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I’ve always envied you. I don’t think you can understand that. Humans have such an enormous capacity to lie, and when we choose to lie to others, it’s normally with a purpose. Sometimes we even give ourselves a noble rationale. We think we’re protecting other people’s feelings when all we are doing is protecting ourselves. I could be lying to you right now. You wouldn’t know, because you trust me.

The worst lie of all is when humans lie to ourselves. Something you can’t do. I don’t know if that is better or worse. We tell ourselves and others that we have a handle on the situation, or that we’re going to see him only to talk, or that we are better off than we were before and the future looks bright. We have a new mantra, to seize the day. Sometimes, these things end up being true, as we force them into existence through repetition or sheer force of will. We hope we make it to the end of the day, one foot in front of the other, collapsing onto our beds each night with our own sanity intact.

And so Deis lied to himself that Roras wasn’t breaking his heart by choosing Fiy. Colyane lied to herself that Bizet’s generosity wouldn’t come with strings. Madame Tarene lied to herself that she could feel safe within the confines of the Vald, under the protection of the Maestro who had forced her to reveal her magic. She kept touching the choker at her throat, inlayed with the flame lily broach of the Maestro’s protection that signified our heres’ safe passage in Alanna, the City of Stars and our heroes’ prison.

Fiy and Roras lied too, that their time together wouldn’t have consequences. This seemingly peaceful period, though our heroes were prisoners within the walls of a Tower city, was a temporary respite. They could not stay here forever, even if the current Maestro protected them, as she could always be challenged in an Audition and lose.

When we lay our heads down at night, we lie to ourselves that tomorrow will be a better day. The sun will rise and all can begin again. The only truth is that the sun will continue to rise, and you and I both know that sometimes even that won’t be true.

It had been two more weeks in Alanna for our heroes, with no news from the Conservatory Tower save for invitations to performances that only Deis accepted. The others found that the endless parades of lutes, soliloquies, and oil paintings had become tiresome and rote. Citadel soldiers had taken to openly trailing them every time they left the Vald. There had been no aggressive moves. Our heroes existed in an unending limbo.

When he and Roras weren’t fucking, Fiy spent his mornings and afternoons training with Tarene, who indulged him in all sorts of weapon skills and tactics. Another lie she told herself was that this training would not lead Fiy to more violence in the future. The Vald’s servants, called Mimi, Lamine, and Amoke, were lower members of the Conservatory and the only ones present at the Vald besides an Arboretum groundskeeper who tended the house’s gigantic trees and tended to glare at everyone who came and went. Deis assumed everyone he met was a spy, to a Tower or to his mother, though he had yet to confirm who each of them reported to. Amoke got Fiy and Tarene new practice weapons to work with each day and tended to any small cuts or bruises they needed. They even sent for an Alms healer when Fiy got in a lucky strike with a dulled broadsword to Tarene’s shoulder.

Roras spent his days travelling around the city, though never alone. He spent time with both Colyane and Deis, and Deis attempted to train him in the ways of politics. He even told him some personal stories of living in the capital city of Moenbryda with his mother, the Royal Seer. Roras went with Colyane to the bazaar, and mostly acted as her assistant, while he pretended to understand what she was doing while she bartered. Roras was a good student, but whenever he noticed magic, he ran away. Unfortunately for Roras, Alanna was a Tower city through and through, and magic was part of its history. Alanna was older than Elbereth, in the end. Lake Moonlight was one of the largest sources of water in the region. Alanna had been founded by traveling performers, a city of the arts meant to draw others to it by its glamour. It worked, and the former vagabonds settled on Moonlight’s shore permanently. When the wars of magic came, Alanna remained neutral, siding with no other Tower, using their magic first to build walls and enjoying the natural protection Moonlight provided. They would live in peace until the 3 heroes, the first Royals, convinced them to join Elbereth. In modern Alanna, there was so much magic going on that Roras couldn’t even notice all of it. The more obvious ones, like the street performers in Alanna using their sound magic to enhance their performances, made Roras freak out every time. He would retreat to the Vald, leaving Colyane or Deis to fend for themselves.

Deis, in a fine act of the classic tradition of lying to oneself, said nothing of the night he had gone to Roras’ rooms to find that Fiy was already there. Deis told himself this meant nothing to him. That he had been wrong about the way his heart beat a little faster every time he looked at Roras, that his protective instinct over Roras was because the farmer had saved his life more than once. Fiy was a better match for him anyways, he tried to convince himself to think. To compound matters, their shared forced isolation within the Vald made Deis realize he was starting to like Fiy as a person, though it annoyed him that he did so.

