an Elfe with warm brown skin kissed by the sun and whose floppy ears had been clipped.

Not the type of individual one would expect to see working in the Temple, let alone acting as a monk. 

Alvi gave a cursory bow that lacked enthusiasm. The mask prevented Tor from discerning whether he smiled or if his lips were pressed into a straight, unimpressed line. His unfathomable gaze gave nothing away.

Desdemona cleared her throat, and the nobleman’s face pinched as he glanced between the two. Alvi also peered at Desdemona as she hemmed once more. 

Tor blanched.

He had been gawking the entire time!

“F, forgive me, Prior,” the prince came to with a stuttering apology and an averted gaze. “I forgot myself. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

A sheepish chuckle lifted his maroon cheeks. 

As expected, the Prior didn’t respond. He blinked slowly, and that...was it.

Tor tugged at the collar of his tunic, then tersely clasped his hands behind his back. His fists clenched so tightly that his knuckles cracked. Never had such an odd sensation afflicted him upon a first meeting. He was struck with the strange desire to ask the Prior for a dance.

The nobleman was swift to evoke mind-numbing conversation to the best of his abilities, not failing to mention his elusive sisters as he discussed his chief father’s domain to the southeast. His family was but one of many clans permitted unassimilated permanence within the Kingdom, provided they abided by the charter established by Kamia’s ancestors. Tor’s gaze became dull until Desdemona chimed in, offering to take the nobleman to get more ale. She winked at Tor.

The Prior’s eyebrows set in a furrow as she left. 

“How are you enjoying the banquet?” Tor inadvertently tilted his head to behold more of the shorter man’s face.

Alvi responded with a series of gestures with his fingers. 

Tor wavered. He knew nothing about the Temple’s silent language.

“The jeliw are a tad loud, aren’t they?” he opted to remark. “Should you wish to retire somewhere more peaceful, the Queen’s gardens easily rival those of the Temple—perhaps you would be interested?”

He neglected to mention that the plants which blossomed so vibrantly in Kamia’s private garden were a far cry from authentic, what with Desdemona’s magick imitating their original lustre.

Or to ask why a monk was at the banquet in the first place.

Apropos of nothing, Alvi made another series of gestures before curtly bowing and gliding past Tor. As he stalked off, it became apparent that he had excused himself. The suddenness left Tor rooted in place, replaying the moment to understand if he unknowingly committed a social faux pas. Although in the moments leading up to Alvi’s departure, he had been looking past Tor rather than at him.

To say that the monk’s brazenness provoked a pang of offence in the crown prince would have been reductive. Alvi slithered through the crowd, disappearing amongst the bodies, dexterous as dispersing smoke. Tor fought to catch up by brushing past guests who vied for his attention and were eager to gripe about their missing belongings in equal measure.

“Wait, Prior, if I may, would you like to dan—?” His request abruptly halted as the hall doors slammed shut. 

He spun toward the noise, his stomach flipping. The farariya on guard stood unmoving in front of the doors, confident of comportment even as the nearby aristocrats demanded to know what they were doing. Gasps rang out from elsewhere in the hall.
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