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About Taeliana...

Taeliana is a world similar to our Earth, but with magic running just beneath its surface. More than a thousand years after a continent-wide war, some parts of it are still being rebuilt.

When the world was made, the four Primal Gods that created it also brought forth a fifth Primal God, the Corruptor. It lurked in the dark places, lashing out twice in known history to try to twist the world into its vision of what Taeliana should be. 

The gods of the world are split – literally – into the Gods and the Heretic Gods. Every god has an opposite, torn from them during the Heavenswar, which happened before the gods created mortals. At the end of the Heavenswar, the gods pushed the Corruptor into the space between Taeliana and the Heavens, sealing it against any god returning physically to the world. 

But the Corruptor tore pieces out of the other gods – except the other four Primals – and twisted the pieces into the evil Heretic Gods, then dug the pits where the Heretic Gods and their fiend servants live and sunk to the bottom of it to plot.

When the gods created mortals to populate the world, they discovered the method to imbue some mortals with a spark of godhood to allow them to interfere on Taeliana when the gods could not. Soon enough, the Heretic Gods found the same method, creating their own intercessors. The same happened when mortals appealed to the gods, and the gods found they could grant humans power to act for them.

Centuries of conflict later, the Corruptor began to move. Its trusted servants, the corrupted creatures called the hrinsi’la, moved through the same holes in the Godseal that allowed the saints to take action, and burst onto Taeliana with armies of horrors, using powers that dominated the minds of other mortals. 

When all looked darkest, the Elves who lived into the Firstlands – a mystical realm that mirrored but did not exist in the same place as the rest of the world – opened ancient portals and evacuated many, then sealed them behind.

The time of the Corruptor’s Occupation was a time of horrors. They used the powers of the Corruptor to build towers to dominate the land, and picked mortals left behind to reshape into their thralls, which their language referred to as the sorketasar’la. 

The homey and cheerful halflings were transformed into the curious but disorganized spies known as the gurthok. The sturdy and hard-working dwarves were twisted into the gurthor, their shock troops. The inquisitive and creative gnomes were remade into the kavasu, the miners and crafters for the Corruptor’s forces. Humans were turned into the strong and sturdy kuryar, the manual laborers and regular army troops. 

Their experiments created other creatures, some of which still haunt the dark corners of the land.

After an amount of time no one is sure of (for the mortals who did not escape were too busy surviving to spend time counting, and time in the Firstlands moves strangely), the elvengates opened, and the Army of the Reclaiming Crusade marched out, descendants of the refugees with weapons and magic to begin reclaiming the world from the Corruptor’s reign.

The war took twenty-five years.

The tide turned when a team of commandoes assassinate the hrinsi’la commanding a force battling the Army. With those creatures dead, the gurthor, gurthok and kuryar surrendered. Only then did the Reclaimers find out the horrific truth: these were the descendants of many of those left behind, twisted and controlled. Once freed, they turned on their former masters.

Once they found and released a group of kavasu, the Reclaimers had the ability to use the same powers as their enemies, the horror known as Technology. Some embraced it, and some refused it, but it became part of their forces.

Finally, the last redoubt and capitol of the Corruptor’s forces, the terrible tower of Xaxis-Klelash, was besieged, opened, and found empty of creatures. It was shut and sealed; a garrison put there to guard it.

In the nine hundred years since, the Empire has organized, built roads, cleared the lands of much of the remaining corruption, and continues to work to improve the life of those living in it.

While the land is mostly at peace, there are still those who serve the Heretic Gods, looking to seize the realm in their name and dedicate the lives of mortals to free their masters...
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​Introduction, by way of robbery
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The afternoon was pleasant in the woods, where the path cut through the forest, the leaves making a roof that let enough light through to shade the path. The carriage ran in the ruts left in the road, the ground quite solid despite the morning’s dampness.

“Greetings, sir!”

The carriage slowed to a halt at the gray horse in the road, and its rider remained before the carriage instead of moving out of the way. The fine mezzo-soprano filled the air, and the masked figure in the gray cloak and doublet inclined their head, covered by a wide-brimmed gray hat, in thanks. The mask covered three-quarters of the face, leaving the upper right-hand corner uncovered, and was rigid, bright white, and in the shape of a bird’s wing, with an eye hole for the left eye.

