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The Black Swan sailed into harbour under the cover of darkness. Silver rays of a bright half moon pierced wispy grey clouds, illuminating Harbourgh’s empty docks. Cal swept her gaze over the three other vessels anchored there, each one of them familiar after two years of living among pirates—enough time to learn that these crews in particular were virtually harmless. 
Behind her, Captain Vaquita gave orders for his men to be ready to leave again in a few hours. This was no leisure visit; they were here for a reason.
Cal left the forecastle deck, joining Slate, Gareth, and Ven at the starboard rail. At a signal from the captain, the gangplank was lowered, and the four of them left the ship. Crossing the docks, Slate led the way through the city, winding through streets that climbed up the large hill Harbourgh populated. Few buildings glowed with firelight, most residents already in bed, but a handful of bars remained open. Drunken pirates swayed over their mugs to a song with no rhythm; a few slurred lines of a shanty about the monster known as Tirich’s Lover reached Cal’s ears.
Soon, the four of them arrived at a little shop too neat for its grungy surroundings. The exterior walls had been freshly painted a pale blue tint, curtains closed off the large picture windows, and a “closed” sign hung on the door.
Slate knocked once before entering, pausing to scrape the bottom of each boot on the doormat. “Wipe your feet,” he whispered.
Cal rolled her eyes but did as he said before stepping into the shop. The light scent of lavender gave a welcome relief from the filth outside. Darkness obstructed Cal’s view of the front room, but a warm glow seeped through the curtain behind the desk. Slate passed through the lace, Cal and the others following.
Cal had only met Lady Adelina Rat once, but the experience had been enough to gain a large respect for the elf woman. Despite a few years of pirating in her past, Adelina had set up a sewing business for herself and flourished in it. To anyone else, she was a lady of refined taste and breeding. But only a fool would equate her class with weakness.
Sitting in her large chair in front of a low-burning fireplace, Adelina glanced up from her stitching. Eyes too dark to see the slitted pupils stared at her visitors through a pair of spectacles perched on her straight nose. Her thick, greying hair draped over her shoulder in a braid, a silk dressing gown wrapped around her thin figure.
“So, the rumours are true,” she said, expressionless. “Captain Raven survived his execution.”
“That he did, ma’am.” Slate smiled, a knowing glint in his eyes.
Adelina looked him over, and Cal caught a twitch at the corner of the lady’s lips.
“I’m glad,” Adelina said.
“Did you get the message I sent?” Slate asked.
“I did.” Setting aside her work, Adelina stood. From behind her chair, she produced a stack of neatly pressed and folded men’s clothing made of rich blue silk and accented with silvery beads; a feathered mask rested on top. Ven gasped in delight.
Cal’s brow lifted. “Fancy.”
“It’s a masquerade,” Adelina replied. “Anything less than this, and the captain would be paraded out of the house.”
“If you say so.”
Slate accepted the clothing from Adelina, fingering the glossy fabric of the deep blue coat. “No purple?” he teased.
“If you wanted a specific colour, you ought to have requested it.” Adelina sniffed. “No, no purple, because you will be playing a part in this costume. Purple is for Captain Raven, not this ‘Lord Python’.”
Grinning, Slate placed a kiss on her cheek. “Thanks.”
She swatted him away, returning to the spot behind her chair. “I know you didn’t request it, but I made a gown for Calha as well.” She lifted another stack, this time a gown of the same colour as Slate’s coat. “Of course, I am not quite as familiar with her size, but I assume she hasn’t changed too much since I last measured her. Either way, I can adjust anything needed tonight.”
“I’m not going inside the house,” Cal said.
Adelina raised a brow. “Aren’t you? Not even for a chance to speak with your sister again?”
Cal tapped her fingers lightly against her leg. She had considered taking the chance to see Tinta again. Only weeks had passed since the wedding, but she missed her sister. And yet, attending the ball…
She eyed the gown in Adelina’s hands. True to the modern fashion, Adelina had trimmed it in lace, cut the neckline low, and kept the sleeves elbow-length. Cal’s throat tightened at the thought of wearing it. She’d owned nothing but shirts and trousers since joining Slate’s crew and becoming a pirate—a far more practical choice for life on board a ship.
Her last dress had been a filthy thing, her only piece of clothing during her time as a slave in a tavern frequented by humans and dwarves who despised her kind: men who loved nothing more, it seemed, than humiliating her. And, despite not possessing an attractive enough figure to have dealt with constant harassment, she had still received more than enough.
But she had also worn dresses as a child. As an innocent girl, unbroken, free, and happy.
“I appreciate the work you did,” Slate said, “but Cal doesn’t wear dresses anymore—”
“I’ll try it.”
Slate and Gareth looked at her in surprise.
“I’ll be there as backup anyway,” Cal said. “I might as well see Tinta too. I’ll try the dress.”
“Good.” Handing over the folded dress and its petticoats, Adelina gestured to a door on the other side of the room. “You can try it on in there. You should find a lantern and a mirror.”
Cal held the clothes like they might come apart in her hands. “Thanks.”
Ven touched her arm, eyes soft with understanding. “Would you like help putting it on?”
Swallowing, Cal shook her head. “No, thanks. I’ve got it.”
Ven nodded, and Cal stepped into the side room. Shutting the door, she found the lantern and lit it, filling the small room with a pale-yellow glow. A full-length mirror leaned against one wall, an empty shelf beside it. Bracing herself, Cal slid off her coat.
She fought to keep from trembling as she undressed and stepped into the first petticoat, the octopus charm around her neck bumping against her chest. An average woman would have a shift and a stay beneath the petticoats, but years had passed since Cal was an average woman. As she slipped on the second petticoat, it was all she could do not to imagine men lifting the skirts of other girls—Ven among them—just for a touch or a laugh as the girl scrambled away.
Cal’s fingers dug into the silk petticoat. She forced herself to take a deep breath and release it slowly. This would be nothing like her time at the Slimy Snail. This was a party, hosted by the elite, and attended by Cal only for the sake of her brother and sister. She would see no faces smeared with foul substances, feel no grimy hands, smell no filthy shirts worn in too many outhouses.
A knock interrupted her thoughts. “May I enter?” came Adelina’s voice.
Cal dropped the petticoat and draped her coat over her bare shoulders. “Yeah.”
The door opened to Adelina holding another bundle of fabrics. “I had forgotten you wouldn’t have some of the necessary pieces to the ensemble—” She paused. “Do you not have a stay either?”
Cal glanced down at the fabric wrapped tightly around her chest. “I haven’t worn a stay in two years.”
Clicking her tongue, Adelina set down her bundle. “One moment.” She disappeared, but was soon back with a boned undergarment. “Take those off, we’ll have to restart.”
Reluctantly, Cal obeyed. Letting her coat drop, she slipped the bottom petticoat off again.
“The wraps too.”
Cal folded her arms over her chest. “Why?”
“You need to look the part if you are to get away with infiltrating this high society gathering,” Adelina replied. “If you are playing the part of a noblewoman, you must look it, and that means starting from the very bottom layer.”
Every part of Cal wanted to argue, but Adelina was right—as usual. Neither Cal nor Slate could risk getting caught at this party. They had to take every precaution, or everything might be lost.