It had been two weeks since the Maestro had sent them to live at the Vald when our little band of heroes arrived at breakfast to find the First Chair of the Conservatory, the right-hand man of the Maestro, called Lady Slaxarine by most, seated in their breakfast nook being served spiced eggs, avocado toast, and coffee by Lamine. The nook, table and chairs were carved from one of the still living trees that also made up the Vald’s outer walls. Slaxarine made the cozy space seem regal. She smiled at the group and waved for each of them to sit as they entered, as if they were the guests here, not her. Tarene was the earliest to arrive, with Deis shortly after. Neither spoke to the First Chair but simply started eating after Lamine silently placed their breakfasts in front of them. Fiy and Roras arrived next, and both tried to make casual conversation but were rebuffed. The way the servants treated the First Chair, it was like she was their long-lost princess who had been returned to them from a long imprisonment at last. 

“Where is the merchant?” Lady Slaxarine asked, as the others ate. Our heroes gave each other weary looks. The journey to Alanna and their continued imprisonment at the Vald had done the thing that time combined with physical proximity usually does. Our heroes had bonded and saw themselves as a unit. The First Chair was an outsider. Roras saw it as a small betrayal on the part of Mimi, the servant that usually cleaned his rooms, that she had not warned them of the First Chair’s arrival. Roras had started to think of the trio of Vald servants as part of their group, though the servants saw this as their job and went home to their own beds at the end of the day. Being the eyes and ears of the Maestro meant they were paid well, but they knew their jobs depended on the Maestro’s favor and not their guests. Deis was also annoyed. He had been bartering with Amoke for intelligence since he arrived, and the woman had obviously not followed through on their bargain to give him a forewarning of any intruders in the home.

“Colyane is heading to the bazaar at the fountain circle,” Madame Tarene finally said after the silence got too uncomfortable to bear. “She is hoping to rebuild her business here in Alanna, and if all goes well, I believe she’ll be making an overture to the Alannan merchant union soon for membership. She might even ask you for a favor in that regard. She will need a patron.”

“Oh!” the First Chair said, clasping her hand to her heart in what appeared to be a genuine gesture of pleasant surprise. In reality, Slaxarine did not care. Only Deis could tell the difference. “Isn’t that charming?” Slaxarine waved her hand to Amoke and whispered something in her ear. The servant than immediately went running out of the door, her footsteps echoing through the halls until she passed through the Vald’s golden door. 

Mimi and Amoke set out a place for Colyane, and sure enough, within moments, Amoke reappeared with Colyane in tow. When the merchant saw the First Chair, she paused, giving a glance to Tarene, who told her with a look to sit down. “Lady Slaxarine,” Colyane said, inclining her head towards the First Chair before sitting. Colyane told her that if she had known of the First Chair’s arrival, she would have delayed her excursion to the bazaar.

“Of course,” the First Chair said, smiling demurely over the top of her coffee mug. It was green and was somehow perfectly matched to the jeweled tones of her dress. The woman always did like a matching set. Madame Tarene was sure she had not seen that particular mug at the Vald before. She wondered if Lamine kept it around for when Slaxarine appeared out of nowhere for tea, knowing the First Chair’s preference for jewel green tones. The First Chair told them they could discuss business now that Colyane had joined them.

“We could have done that while we were waiting for Colyane,” Deis said. “Her eggs are already cold.”

Lady Slaxarine rolled her eyes dramatically and chuckled to herself. “Oh no, Deis,” she said, relishing his name on her tongue. He knew that she likely knew his original name. It was not surprising given her position, but it grated on him to watch her rub it in his face when she used the name-in-exile he was given after his true name had been stripped from all of history. He might have pushed her too far when he revealed he had known her true origins as a Tower-claimed child of Royal lineage, back during their initial meeting. People don’t tend to like getting their lies called out like that. Slaxarine continued, “I have an invitation for you all, and it would not be fair of me to tell only some of you that the Maestro has invited you to the upcoming ball, now would it?”

Our heroes looked at each other in surprise. Lady Slaxarine paused to slowly and dramatically take a bite of her toast and to chew. Fiy looked down at his plate and realized that he hadn’t eaten anything at all. Madame Tarene might have been teaching him weaponry, but his skills in politics were essentially null. Repartee with a noble lady of refinement was not something he was good at it. It also did not help that he had never learned to do two things at once. He looked to Roras, who was eating ravenously while staring intently at the First Chair, so he tried to eat his food, too. Fiy trusted Roras to know what to do, which was really a
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