Within, the merchant who occupied the carriage frowned, then banged on the wall across from him. That would alert the cart’s driver that he was displeased with the situation. The driver banged back, indicating a problem. With a grunt, he roused himself from the cushion and then looked at the woman who was traveling with him.

“Stay here,” he instructed her gruffly, then opened the door and stepped onto the first step from the carriage. 

He did not particularly want to stop in this place. He was dressed in fine clothes in the Jeweler’s Guild colors of a blue shirt, green pants, and a red muffin-hat, and his boots were made of a soft sueded leather that would be nearly impossible to clean if he stepped in mud.

He heard hoofbeats as he stepped onto the first step and looked to see the figure on horseback riding towards him. As they did, they paused to scratch the ears of one of the carriage horses, who lowered both ears in pleasure.

“Do you know who I am?” the merchant bellowed, echoing in the trees. “I am Master-Trader Rivolo, on my way to the Imperial Capitol! I’ll have Imperial justice on you for making me late!”

“Oh,” the figure said from behind the mask, a sweet feminine voice, “I am quite aware of you, Master Rivolo.” The figure bowed in the saddle. “I also know you decided to leave early and are waiting for your guards to catch up. Ah, but I am being rude. I am known in this area by the appellation of the Grey Swan, and it is my pleasure to meet you at this time.”

Master-Trader Rivolo went pale. The stories of a woman, single-handedly robbing travelers, had reached his business headquarters in the Eastern Reaches. Bold, brash, and if you didn’t fight...

Knowing the answer, he said, “What do you want?”

“Money! Do not worry, Master-Trader, I will not leave you bereft! Present me the key, and I will not even break your strongbox. After all,” she said, tilting her head, “the Grey Swan is not a violent lady.” There was a sound of a smile in her voice.

The Master-Trader frowned, then reached for his belt. He touched the hilt of his dagger, but then the Grey Swan adjusted her cloak to show her hand on her sword, and he rethought his plan. He continued past it and removed a key ring from a pouch. Holding it up, he sighed.

It was the work of a moment to go to the lockbox on the back of the carriage, unlock it, take out some money, close and re-lock it, and then return it to Rivolo. “Thank you, good sir! See, I have returned your keys to you. I have taken some money, but I assure you, there are no other highway agents in the barony, so you will be quite safe for the rest of your journey. Ah, and!” She reached into a saddlebag and withdrew a bottle. “Please, take this to calm your nerves. It is a genuine pleasure to relieve a man of some funds with so little trouble, so I wish to reward you. Good evening, sir!” The hat was tipped, revealing light blonde tresses, then replaced, and the highwaywoman rode off past them into the darkness.

The Master-Trader went around the back, unworried right now about his boots. He opened the lock box and checked the contents quickly. About half the money was gone, but not all of it. He then remembered the bottle he’d been holding and looked at it. It had a label in white pasted to it, with the silhouette of a swan stamped on it.

“Keep going,” he gruffly instructed the driver, then closed the door. Rivolo sat back down, heavily, hoping the rest of the trip would be quiet.

If they had felt interested enough to look, the Master-Trader and his companion would have noticed that after just a few feet, the Grey Swan’s horse’s hoof-prints vanished.

The Grey Swan rode off into the forest for a few minutes, then made a quick turn. She knew the path very well and rode it until it came to a small hill. Dismounting, she reached down to raise and prop up a hidden wooden door covered with plants, disguised as part of the hill. Then she took the horse by the reins, leading it into the tunnel, which quickly opened to a larger cave.

Tying up the horse at a post, and ensuring the beast had food and water, she removed the saddle, saddlebags, and bridle. After placing them on a rack near the horse’s paddock, she went back to close the door.