Clenching her jaw against the discomfort, Cal relented. Adelina helped her dress without another word. First came the shift and stockings, then the stay. Having been made for someone else, the stiff piece would pinch in strange places, but there was little choice. Next, the first petticoat, then a pair of deep pockets on a string, followed by a set of short panniers.
“I made sure the pockets were large enough to hold firearms,” Adelina said, adjusting said pockets, “just in case. Under all the layers, they won’t be noticed.”
Cal nodded.
After draping the silk petticoat over the panniers, Adelina pinned the bodice’s centrepiece to the stay. Then it was time for the actual gown.
Cal’s skin tingled as the soft silk slid over her arms and draped around her. She held completely still while Adelina finished pinning and tying everything into place, as if inhaling too hard would split the seams.
“There.” Adelina stepped back to allow Cal access to the mirror. “All finished.”
Daring to look up, Cal’s breath caught when she saw her reflection. Her hair still hung loose and wild around her tanned, blue face, but from her neck down, she looked like a lady—aside from the tattoos on her arms, anyway. The dress’s neckline ended just above any cleavage. The stay managed to compliment her figure, forcing her to stand straight. After Adelina’s expert touch, she almost looked like she belonged among the elite.
Almost.
“Well.” Pride tinged Adelina’s tone. “I think I did quite well, considering you weren’t here to be measured.”
“I guess so.” Cal dropped her gaze, fidgeting with the lace on her sleeves. Her mind felt scattered, her emotions undecided on where they should land.
Adelina circled Cal slowly, examining her work. “I’ll have to take in that waist a tiny bit,” she muttered to herself, producing a pin from nowhere and sliding it into the bodice. “And that hem is a bit short, I need to add a little more lace. Maybe adjust that sleeve. And you’ll need gloves to cover those tattoos.” She finished her inspection with a satisfied hum. “You can take it off now. I’ll fix it quickly, then I’m sure Ven can help you back into it once you’re ready.”
Cal nodded again. A few minutes later, she was back in her trousers, shirt, and coat. Back to Cal, no longer the lady she had nearly felt like for a short moment—the lady she could never truly be.
With some help from Ven—whose skill with a needle impressed even Adelina—the adjustments were finished in less than an hour. Slate paid the seamstress, then the four of them left the dress shop and returned to the Black Swan.
Captain Vaquita waited for them on deck. His long, black hair shifted in the wind; the tiny, colourful beads in the braids that framed his face clinked gently against each other. He stood exactly where he’d been more than an hour ago, apparently not having bothered to get a nap in while he had the chance.
Ven seemed to have the same thought. “Azure,” she scolded. Crossing the deck to stand next to him, she finger-combed a few loose strands of his hair blowing in the breeze. “You could have at least sat down.”
A smile twitched at the captain’s lips, a spark of adoration in his mismatched eyes when he looked at her. He faced Slate, but his fingers brushed against Ven’s hip.
Cal stifled a spark of annoyance, noting the glow in Ven’s face barely masked by her fussing. The captain’s care for Ven was more than obvious, but it would be some time yet before Cal adjusted to Ven, not only accepting a man’s attention, but wanting it. Six years was a lot of time to forget about in mere months.
“You have all you need?” Captain Vaquita asked.
“Aye,” Slate replied. “And there’s a change of plans. Cal’s going into the house with me.”
“Very good.” Turning, Captain Vaquita waved a hand at his first mate, Chalk. The crooked-winged dwarf saluted and whisper-shouted orders to put out to sea.
Soon, the ship was back out on deep water, sailing south. Cal sat on the floor in Ven’s room, gazing at the box in her lap that contained the gown and its pieces. She rubbed her elbow through her coat sleeve. Ven had come up with a lotion that worked as well as Joya Kite’s had, but the habit of rubbing the rashes lingered.
The door opened and Ven entered, perching on the edge of her bed. “Are you all right?”
Cal glanced at her. “What do you mean?”
Ven ran her hands through her bright-red hair. “You know what I mean.”
Sighing, Cal shrugged. “I do want to see Tinta again. And if this is what it takes, then it’ll be worth it.”
“Are you sure?”
A joyless smile tugged at Cal’s mouth. “No. But I’ll manage.”
Leaning forward, Ven gave Cal’s shoulder a comforting squeeze. “You know I’m here if you need to talk.”
“I know. Thanks.” Setting the box aside, Cal tugged a blanket over herself and settled into the makeshift bed on the floor that she and Ven had been taking turns in. They had a few hours of night yet, and they wouldn’t reach anywhere near Lyndshire for nearly two weeks. There was no need to dwell on the party right now.
But despite how quickly Ven fell asleep, Cal laid awake, listening to the creak of the ship, the splash of the waves, the quiet chatter of the crewmen on duty. She hadn’t slept well in months: not since Slate had nearly died. Not since he had narrowly avoided meeting Khalida, the incident that had led him to end his pirate career.
Cal had spent her year as a pirate refusing to think about it. They were just making a living the only way they knew how, after all. But after failing to retrieve the treasure that was supposed to save elfkind from slavery—after losing friends to monsters, storms, and betrayal—Cal couldn’t stop thinking about what she had done.
A year wasn’t a long time. But it felt like an eternity now, remembering how she had spent those months: stealing goods, destroying ships and towns, murdering innocent men and women. And for what? To simply survive?
As if her life mattered that much.
Bloody images of her pa and ma lying dead in the rubble of their home flashed through her mind. Cal tried to block them out, but the memories persisted, clinging to her consciousness like starfish to a rock. Memories of fire, of screams, of standing helpless as she watched men murder her parents.
Her chest burned. Tears stung her eyes, and she pressed her palms against them until she saw stars.
“Cal.”
She dropped her hands to find Ven gazing at her in concern, green eyes bright even in the darkness. Wordlessly, Ven climbed off the bed and settled in next to Cal, wrapping warm arms around her. Choking back the surge of tears, Cal accepted the embrace, allowing the gentle rhythm of the rocking ship and Ven’s heartbeat to lull her into a dreamless sleep.

      [image: ]One of Captain Vaquita’s men found a small farmhouse a short ride away from Marble Estate, the location of the party—one undoubtedly still inhabited, but the family had seemingly taken a vacation. Slate, Cal, Ven, Gareth, and Galleron made their way towards it from where the Black Swan sat anchored in a small bay. There, Cal and Ven split from the men, making use of the empty upper floor.
After a quick but thorough wash, Ven helped Cal back into the dress from Adelina, then sat her down at a vanity in the master bedroom to tame her hair. Working by the light of an evening sun, Ven combed and twisted and pinned. Cal avoided looking at herself in the mirror, letting Ven chat away about how much she had enjoyed doing the girls’ hair in the children’s home she had grown up in. Not until Ven announced the hairdo finished did Cal meet her own eyes in the glass. Her breath caught again.
Another woman stared back at her: a woman who had never suffered the hardships of loss or slavery; a woman whose hands were clean of blood, free of scars and calluses; a woman who belonged at the kind of party she was about to attend.
Until Cal looked closer, and saw that haunted glint in her dark eyes. No, the woman in the mirror was just as guilty, just as broken. She merely hid it in a different way.
