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Lady Marielle made no effort to hide her boredom as the royal family account managers went through their business of the day as if any input from her would be taken seriously if she was even asked or bothered to speak up.

"And as our last order of business;" Marielle let the curl of black hair she was twirling around her finger fall back to rest on the cleavage that was forced up by her tight corset and lazily looked up at the pontificating advisor who did the speaking for the king. "Lady Marielle?"

While shocked to be called by name, Marielle kept her composure and inclined her head as if she was paying attention the entire time. "Yes, your highness?"

The attendant showed the king whatever was written on the scroll and they both shook their heads. "You seem to be using a great deal of the output of your territory." The man looked down his nose at her. “Are you sure your granaries need to be so full?”

Marielle clenched her fists in her lap as she tried to keep her face neutral. "As I recall, I paid more than what is required in taxes," She ached to glare at the advisor for his attempt to humiliate her. "Along with a sizable donation to the crown."

"There is a matter of the surplus-"

"Hungry farmers are too weak to work." Lady Marielle had enough. She knew she was already a pariah; refusing to take a husband and remaining in charge due to the technicality that her father was still alive, despite the fact his mind was gone; leaving her to do his work. She knew it was only the continuous influx of grain, cloth, and coins that the crown put up with her taking over for her father. "Those in my villages are happy, healthy, and are willing to work hard to keep their communities strong. In return, they can produce a high amount of quality goods that benefit the kingdom." She raised a painted brow and tilted her head. "Or is there something wrong with the quality of my goods? Are the taxes not in order? I believe I have ensured every bit has been paid along with the expected extra."

Several throats suddenly needed clearing at the table around her before an uncomfortable silence settled around them like a funeral shroud. "Your goods and taxes are all in order, Lady Marielle." He finally said with enough reluctance to throw another coal on the resentment fire.

"I thank you for your praise, your excellencies." She inclined her head and went back to staring at the table in front of her.

Marielle sat stewing in her frustration, her skin itching with the desire to speak every dark thought in her mind. Tireless days spent organizing the farms, ensuring the markets were well maintained, keeping her people safe from plagues and bandits all felt wasted and shamed. She didn't realize they had been dismissed until a shadow fell over where she was staring.

"Milady, it is advisable we take our leave."

Marielle looked up at the rigid shoulders and calm gray eyes of her guard, Jean. "Yes, very true."

With her hand on Jean's elbow, Marielle was escorted from the now empty meeting hall and out of the castle, where she saw how late in the day it truly was. "My apologies for the delay. I'm sure the horses will be fast enough to get us home before dark."

"Of course, milady." Jean didn't sound worried but the woman was always so stern, Marielle had to search Jean's face for any sign of stress around her guard's eyes or any tremor in Jean's hands when she helped Marielle into the carriage.

"As fast as is reasonable, Ralphe." Jean called to the driver, who grunted in response before the carriage lurched forward.

Marielle watched Jean the entire ride, searching her sharp features. Marielle always thought it was astonishing how easily Jean hid her feminine features so well; Marielle was one of a scant few people who knew she wasn't a man. Once anyone else saw the strong, wide shoulders, sharp jaw, and muscular body that filled out her uniform, they assumed Marielle had a particularly stern male guard. 

'Perhaps it would have been better if I'd done the same.' Marielle thought, remembering every indignity of being overly questioned and second-guessed in her ability simply because she was a woman.

"You shouldn't give these meetings much thought, milady." Jean kept her eyes on her gloved hands folded in her lap.

Marielle took a deep breath to calm herself down. "Yes," She said, looking at Jean's serene face. "There are much more pressing issues."

Only Marielle would notice the small twitch in Jean's eyebrows. "I'm fine."

"You lie poorly." Marielle leaned up to the small window behind the coachman, bringing her face and chest close enough to Jean to feel her body heat. "Faster!" She called out, smiling at the crack of the whip and the feeling of Jean's hands on her waist when she was nearly thrown back into her seat when the carriage surged forward. Marielle smiled at the sight of Jean's face reddening since her bodice pushed her breasts so close to Jean's lips. "We'll be home soon." Marielle purred.

Jean silently set Marielle back into her seat, leaving the noblewoman to pout for the remainder of the ride.

"I will join you in a few moments." Marielle nodded to Jean as she exited the carriage, moving swiftly to the warmest rooms in her manor. As she rounded a corner, she nearly bumped into the nurse on her way out of her father's quarters.

"My apologies, milady!" The older woman went to bow but Marielle stopped her.

"Please, Sophia. No need for that." Marielle peered over her shoulder at the open door, watching the light of a fire flicker against the stone walls. "How is he?"

"Much the same, ma'am." Sophia's brows furrowed as she rebalanced the soiled linens in her basket. "Sometimes he can recall more than others but he is still weak."

Marielle closed her eyes, feeling that same pressure in her chest as when she was cornered in the meeting. 'Breathe.' She thought. 'You know what's coming. It's expected with his condition.'

Somehow Sophia's voice broke through. "Today does seem like one of the better days. Perhaps it would soothe you to speak to him while he can still hold on to something of himself?"

Where any other person making this suggestion would have triggered her ire after such an annoying day, Sophia's soft voice helped to bring Marielle out of her malaise. "Thank you. I will go to see him."

"Yes, milady. He's already eaten dinner and been bathed." Sophia inclined her head and went off to do the washing, leaving Marielle to enter the room alone.

Her father’s quarters were lit only by the fire, which had a heavy iron fence around the fireplace that was too heavy for him to move even by accident and cause a tragedy, and had little in the way of furniture to leave room for his wheelchair. He looked up at her when Marielle entered the room but almost saw through her with his clouded eyes.

"Good evening, Papa." Marielle knelt at his side and held his hand in hers. "How are you feeling?"

His eyes struggled to focus on her as if she were a bright light before reaching up with his thin fingers to touch her face. "Aren't you lovely?" His voice sounded like paper scattered across a dusty floor. Marielle knew Sophia would never leave her father thirsty but the dry rasp made her want to run for a cup of water. "I have a daughter about your age."

"Papa, it's me." She felt her eyes tearing up but didn't dare look away from her father's face.

"No, no," He chuckled and gave her cheek a soft pat. "My Marielle is too busy. The poor lass had to take over for me as I have no sons. Cursed with a quick mind. Got that from her mother, I bet." He laughed and Marielle laughed with him. Her mother was smart but they were a great match; clever but kind, pragmatic, and witty. Marielle loved to hear them talk and laugh, engage in friendly debates, and make plans for their little territory.

"You both made me what I am, Papa." She whispered, folding his hands in his lap.

"You're a sweet girl." He patted her hands and sagged a little in his chair. "But I am very tired. I should retire for the evening."

"I'll help you." Marielle stood and pushed him over to the soft bed in the corner. She could smell the soap from the fresh linens Sophia set out and she pulled down the covers. It made Marielle's heart sink to feel how light he was; easily able to lift him from the chair and into bed. All she
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