Once the door was closed and concealed again, she continued deeper into the cave. A few more moments saw her garments and mask removed and placed in a visibly salvaged armoire, a blonde wig removed and set on a stand in the armoire, and a completely different set of clothes donned: an undershirt, a maroon doublet and a pair of black trousers.  The figure revealed was still slender, but with black hair instead of the blonde of the wig. A swipe of the face with a small damp towel removed some cosmetics used to alter the shape of the brow and eye.

That taken care of, the figure went back to empty the saddlebag of its cache of coins. It was the work of a few moments to remove a cunningly carved stone, revealing a hole in the cave wall. The cache was placed within, next to bags of coins already placed there, and the stone fit back in place. The carving was such that it was nearly impossible to notice the hidden panel. The Grey Swan was rather proud of that work.

A few steps farther on, the cave became a narrow tunnel. It was dark, but she navigated it with the surety of longtime knowledge. As she came to its end, she quickly climbed the ladder mounted into the wall to the top. With a press of a switch to her right, the panel swung open noiselessly, and she stepped out into a garderobe, then out of that into a room.

The room was well-appointed, with a large desk, a bed, an armoire, and two doors leading out to a hallway and the garderobe. She took a moment with a cloth to polish her boots to remove the last of the dirt from the cave, then straightened up as a knock came on the door.

With a sigh, the Grey Swan shifted her posture, relaxed her throat, became Lord Jeyreme Corbeau again, and strode to the door. In a strong tenor, he asked, “What is it?”, and then pulled open the door.

“My lord, a message. The Grey Swan has struck again, robbing a trader passing through our lands.” Mackaver, the head of the guards that protected the family and their lands, saluted. Jeyreme returned the salute half-heartedly, as if tired.

“Anything else I should know?”

The older soldier, without a helmet on and showing short-cropped graying hair, shook his head. “Same as usual, milord. Merchant traveling without extra guards, stopped by the Grey Swan, no violence, didn’t take everything, gave a bottle of wine with their mark on it, and rode off. Kindest road agent I’ve ever heard of. Didn’t even make a verbal threat, just showed their sword when the merchant thought about being brave, and he backed down.” Mackaver had been in the Imperial Army before retiring and getting this job and had seen action in several places, including battles against bandits and raiders.

Privately, Jeyreme’s thoughts raced as he quickly considered how to deal with this. Probably farther away before hitting the target – she’d been too close if the report came in already. If Mackaver had been a quarter-candlemark sooner, she wouldn’t have been back yet. Concealing all these thoughts, Jeyreme nodded in acknowledgment, seemingly absently, to the guard captain.

“Well,” Jeyreme sighed, “I’d best take this to Father.”

Mackaver sucked in some air through his teeth. “Good luck, milord.”

“Thank you, Mackaver. I suspect I will need it.”

​​​
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A Difficult Conversation, and a Pleasant Visit to a Tavern
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It had become a very pleasant early summer evening. The air was warm and scented with blossoms on the fruit trees as the sun went down over the fields. The ruler of that land let himself relax, and hoped he wouldn’t hear a knocking on the door.

Baron Stefan Corbeau would not get what he hoped for that night.

A knock came to the door, and he groaned, then called, “Enter!”

The door opened, and a tall, slender, raven-haired young man entered, carrying a note and a somewhat glum expression.

“It’s that blasted Grey Swan again, isn’t it?” the Baron bellowed. Over the past decade, he had lost most of his muscle and gone to seed. His eyes, brown and reddened with his regular drink, peered out of a face gone soft, and often lately his brown hair was uncombed. Since the death of his wife, he had seemingly given up on the idea of a long and well-lived life and tried to achieve a drunken one that ended in death in a stupor.

“Yes, Father,” his third son, Jeyreme, said, as if prepared for a torrent of outrage, and he was not wrong.

“That wench is a menace!” the Baron roared, rousing himself from his chair with some difficulty. “How does she know every time a trader travels without guards? Then she charms them into giving her what she wants!” He snatched the paper from Jeyreme. “And this time she gave him a bottle of wine?” He tossed the note aside, as Jeyreme stood against his storm. “Our best trackers cannot find her or where she hides!” He spun to point at Jeyreme. “Have you even given them the orders?”