“Oh, and here’s the mask.” Ven lifted a matching piece to Slate’s—shiny and blue, just large enough to cover her eyes and nose, and accented in gems and feathers. Ven tied it in so as not to ruin the hairstyle she had just completed, leaving pieces of dark hair to frame Cal’s face, and suddenly Cal was another person entirely. Even Slate wouldn’t recognise her if he didn’t know she was doing this.
“And the gloves,” Ven added. “Which was a good call, even without your tattoos to consider. Your hands don’t exactly look like those of a noblewoman.”
Cal smirked down at hands weathered and toughened by years at sea. “Not exactly. Thanks.” She slipped the gloves on and stood.
Ven took a step back to look her over, pride crossing her face. “You’re ready.”
“I hope so,” Cal muttered, following Ven out of the room and down the stairs to the kitchen. Slate waited there with Gareth, already dressed in the dark blue ensemble from Adelina. He had combed his black hair back into a neat ponytail, but had yet to tie on the mask, using it to gesture as he spoke. Ven cleared her throat, and Slate glanced over. The smile at whatever comment Gareth had made faded. His hands lowering, Slate fell silent as he took in Cal’s appearance.
“Tirich’s Locker,” Gareth said. He scratched at the stubble on his cheek. “You look…amazing.”
“Don’t get used to it.” Cal tugged at her glove, the hem tucked beneath her sleeves. “Does Galleron have the wagon ready?”
“Yeah.”
“Then, let’s go.” She looked at Slate. Nodding, he moved to Cal’s side and offered his arm. Something in his expression stopped her before she could roll her eyes at the gesture. She took his arm without a word.
“We’ll see you later!” Ven called, waving as they left the house. “Have fun!”
“You too, I guess,” Cal replied.
Leaving the house, she and Slate found Galleron waiting beside a small wagon hitched to a single horse—both borrowed from the farmhouse’s owners. Galleron touched two fingers to his forehead in a salute; returning the gesture, Slate helped Cal into the seat, then climbed up beside her. With a snap of the reins, they were off.
The sun drifted west as they rode down a dirt road towards the Marble estate. Farmland spread out around them, most of it owned by the Marble family and rented out to others. Grain and corn stalks grew in precisely marked plots, the fields separated by low wooden fences. Farmhouses like the one the wagon came from dotted the landscape.
Cal shifted, trying to adjust the stay beneath her bodice. Her last stay hadn’t fit her well either, an ragged piece shoved at her by the man who had thought he owned her. She had thrown it in the sea with the rest of her old clothes after joining Slate’s crew.
“That looks really good on you,” Slate said, breaking the silence. “I hardly remembered what you looked like in a dress. It’s been a while.”
Giving up on the stay, Cal settled back into the seat. “It really has,” she murmured. Not counting those few days after rescuing her from the Slimy Snail, it had been eight years since Slate had last seen her in a dress. Eight years since their life had been peaceful and comfortable.
Slate set his jaw, keeping his eyes focused on the road ahead. “Seeing you like this—wearing something so nice—it makes me wish things had been different. That life had taken a better turn for us.”
“Well.” Cal rubbed her elbow through the glove. “It is what it is.”
“I guess so.”
The road transitioned from dirt to stone as the farmland gave way to neatly trimmed lawns and the mansion drew into view. Slate stopped the wagon in a grove of trees and hitched the horse there. Helping Cal out, he tied his mask on, then offered her his arm again. Together, they approached the oversized house.
A large number of guests had already arrived, swarming the steps leading up to the double doors. Well-trimmed bushes, shrubs, and flowerbeds flourished around the mansion, five-foot windows reflecting the orange glow of the setting sun. Slate and Cal joined the crowd meandering up the steps and received more than a few distasteful frowns. A late afterthought reminded Cal to correct her gait, attempting to appear less like she regularly traversed an ever-tilting deck and more like she had never even seen a ship before.
Adelina had been right about the dress code; every man and woman dressed as if to please a god. Gems glittered from necks, ears, and hands, embroidery portrayed thundering storms and blaring sunrises on mens’ coats, and lace swept like crashing waves down ladies’ skirts. Every colour in existence seemed to have found its way to Marble Estate, settling onto hats, hairpieces, and masks adorned by feathers that would put a peacock to shame.
It was all Cal could do not to gasp as she and Slate entered the Marbles’ house. The entryway alone could have fit their childhood home, the vaulted ceilings reaching twenty feet up. Polished floors reflected the light of chandeliers and candelabras, thick greenery draped over gold finishing, and detailed busts sat on pedestals to glower at every guest.
The Marble matriarch, an old dwarf drowning in her sapphires and blue gown, did her best to greet every guest, but the number clearly overwhelmed her. Cal and Slate slipped past her without a single question. At the first doorway, Slate separated from Cal, diving straight into the mass of bodies congregated in what must have been the ballroom; Cal followed more slowly, barely managing to make her way through to an open wall. There, she paused and took in her surroundings.
More greenery and flora cascaded from the ceiling, giving the impression the room sat upside-down. Large paintings hung on the walls and gilded vases held bouquets of roses. Men and women crowded around the walls and near a refreshments table, but somehow managed to leave space for dancing in the centre of the room. Perfumes clogged the air to a nearly suffocating extent.
Cal fidgeted with her gloves. The Darlettes had all been invited to this party—they were half of the reason for the event. Apparently, Mrs. Marble had decided that she missed their company. Never mind that she had been among the many to scorn the Darlettes the moment Martin revealed, not only his own elf blood, but also his intent to marry an elf woman.
But Cal saw only dwarves and humans filling the room, not a single blue face amidst the grey and peachy-brown.
Wait—there. Leticia strode into the ballroom, wearing a mask but lacking the veil she had been known for as Lady Darlette. She had followed Martin’s example in embracing her elf blood, and invited even more contempt from high society.
A moment later, Tinta appeared, walking through the doorway on Martin’s arm. Her face glowed beneath the simple yet elegant green mask, joy sparkling in her dark eyes. Her head dipped in shyness, but she wore a smile, greeting even the darkest glares with a kind nod.
Cal’s shoulders relaxed, and she found a smile making its way across her own face. She watched Tinta laugh at something Martin said, leaning into him as they headed farther into the room. Months of healthy eating had helped Tinta fill out more, rounding out her edges.
She resembled Ma more than ever.
Cal’s throat tightened at that thought, but her chest warmed. Tinta had bloomed in the months since returning to Darlette Estate, and even more in the weeks since the wedding; choosing Martin had been nothing but good for her.
Martin turned to speak with a human man, and Cal took the chance to approach her sister. Reaching her side, Cal tapped Tinta’s shoulder. “Sorry to bother you, but I’m looking for my sister, have you seen her?”
Tinta stared for a moment before her eyes widened with recognition. Her mouth fell open, a laugh escaping her. “Cal!” She pulled Cal into a hug. “What in the world are you doing here?”
Cal gave a soft chuckle. “Seeing you.”
Tinta looked up. “Is Slate here, too?”
“He is.” Cal searched the room, spying him near the refreshments table. He stood still, his gaze focused on someone picking up a glass of wine. Not the man they had come for…
Leticia.
“He’s a bit busy, though,” Cal said. “I’m sure he’ll come to say goodbye before we have to leave.” Tinta nodded and Cal took her arm, leading her towards a more secluded part of the room. “How is everything?”
