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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
 
E.L. Marr
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The grand hall hums with the last remnants of laughter and clinking goblets, the feast’s energy steadily draining into the hush of late evening. Torchlight casts restless shadows over the towering tapestries, their vivid colors shifting like whispered legends of long-dead warriors. The din of celebration dwindles, leaving only murmured conversations threading through the vast space. Chrissy rolls her shoulders, a dull ache settling deep from the day’s relentless pace. A groan escapes her lips as she rubs the fatigue from her eyes, exhaustion pressing in like an unwelcome guest.

"Oh, god, I am so wiped," she mutters, her voice thick with fatigue. "But I stink. Think Mia will let me sneak in some private time?"

Lysandra flicks her gaze toward Mia, who's chatting with a few housecarls near the hearth. "You can always ask," Lysandra smirks, nodding toward her. As if on cue, Mia sends them a friendly wave.

Chrissy sighs, her head dropping slightly. "Great. If she’s still here, I’m not getting a bath."

Just then, Milfred strides into their conversation, his weathered face creased with a knowing grin. "Your new home has a private bath, Thane."

Chrissy freezes. "Really?" She blinks, eyes wide with disbelief. "I thought those weren’t allowed in private homes."

Milfred chuckles, arms crossing with an easy nod. "They’re allowed, but most folk can’t afford one, let alone the upkeep. Most make do with a simple tub, but this place? It’s different." His gaze sweeps the room, a knowing glint in his eyes. "Valdrin had certain privileges others didn’t."

A spark ignites in Chrissy’s eyes, enough to make her straighten her posture. "Well, now we’re talking." She exchanges a quick glance with Lysandra, who grins.

"Looks like your evening just got a lot better," Lysandra teases, nudging Chrissy’s arm.

"Hell yeah, it did," Chrissy mutters, already imagining herself sinking into the warmth of the bath.

Milfred grunts, his expression going serious. "The previous Thane paid a hefty price for that bath. He hated the public bathhouse, did most of his business in private."

Chrissy scrunches her nose at the thought. "Maybe that bathhouse would be cleaner," she mutters. The idea of using the tub after the last Thane unsettles her.

Milfred catches her unease, his voice steady. "Don’t worry. It’s cleaned thoroughly after every use. You’ve earned a little comfort after all this."

Relief floods through Chrissy as her tension eases. "That sounds perfect. Thanks, Milfred."

Milfred nods with a small smile.

Lysandra grins. "Looks like you’re getting that bath after all."

Curiosity pushes Chrissy’s exhaustion aside. "Oh. Lysandra mentioned that Turkon and his family are at Breeze Home with her and her little shadow. Speaking of which, where is she?"

Lysandra’s face darkens. "She’s at the House of Healing. One of Valdrin’s men hurt her when she went to get help. They were planning to attack Turkon’s family in Breeze Home."

Anger flares up in Chrissy’s chest. Her voice drops low, dangerous. "Should’ve sliced his dick off." She clenches her fists, ready to act. "Let’s go see her. What’s her name?"

"Lucy," Lysandra answers, her tone softening, warmth creeping into her gaze.

Intrigued, Chrissy asks, "How’d she become your little shadow?"

Lysandra’s voice softens with admiration. "I found her hiding in Breeze Home. She’s been living there for a year, taking what she needed for food and shelter."

"All alone?" Chrissy blinks in disbelief. "How the hell didn’t I notice her?"

Lysandra’s tone darkens. "Yes. Her family was killed at the Hameltheim Towers."

Milfred’s voice cuts through the tension, steady as ever. "You own those towers now." His gaze locks with Chrissy’s, his words carrying weight.

The sudden, thunderous laughter of Borazon shakes the air, echoing through the hall. Chrissy bursts into laughter with him, their shared amusement spreading like wildfire through the room. A ripple of confusion ripples through those watching, but neither of them notices. Milfred raises an eyebrow at the pair, unsure of what sparked the outburst.

Lysandra’s smile widens, her eyes dancing with amusement. "I believe they're laughing because they've already evicted the residents," she remarks, her voice light, yet laced with an edge of knowing humor.

Octavian Prospero strides past them, his interest piqued as he cuts into the conversation. "You got rid of the bandits at Hameltheim Towers?" His sharp gaze flicks from Chrissy to Lysandra, curiosity pinning them both.

Chrissy smirks, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction. "Yes, we did," she replies, voice dripping with confidence.

Octavian’s tone shifts, becoming cool and formal. "I haven’t seen the paperwork." Before Chrissy can respond, Borazon pulls the rolled-up documents from his belt, hands them over with a quick flick of his wrist.

Octavian scans the papers swiftly, his eyes darting over the details, then meets Chrissy’s gaze. "Come by tomorrow, and I’ll pay you for this," he says, his voice dropping lower, adding, "Thane Chrissy, you should come by too." He doesn't wait for a reply before turning on his heel, the sound of his boots echoing in the stone hall.

Milfred’s eyes flick around the room with calculated wariness. "You might have to do another eviction. I overheard his men complaining about staying behind to replace the ones who disappeared."

Chrissy lets out an exasperated sigh. "Great. Just what I needed." She mutters under her breath, "I’m not looking forward to that damn bridge again." Her mind spins, trying to find a solution. "How do I stop more from moving in once I get rid of them?"

Borazon leans forward, offering a suggestion. "You could have someone rent it from you."

Chrissy considers it, mentally running through the possibilities. "Who the hell would want to rent that place? Fresh water, creepy towers, and a massive waterfall." Her thoughts drift briefly to the nostalgic image of modern electricity, then she shakes her head, snapping herself back.

Tanhne approaches, clearing plates with a smooth, efficient movement. His voice is low but warm. "It sounds wonderful," he says, his tone unguarded.

Chrissy’s face brightens with a grin, her exhaustion forgotten. "It’s good to see you, Tanhne. How are you doing?" Her casual warmth catches the onlookers off guard, their surprised looks flashing across the room.

Tanhne’s eyes soften, a smile pulling at his lips. "It’s good to see you too," he replies sincerely, his words carrying no pretense.

Behind them, whispers spread like wildfire. "A Thane talking to a lowly lizard?" one voice sneers. "It’s not right," another murmurs, the disgust in their voice unmistakable. "Our Thane deserves better company," a third voice adds, casting a disdainful glance at Chrissy and Tanhne.

Chrissy stiffens, her gaze turning hard as she locks eyes with the whispering voices. She then faces Tanhne, her words cutting through the murmur of judgment. "I don’t care what species you are, Tanhne. It’s about who you are." She pauses, voice firm, meeting his gaze with complete sincerity. "If you’re a good tenant, that’s all that matters to me. Come by my new place in a day or two. We’ll sit down with my steward and figure this out."

Tanhne’s eyes widen, a glimmer of hope flickering through his expression as he nods gratefully. The warmth spreads across his scaly features, a silent thanks.

Chrissy pushes her chair
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