Adjusting her mask, Tinta smoothed a hand down the front of her soft green gown. “It’s been a little tough—the Darlette business has lost quite a few customers and partners. But we’re managing fine.”
“I’m glad.” Cal swept another inspection over Tinta. “You look lovely, by the way.”
Tinta beamed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “Thank you. And so do you! That dress looks amazing on you, where did you get it?”
The stay pinched and Cal resisted the urge to flinch. “From a friend. How are you doing? You look well, I take it married life suits you?”
Tinta’s lips rolled inward in suppressed excitement. “I’m doing very well.” She stepped in closer, dropping her voice. “And, I believe, so is the baby.”
Cal stilled, her mouth falling open. “Baby?”
A touch of purple coloured Tinta’s cheeks. “Yes.”
Air escaped Cal in a rush, and she enveloped Tinta in another tight hug. “I’m so happy for you,” she said, tears stinging her eyes.
“Thank you.” Tinta’s face glowed brighter. “I only just confirmed this morning. I haven’t had the chance to tell anyone else yet, but I plan to tell Martin tonight.”
Cal took Tinta’s hands and squeezed them. “You’re going to be the best mother.”
Tears sprang to Tinta’s eyes, but she quickly blinked them back, squeezing Cal’s hands in return. “I hope the baby will be able to see his or her aunt and uncle often.”
“We’ll do the best we can.”
Tinta laughed.
The warmth in Cal’s chest returned. “I’m really glad you have this life,” she said quietly. “I’m glad you have him.” She glanced over Tinta’s shoulder at Martin. “He’s given you the life you deserve.”
“I’m so glad to hear you say that,” Tinta replied.
“Now.” Cal adjusted Tinta’s mask. “Tell me everything that has happened since the wedding.”
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Slate had meant to hunt down Abercrumbe immediately—that was what he had come for, after all. But the sight of Leticia heading to the refreshments table had made him pause. Rumours had reached even the pirate ports that Lady Darlette had revealed herself to be an elf, discarding the human disguise she had worn for her entire career. It had been difficult to decide whether or not to believe them. 
But here she was now, standing unveiled in the midst of the very people who would hate her the most for who she was. The rumours about Lady Darlette had, for the first time, been true.
Slate stepped towards her. He wove his way through the crowd of men and women who avoided him, ignoring their dark glares, mutters, and whispers. Pausing a few feet away, he watched as she retrieved a glass of wine.
Leticia had pinned her hair up behind her ears, allowing the points to show clearly. An elaborate gold necklace rested against her collarbones—against her skin the pale blue of the morning sky, a large emerald sitting just above the neckline of her green gown. No more high-necked dresses, no more elbow-length gloves; she wore a mask, but only a small one that did nothing to hide the slitted pupils of her dark eyes, or the arch of her brow, or the curve of her lips…
Slate blinked himself back to the present. He was staring.
He didn’t give a bloody barnacle. She was beautiful.
Downing her glass of wine, Leticia set it back on the table with a long sigh. The corner of Slate’s mouth twitched.
He drew a step closer. “You look like you need another one.”
Leticia froze, her back to him. Her hand hovered over the table, as if it had forgotten what it was looking for. Slate waited. Slowly, she turned to face him, her eyes wide as they swept over him before searching his face. 
His lips quirked into a smile. “I know you weren’t expecting me, but you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“I feel like I’m seeing one,” she whispered.
He laughed.
She clasped her hands, regaining control of her expression. “What are you doing here? What if someone recognises you, you can’t—”
“Relax, love,” he said with a chuckle. “No one here would know my face apart from my name. Especially not with the mask. And for tonight, I am Lord Python.”
“Sla—” Leticia stopped herself. “Lord Python.” She paused again, her lips parted but with nothing coming out.
“Well, if you’re finished, it sounds like the next dance is about to begin.” With a cheeky grin, Slate offered her a gloved hand. “Lady Darlette, would you do me the honour?”
She huffed, but laid her hand in his without hesitation. His smile grew, and he led her towards the dance floor. Whispers floated around them, ready to spread stories about Lady Darlette and the mysterious elf nobleman she danced with. The pensive look on Leticia’s face suggested she had the same thoughts, and Slate almost regretted asking her. She already dealt with enough talk behind her back, and here he was, only adding to it.
But when they faced each other, any uncertainty vanished from Leticia’s eyes. She placed her hand on his shoulder. His slid to her waist, drawing her just a little closer. Her breath caught, and for a moment, all Slate could see was the night aboard the Black Swan when they had kissed.
He quickly chased the memory away.
The music began with a chorus of strings, and Slate led Leticia in a waltz. They glided across the floor between half a dozen other couples, drawing stares from all around the room. Leticia met Slate’s gaze, a million questions flickering in her eyes, ready to be released on him the moment they had some privacy. But for now, she kept silent, allowing the music to take over as they spun together over the polished floor.
Slate had a dozen questions of his own to ask, but he too kept his mouth shut. His were not questions he could ask her now, even if he never got the chance again.
Too soon, the song ended. They slowed to a stop, their hands falling away from each other as they shared a bow.
“We need to talk,” Leticia whispered.
Slate gestured with his head. “This way.”
He led her through a large set of glass doors left open to allow access to the wide patio outside. The last crimson glow of the sunset faded on the horizon, leaving the sky in deep hues of blue and purple. A half moon and a scattering of silver stars illuminated the night until evening lanterns were lit. Small, potted trees sat around the patio near the railing, and Slate and Leticia found privacy in the shadows of one.
Leticia faced him. “Now, what are you really doing here? You can’t be risking discovery for nothing.”
“It’s hardly a risk, love,” he replied. “Almost no one knows I’m not dead. There are rumours, sure, but anyone who actually cares would never think to look for me here.”
“All the same.”
He gave a nod. “I’m looking for a man, Abercrumbe. Sources tell me he recently hired Killian to raid a ship for him. Once he spills the bilge, I’ll be one step closer to finding the Revenge.”
Leticia’s brow furrowed. “Abercrumbe?”
“You know him?”
“I do. He used to work with Mr. Darlette, but Martin convinced him to cut ties last autumn.”
Amusement lifted Slate’s mouth. “Suppose he might have heard something about Abercrumbe’s deals with pirates while he was with us.”
“I suppose so.”
A young elf boy appeared through the doors with a stick to light the patio lanterns. He dipped apologetic bows to the other guests, ducking away from couples irritated by the disturbance. The boy’s hand trembled as he lit each lantern—he couldn’t be more than ten. Drawing near Leticia and Slate, the boy paused, his eyes growing wide.
Slate winked and held out a hand. “I’ve got this one, mate.”
The boy passed the stick over, and Slate lit the lantern hanging near them.
“Thank you, sir,” the boy said with another bow as Slate returned the stick.
Leticia smiled at the boy, her eyes following him until he finished and scurried back inside. Slate found himself staring at her again. He itched to take off her mask, to gaze on her whole face; he resisted, curling his fingers into fists instead. He remembered well what she had told him aboard the Black Swan, though it felt like an eternity ago: whatever he wanted between them would never work—not while neither were willing to give up their own goals and desires for the other.
His goals had changed since then, as had nearly everything else. But was it enough?
Leticia met his eyes and he cleared his throat. “So,” he said. “Everyone knows you’re an elf.”
“Yes,” she replied. “For a few months now.”
Slate glanced towards the party indoors. “I bet no one took that very well.”
“No, not really.” Faint bitterness flickered across her expression. “The other Lyndshire judges wanted me out of my position immediately, but as I committed no actual crime, there was nothing they could do. Someone started a petition to have me stripped of my title, but despite the many who signed, it has no legal power.”
“I see.” He studied her for a moment. “Has there been other trouble?”
She folded her hands over her skirt. “Less than there might have been. We’ve lost friends and servants, Darlette Merchandise has lost customers and partners, and the occasional vandal has managed to slip past the guards.”
“But no personal attacks?”
“No. We’re all fine.”
“Good.” Slate leaned back against the rail behind him, the metal cold on his palms. “I’m glad you did it, love,” he said slowly. “I know it won’t make a difference coming from me, but I know it couldn’t have been easy, and…Well, I’m grateful.”
“I knew you would be.” Leticia adjusted her sleeve and folded her hands again. “That, as much as anything, was why I was able to do it.”
He frowned. “What?”
She glanced down briefly before meeting his eyes again. “After I sent Cal the message about your capture and sentence, we received no response. We had no idea if she had succeeded until after the wedding. I never admitted it to Tinta, but I assumed I had been too late, and that you were gone. It was the least I could do to honour your memory.”
A laugh of disbelief escaped Slate. “You…you thought my memory worth honouring?”
“Not for your mistakes and crimes,” Leticia replied. “But what you stood for. That is what mattered, what is worth remembering. Worth honouring. You went about it the wrong way, but you did inspire some of us. You inspired me.”
His chest tightened. “I never thought I’d hear you say that.”
“Well.” A regretful smile touched her lips. “You’re not the only one to have made mistakes.”
Silence fell, neither saying a word. Slate struggled to process the weight of her confession, of what it meant—and what it might mean for them.
Music drifted through the open doors, mingled with talking, laughter, and the clink of glasses. A cool breeze rustled in the potted plants around them, the whisper of other couples’ conversations reaching Slate’s ears. He paid them no mind as something Leticia had said finally settled.
“Did you say you sent the message to Cal?” he murmured.
“Yes,” Leticia replied. “I did.”
“Why? You of all people know how much I deserved that sentence, no matter how much it would have hurt Tinta and Cal.”
“I know,” she answered slowly. “But somehow…somehow it didn’t feel right that Captain Raven would die with his hands behind his back at the command of the law. I felt you still had something more to do first.”
Lady Adelina had told him the same thing, back when she had gifted him a new coat on the morning of his execution. What was it that others saw in him, that he kept missing?
Taking a breath, Leticia averted her gaze from his. “And maybe,” she added in a whisper. “Maybe I couldn’t bear the thought of living in a world without you.”
Time slowed around them, as if she had shocked the gods themselves with her words. Slate searched her masked face, waiting for something more. His heart pounded with a longing for her, a desire to take her into his arms, but he kept still, uncertainty haunting the back of his mind.
Did this mean…? Could it mean…?
“You’re one of the last surviving pieces of a life before the war,” Leticia said. “From before everything went wrong. And I…didn’t want to lose any more of it.”
Reality crashed in on him like a tidal wave. Of course. To her, the past they had shared remained the only connection left between them. He only mattered to her because of their bond from nearly a decade ago—just as she had said on the Black Swan. He couldn’t let himself forget that. Not enough had changed since that night on Vaquita’s ship, and it never would.
“I guess I owe you my thanks, then,” Slate said, once again shutting those doors of hope.
“You are welcome.” Adjusting her mask, Leticia lifted her head. “Once you take back the Revenge, what will you do?”
His brow twitched in surprise at the question, but he answered anyway. “Exploring. We’re going to sail waters unmapped by any other and find new lands.”
“And learn all the new constellations too?”
He smiled. “Aye. Those too.”
Meeting his eyes, she returned the smile. Slate cemented the picture in his memory, holding on to this moment of solidarity between them. Even if they could never be anything more, perhaps it wasn’t a stretch to hope to become friends again. Not that he could ever again see her as only that—but he could pretend.
“I should go,” he said.
“Yes, I suppose you should.” Leticia took a step back, allowing him space to leave. “You should come visit sometime,” she added, her words spilling out like she’d been holding them in.
Slate’s surprise only grew. “Visit?”
“At Darlette Estate. I’m sure Tinta would love to see you again.”
He gave a laugh. “Just show up unannounced? Aren’t you all busy?”
She hesitated. “I’m sure we could make it work.”
There it was again, that spark of hope. But no. This was for Tinta’s sake. And if anything else, for old times’ sake.
“Sure, love.” Slate smirked. “I’ll make sure to come around.”
She nodded, and he headed back inside.
It only took a moment for Slate to spot Abercrumbe among the other nobility. Every pirate captain knew the round, blond, red-faced man due to the constant underhanded deals he offered—something he had somehow failed to take into consideration when he’d assumed the alias “Stek Ridden” to hire pirate crews to find the mythical Reliks the previous year.
Striding up behind Abercrumbe, Slate waited until the stiff dwarf across from him noticed his presence and brought the conversation to an abrupt end. The dwarf sniffed and marched off; before Abercrumbe had time to wonder why, Slate bent to speak in the human’s ear. “A word, mate.”
Abercrumbe jumped, spinning to face Slate. “What—who are you?”
Slate offered him a crooked smile. “Lord Python. I’d like to discuss a potential deal with you, if you have the time.”
Composing himself, Abercrumbe surveyed Slate with a distasteful look, his mouth contorting into a sneer. “Well, I can’t help you. I don’t deal with elves.”
Slate’s smile grew a fraction. “That’s funny, because I’ve heard differently.” He bent down closer to the man’s bearded face and murmured, “And I’m sure Stek Ridden would beg to differ.”
Panic flooded Abercrumbe’s masked face. Sputtering, he twisted his neck to ensure no one stood close enough to have overheard Slate’s comment. “How—you—”
“I suggest we take it outside, mate,” Slate said.
His large neck quivering, Abercrumbe nodded. He straightened his waistcoat and followed Slate back out onto the patio. Leticia had already disappeared, leaving only a lone human man standing near the doors, drinking straight from a bottle.
“All right, who are you?” Abercrumbe demanded as soon as he and Slate were far enough from the patio doors. “What do you want, how do you know—”
“Slow down, mate,” Slate said. “I’m the one asking questions. I know you make deals with pirates, and I know one of your recent ones happened with a man by the name of ‘Raccoon’.”
“Why should you care?”
Slate whipped out a knife and pressed it to Abercrumbe’s throat. “Stow the questions,” Slate warned, his voice falling even quieter. “I already told you I’m the one who gets to ask them. Interrupt me again, and it won’t just be a chair leg I’ll stick you with.”
Recognition dawned in Abercrumbe’s eyes, followed by a second surge of panic. His mouth fell open with an unmanly whimper. “Captain Raven,” he whispered. “But—but how? You were sentenced to death months ago—”
He cut off with a squeal as the blade drew blood.
“You just had Killian Raccoon capture a vessel for you,” Slate hissed. “Is that correct?”
“Yes,” Abercrumbe squeaked, trembling.
“How did you know how to contact him?”
“I—I was just looking for anyone willing to do the job,” Abercrumbe stammered. “I wasn’t looking for him in particular.”
“Where were you asking around that he answered from?”
“Gopart. He was in Gopart.”
“Perfect.” In one fluid motion, Slate twirled the knife and cracked the handle against Abercrumbe’s jaw. The man dropped like a stone. Wiping the bead of blood on Abercrumbe’s coat, Slate slid the knife back into the sheath hidden beneath his coat and returned to the patio doorway. From there, he located Cal standing near a wall, talking with Tinta.
Slate lingered there for a moment, watching the pair chat away, both dressed in gowns more beautiful than anything they could have afforded back in Drinia. Both wore smiles, talking as if they hadn’t a care in the world, though Cal kept fidgeting with her dress. It was like a picture of what could have been, if only the war had never happened—a picture of what should have been.
Shaking the thoughts away, Slate wove through the crowd towards them. Cal noticed him moments before he reached their side, and Tinta gasped when she saw him.
He grinned, taking her hand and kissing it. “Evening, Mrs. Darlette. Lovely to see you here.”
“You too,” she said, beaming. “Lord Python, is it?”
Chuckling, he tugged her into a hug. “How are you, Tint?”
“Wonderful now,” she replied. “I was just telling Cal earlier that I hope you’ll come around more often.”
“Oh?” His curiosity piqued at the secretive look the two shared. “For some reason in particular?”
“Well…” Tinta rested a hand on her stomach. “I would really like for this little one to get to know their aunt and uncle.”
Slate’s smile faded. “Are you serious?”
Tinta nodded, her lips rolling inward. 
“By Shreya.” Slate pulled her back into a hug and pressed a kiss to the side of her head. “If we were anywhere else, I would be all over the room right now,” he murmured.
She laughed softly. “I know.”
Holding her by the shoulders, Slate searched her eyes, his heart full. “By the Locker, I wish we could stay.”
“It’s all right,” Tinta replied. “Just make sure to come back soon.”
“We will.” He hugged her one last time, as did Cal. “We will.”
Getting out of the party proved to be just as easy as getting in. Soon Slate and Cal had left the mansion and travelled back to where they had left the wagon and horse. Helping Cal into the seat, Slate climbed up and snapped the reins. They rattled slowly away from the Marble home and before long were back on the road through the grain fields.
A long breath slipped past Slate’s lips and his shoulders slumped. “She’s really going to have a kid.”
“Yeah.” Cal shifted, adjusting her dress again. “She’s going to do great. Did you notice how much she looked like Ma?”
“I didn’t think it at the time. But aye, she really did.” He smiled fondly at the thought. “You were right. This—he—is the best choice for her.”
“Well, that’s not something I hear often, you admitting I’m right.” Cal smirked. “I’d better savour this moment, who knows when the next time will come.”
Slate laughed.
Cal leaned back on the bench. “I saw you talking with Leticia. How did that go?”
His brow lifted. “What do you mean?”
“Just that.”
He shrugged. “It was fine. She told me they’ve had some trouble since her and Martin’s announcements.”
“Which anyone with half a brain could have predicted.”
“Aye.” He steered the horse around a corner. “You didn’t mention that she was the one who told you when I was caught and sentenced.”
“It never crossed my mind.” Cal glanced at him. “Why? Does it change something?”
They crossed a short bridge, the stream reflecting the light of the moon.
“No,” Slate said. “I guess not.”
Less than half an hour later, they arrived back at the farmhouse. Galleron took care of the horse and wagon, while Slate and Cal headed inside to change. Ensuring the house looked as it had before they’d broken in, the five elves returned to the Black Swan.
They reached the ship by nightfall the next evening. Once again, Captain Vaquita waited for them on deck. Ven fussed over him, asking if he’d slept at all while they were gone—to which he gave no answer, which was answer enough. With a smile for Ven, Vaquita waved Slate into his cabin. Cal, Ven, and Vaquita’s first mate, Chalk, followed.
“Well?” Vaquita asked as he took his seat behind the desk. Ven perched on the side of the chair, sliding her arm around his shoulders.
“Gopart,” Slate said. “Abercrumbe said he sent out an offer for anyone who wanted, and Killian took it up from Gopart.”
“So, based on how long ago that was,” Cal said, “he’s probably back in Darton by now.”
“But we’ll try Gopart anyway.”
“Obviously.”
Vaquita nodded. “Gopart it is. Chalk?”
With a salute, the dwarf marched out onto deck to give the order to set sail. The craving to be the one calling out orders again rose in Slate’s chest. He ached to take command once more, to give the heading and steer the ship. But he ignored it, shoving the feeling back down again.
“Where’s the gown from Lady Adelina?” Ven asked.
“In a bag,” Cal replied. “Probably still on deck.”
Ven gasped in horror. “It’s going to wrinkle! Come, we are taking care of that at once.”
She hopped off Vaquita’s chair and strode out onto deck. Rolling her eyes, Cal followed, leaving Slate and Vaquita alone. Slate leaned back against a wall, folding his arms and crossing one foot over the other.
Captain Vaquita sipped from a near-empty wine glass. “Something on your mind, Captain?”
“You could say that,” Slate replied.
“If I may venture to guess,” Vaquita said, “does it have something to do with your ship, your sister, or your lady?”
Slate scoffed. “She ain’t my lady, mate.”
“Isn’t she?”
He sighed. “No.”
“Ah.” Vaquita’s green and orange eyes glinted knowingly. “And that is why she is on your mind.”
“Something like that.”
Vaquita lifted his brow in a prompt to go on. Slate smirked, but it waned.
“I wish she was mine,” he admitted quietly. “Shreya knows, I want her to be. But she doesn’t want me, not as anything more than the friends we once were.” He clicked his tongue. “And who can blame her? I’ve done nothing worthy of her.”
“There is time to change that.”
Slate shook his head. “I’m not so sure anything could change that.”
Captain Vaquita hummed contemplatively, finishing his wine. Slate’s smirk returned.
“What about you, mate?”
“Hmm?” Vaquita looked up again. “What about me, Captain?”
Slate jerked a thumb towards the door. “Ven. A blind man could see how much you love her, what’s stopping you from taking the next step?”
To his surprise, Vaquita dropped his gaze, shifting his attention to some of the already tidy papers on his desk. “I’ve thought about it.”
“That’s not an answer.” Slate tilted his head. “Something keeping you from it, mate?”
Vaquita hesitated, his hand hovering over a quill. Slowly, he picked it up and twirled it absently. “I’m uncertain.”
“About what?” Slate pressed. “I don’t know her as well as you or Cal, but I can’t see Ven saying no.”
“It’s not her,” Vaquita replied. “I know that, if I asked, she would be ecstatic. I’m afraid the problem lies with me.” He watched the feather in his fingers, his mismatched eyes unfocused.
Slate waited, and soon Vaquita spoke again.
“I grew up around more people than I could ever count,” he said quietly. “Every day, there were guests and meetings and parties. And through it all, I never once met a married couple who were truly happy. Oh, they would act and sound in love during the courtship and the engagement period, and even after marriage for a time. But soon enough, each one crumbled—husbands cheating on wives, wives wasting the family’s money. Each and every one I encountered were more miserable than they had ever been before that single, binding ceremony.”
Slate eyed him. Vaquita had mentioned before that he had grown up wealthy, the son of one of the richest men, let alone elves, before the war. He hadn’t spoken of it since, until now.
“My own parents were certainly no exception.” Captain Vaquita set down the quill and rested his elbows on the desk, folding his hands together. “I heard dozens of stories about their passionate romance, but I don’t recall ever seeing them so much as hold hands.”
He paused, his lips parted as if he still had more to say. Apparently deciding against it, he shut his mouth, and Slate spoke instead.
“You’re afraid.” He searched Vaquita’s face, but the other captain gave nothing away. “Afraid that marrying Ven would only ruin what you have, rather than strengthen it.”
Vaquita absently trailed a finger around the rim of his glass. “To put it simply.”
“Have you talked to Ven about it?”
“No,” Vaquita replied. “She knows about my past, so I’m sure she’s put it together. But neither of us have directly brought it up.”
“Let me ask you, then, mate,” Slate said. “You love her, don’t you?”
Vaquita’s gaze finally flickered towards Slate. “I do. I can’t even imagine loving anyone more.”
“And she knows that?”
“Of course.”
“And she loves you the same?”
“Yes, anyone can see it, may I ask where you mean to take this?”
“My pa once told me,” Slate said, “that marriage is the real test of the bond between a man and a woman. But it’s the only test where you’ve lost if it ends.”
Captain Vaquita’s eyes lowered in thought.
“Obviously, it’s up to you two to decide if you’re ready for that test,” Slate added. “But just from being around you, I wouldn’t doubt that you could do a far better job than anyone you knew in your circles.”
Vaquita rested his hands on the desk, his fingers tapping lightly on the wood. “Your parents were close, then?”
“Aye. They even died together.”
A smile touched Vaquita’s lips, but it was brief. “That is fortunate for you. And I appreciate the encouragement. I…will think more about it.”
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The loneliness threatened to set in as soon as Cal and Slate left the party. Tinta stood to one side of the ballroom in the Marbles’ mansion, gazing at the decor, the guests, the refreshments. Mrs. Marble had done an amazing job with it all, putting together an event far more elaborate than anything Tinta had experienced before. Green, flowered wreaths hung over doorways and from the ceiling, and bouquets sat on tables and shelves, interspersed between candles. Men and women wore coats and gowns made of rich, shining fabric—which, Tinta had to keep reminding herself, she also wore. She had never owned a gown more elaborate, more expensive. Even her wedding dress had been simpler. 
Relief finally came when Martin reappeared, his clothing and mask the same green as Tinta and Leticia’s. He stood next to her, taking her arm with an encouraging smile. “How are you doing, my lady?”
She leaned into him. “I’m doing all right, my lord.”
“Who were you talking to?” he asked.
“Cal and Slate.”
His eyebrows shot up behind his mask. “They were here? What for?”
“They didn’t say.” Tinta hid a smile at the thought of the news she had shared with them. She wouldn’t tell Martin here, though. That would wait until they were home.
“I don’t imagine Father will want to stay much longer,” Martin said, taking off his mask and rubbing the bridge of his nose. “And honestly, I’m not sure I want to, either. I don’t know what it is, but wearing a mask always gives me a headache.”
“You’re only supposed to tie them tight enough to stay on, you know,” Tinta teased.
He chuckled, massaging his temples. “Now you tell me.”
“Do my eyes deceive me?”
Martin and Tinta turned as a young human man appeared behind them, his arms outstretched.
“They don’t!” he exclaimed. “Martin Darlette, it is you!”
“Erol?” Martin gave a surprised laugh, clasping the man’s hand and seizing him in a hug. “What are you doing here?”
“Taking advantage of this kind woman’s hospitality, of course, whatever else?” Small grey eyes squinting as he smiled, Erol shifted his attention to Tinta. He hadn’t bothered with a mask, revealing a thin white scar over an arched nose. “And this must be the lovely new Mrs. Darlette I’ve been hearing about. Martin, introduce us at once!”
“Tinta,” Martin said, still beaming, “this is Erol Pollerman. His father is Lord Pollerman, who’s been on the Council for the last couple of decades. Erol was a close friend of mine while I was in college. Erol, meet Tinta. My wife.”
Sweeping her hand into his, Erol brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Darlette.”
“And you as well, Mr. Pollerman,” Tinta replied with a curtsy.
“Oh, no, no, no,” Erol said. “I’m not Mr. Pollerman, that’s reserved for my older brother. I’m just ‘Erol’.”
“Then I’m just ‘Tinta’.”
“Splendid!”
“What in the world are you doing so close to Lyndshire?” Martin asked. “Last I knew, you lived way up north.”
“Visiting some friends.” Erol smoothed long fingers over his brown hair. “Or, at least, that’s the excuse I gave Mother.”
“Meaning your real reason is something very controversial.” Martin pretended to cringe. “Perhaps Tinta and I should leave now, before we get tangled up in it all.”
Erol caught his arm. “Too late, I’ve already decided to rope you into it.”
Martin sighed. “As usual.”
“Oh, come now, you make it sound as if you didn’t enjoy the little adventures I led us on!”
“By ‘little adventures’,” Martin said, leaning towards Tinta, “he means pulling pranks on both fellow students and the professors, and trespassing on areas we were forbidden to step foot on. But then he would get away faster, and I would be the only one apprehended.”
“But I was brilliant at convincing them that you didn’t deserve the punishment,” Erol added. “You can’t forget that part.”
Martin gave a soft laugh. “No, I suppose I can’t.”
“It sounds like you were quite close,” Tinta commented.
“I was only his only friend,” Erol replied. “The man was always so buried in his studies, he never talked to anyone. And when he did talk, it was such a gush of information about this random, obscure topic he had just been looking into for the sake of interest alone, that no one wanted to hear it. Though, I suppose,”—he chuckled—“as his wife, I’m sure you’ve been on the receiving end of many of his rivers of knowledge.”
“I have,” Tinta said. “But I rather like them.” She gave Martin’s hand a fond squeeze.
“Oh, do you indeed?” Eyeing them, Erol’s mouth curved into an amused smile. “Well, I don’t know how you found her, Martin, but you certainly married the right one if she not only tolerates, but actually enjoys your rants.”
“I certainly did.” Martin lifted a hand. “But come on, now. If you’ve already determined to rope me into whatever it is you’re here in Lyndshire for, you might as well tell me why.”
“Not just yet,” Erol replied, glancing over his shoulder as if looking for someone. “I have a few friends I’d like you to meet first.”
“Oh dear, it’s not just us.”
“Miss Shale!” Erol waved to someone in the crowd, ignoring Martin’s comment. “Over here!” He gave Martin and Tinta a cheeky grin. “A rare benefit to my position is being free to invite to someone else’s party whomever I want. Ah!”
He turned as a middle-aged dwarf woman drew near. She held a mask on a stick rather than wearing one, her blue eyes bright in her grey skin, a kind smile on her wide mouth. She curtsied gracefully.
“Mr. and Mrs. Darlette,” Erol said, “allow me to introduce Miss Francis Shale, poet and playwright!”
“A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Shale,” Martin said, taking her hand and lightly kissing her knuckles.
“The pleasure is mine, Mr. Darlette,” she replied.
“Have you seen Nicholas here yet?” Erol asked. “I told him to come, but he never does as I ask.”
“Good for him,” Martin said.
Erol winked.
“I haven’t seen him yet,” Miss Shale replied. “But he did tell me he would be here.”
“He does listen to you,” Erol murmured, stretching his neck to search the room. “A-ha! There he is. Nicholas!”
He waved again, drawing several odd stares from other guests. Another young human man manoeuvred his way through the crowd. Like Erol, he wore no mask. Pale blond hair had been tied neatly back from an even paler, freckled face set in a sombre expression. Reaching Erol’s side, he straightened his coat and bowed.
“You delayed a little too long to be fashionably late, my friend.” Erol clasped the man’s shoulder. “Mr. and Mrs. Darlette—Nicholas Stamon!”
Nicholas shook Martin’s hand and kissed Tinta’s as she curtsied, but a frown touched her brow. 
“Stamon?” she repeated. “That name sounds familiar.”
“Yes,” Nicholas replied slowly. “It’s likely you have heard of my father, Pete Stamon. A slave trader.”
“Ah…”
“But worry not, Mrs. Darlette,” Nicholas added. “I have never supported his work, and have devoted my life to freeing as many as possible of the poor souls he deals with.”
Tinta’s shoulders relaxed, and her smile returned. “I see. That is wonderful.”
He dipped his head towards her, and Erol clapped him on the back.
“Nicholas here worked on a case that was brought before the Council a few years back,” he said. “The youngest lawyer to ever appear before that toughest of crowds, but he more than made up for his age with his clever words. However few he seems to have the moment he’s in a social situation.”
Erol grinned, but Nicholas gave him an unimpressed look.
“Yes,” Nicholas replied, “because, unlike certain people I could but shan’t name, I prefer to save my words for moments that matter. For example, standing in front of a crowd rather than in the middle of one.”
“Excuse me.” Leticia stepped in from behind Tinta, nodding to Erol and his companions. “Pardon my interruption, but I need a word with Martin—Nicholas Stamon?”
He blinked, seemingly startled at the sudden use of his name. “Yes, I—Lady Darlette!” He bowed. “A pleasure to see you again, my lady.”
“You know each other?” Martin asked.
“We’ve been introduced,” Leticia replied. “Mr. Stamon was a lawyer in a case I had a little over a year ago. I recall being quite impressed with his handling of it.”
“Thank you, my lady,” Nicholas said. “I was impressed with you as well.”
With a dip of her head, Leticia turned to Martin. “I am sorry to interrupt, but Father wishes to return home. I believe he regrets coming.”
Martin shared a knowing smile with Tinta. “I thought he might.” He bowed to Erol and his companions. “I’m afraid we must be going. But it was a pleasure to meet you both, Miss Shale, Mr. Stamon.”
“And for me, Mr. and Mrs. Darlette,” Nicholas replied.
“Would you all come for dinner someday soon?” Tinta asked. “Perhaps this weekend?”
Erol clapped his hands together. “Gladly. And if you do not oppose the idea too firmly, I will invite a couple more friends with me, and introduce you to the rest of my companions.”
Tinta glanced at Martin, who gave a reluctant nod. “Very well,” he said. “I suppose I must hear you out one day or another.”
“Splendid!” Erol bowed. “This weekend for dinner it is!”
Parting from Erol, Martin led the way to the doors, where Mr. Darlette stood waiting. Tinta offered a pitying smile at his exhausted face; he never had liked gatherings. Together, they made their way out into the night towards their carriage. Tinta climbed inside first, sitting near a window and letting her eyes wander over the surrounding property.
Where were Slate and Cal now? How much longer would it take before The Raven’s Revenge was theirs again? Not too long, she hoped—it would be a blessing to see them again before winter. Perhaps they might even come to spend the cold season at Darlette Estate. It would take careful planning to keep them hidden from guests, or to keep the servants and maids from becoming suspicious about it all, but perhaps…perhaps they could make it work.

      [image: ]“I wasn’t too quick to invite Erol and his friends to dinner, was I?” Tinta asked later that night, brushing her hair in front of her mirror. A low fire crackled in the fireplace near her, the only light in their bedroom. “I’m still more used to rural manners, and this is the first chance I’ve had to host anyone.”
“No, not at all,” Martin replied. He sat in an armchair in front of the fireplace, already changed for bed, a book in his hands. “You did very well.”
She smiled. “Thank you.” Returning her attention to her reflection, she set down her brush and combed her fingers through her thick, dark hair. Her pointed blue ears stuck out on each side, the firelight reflected in the narrow pupils of her brown eyes.
She hardly remembered the last time she had been so conscious about the differences between herself and Martin. Despite an elf mother, he appeared completely human: light brown, peachish skin; round pupils; rounded ears—not to mention his blond hair, or the lack of stripes on his neck. For twenty years, only a handful of people had known he was anything but fully human. But she had felt the differences keenly at the party. It had been a greater challenge than she’d expected to not let it bother her.
Her fingers reached the ends of her hair, down below her waist, and her gaze fell on her stomach. Another smile twitched at her lips; the day was not yet over.
“Martin,” she said, pulling her hair back into the beginnings of a braid.
“Yes?”
“I…have received some news, about something very important.”
He paused in his reading, glancing up at her. “Oh? Good or bad?”
“Good,” she assured him. “We have a relative who will be coming to live with us in a few months.”
His brow furrowed, and he set the book aside. “A relative? Have the Lambshores finally decided to acknowledge our existence again?”
“No, I’m afraid it’s not them.” Tinta brought her hair over her shoulder as she braided.
“Your siblings? Is that why they came to talk with you earlier?”
She shook her head. “Not Slate or Cal.”
“Then who? On your side, or mine?”
Tying off the end of her braid, she combed the last curl and tossed her hair back over her shoulder again. “They’re not more related to you or me.”
Martin’s frown deepened in confusion. “What does that mean?”
It was all Tinta could do to keep the smile off her face. “I don’t know any details yet,” she said. “We won’t know the exact date until much closer to when they arrive—in fact, we likely won’t know until the day itself. But there will be quite a lot to prepare.”
“Why do you keep saying ‘they’?” Martin asked. “Will there be more than one?”
“No,” she said. “But I don’t know yet if it will be a boy or a girl.”
“‘A boy or a girl’?” He stared at her, adorable in his clear confusion. Tinta waited in silence, turning to face him and folding her hands over her stomach. His eyes followed the movement. Something changed in his gaze, as if he almost understood but wasn’t quite there yet. She saw the exact moment realisation finally dawned on him: his eyes grew wide and flickered back up to her face.
“Tinta.” He spoke so quietly, she barely heard him. “Do you…do you mean…?”
She nodded as he stood, finally allowing her smile to break through. “I do.”
Martin moved slowly to stand in front of her, his hands coming to rest gently on her waist. “You…you’re…”
“I’m pregnant, Martin,” Tinta whispered.
Despite how many times she had imagined telling him, she hadn’t come up with the reaction he gave her now. A heavy breath escaping his lips, Martin sank to his knees one at a time. His fingers curled into the fabric of her nightgown, and he rested his head against her stomach, swallowing hard.
“Martin…” Sudden tears choked Tinta’s voice as he looked up at her with wet eyes.
“We’re going to have a baby?” he whispered.
“Yes.” A laugh broke through and she stroked his face. “You
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