“Of course I did, Father,” Jeyreme replied, with the tone of someone whose patience is rapidly coming to an end but is trying to hide it. “They tracked the hoof-prints for a few feet, but they disappeared. They went a mile in each direction but couldn’t find any other signs of the horse.” Jeyreme had told his father this before, but it hadn’t been remembered.

“Corruptor’s Forgotten Name, I want this person dead! They’re making a mockery of my guardsmen, robbing people on MY land!” The baron paced for a moment, then turned back on his son. “I’ve sent word to the Capitol to have Simon return. HE can handle these duties if you cannot!”

His face immobile but eyes glaring, Jeyreme asked in a tightly controlled voice, “Will that be all, Father?”

The Baron glared back at his son, then gestured. “Get out of my sight!”

Jeyreme turned on his heel and marched out, closing the door behind him. With it closed, he clenched his teeth, and then turned left, walking away from the door. Calling Simon home from Calliasha was ridiculous and a waste of time and money.

As he passed an open door, he heard a voice whisper, “Jeyreme?” He turned to see his younger brother, Tomas, peeking out the door. “Is Father in one of his lovely moods?” There was an audible ‘again’ implied in his tone.

Tomas, like Jeyreme, took after their late mother, with black hair, green eyes, and a slender build. He was also dressed in a maroon doublet and grey slacks, tucked into black boots. The main differences between them could be summarized by Tomas having his father’s nose and being three years younger.

Jeyreme nodded, once. “The Grey Swan has struck again.”

Tomas opened the door a bit more, looking thoughtful. “I do wish I knew more about her.”

“She’s a highway agent and steals from rich people coming through our lands. What more is there to know?”

Tomas turned a surprised gaze at his brother. “Why does she do it? What reasons are there to do that? Why here? Why now? So much to know! Frankly, it would make a most epic poem.”

“My brother the bard,” Jeyreme said fondly. “Written anything recently?”

“I’m working on a poem about sunsets. I think it’s about halfway done.”

“That’s good. I think I’m going for a ride to clear my mind.”

“Do enjoy an evening at the tavern, brother.” At Jeyreme’s surprised expression, Tomas sketched a half-bow as he smiled. “Did you think that the last time we went out I did not notice your attention to that lovely redheaded maid? I’m a poet – I’d be a terrible one if I didn’t know how to read people.”

Jeyreme cleared his throat, then shook his head. “But are you going to make it into a poem?”

“Not one Father would listen to, I assure you,” Tomas said with a smile. “Have a good evening.”

With a wave, Jeyreme continued, heading down the back stairs, through the passage behind the kitchen, and then into the stables.

“Good evening, milord,” said Jakes, the evening groom. “Out for an evening ride?”

“Yes. Is Edmond available?”

“Edmond is your horse, as far as we’re concerned, and always ready for you. Do you wish to do him up, or should I do it for you?”

“I’ll do it – keeps me in practice.” With that, he walked to the stall that held the chestnut, who raised his head and nickered quietly. With practiced hands, Jeyreme fitted the bridle and reins, then the saddle, and then pulled himself up and into the saddle. Taking up the reins, he guided the horse to the stable door, which had been opened by Jakes, through them, and then soon enough out of the courtyard and onto the road, riding it towards the tavern.

There, he felt he could find the comfort he could rarely find at home.

The Thankful Gentleman was the main tavern, located a hundred yards from the edge of the town that centered the Barony of Corbeau, and it was bustling with local activity that evening. There was a fancy carriage parked in the back by the stables, presumably with the horses that drew it in the stable.

Riding up to the paddock, Jeyreme began to tie up his house. A figure came out of the stables, then stopped short. She bounced on her toes expectantly, looking at the new arrivals. Brown hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and she wore a green shirt, brown pants, and a pair of boots that had seen better days but were still functional.

With a grin, she gave a small bow. “H’loo, Milord! D’ye want me to give ‘em a brush-down?”

With a smile, he dismounted and smiled. “I don’t think Edmond would mind that at all.” The horse nickered and tossed his head. “You like it when Miss Linsie gives you a brush, eh?” The horse tossed its head again, and he patted the horse’s neck. 

Linsie was the daughter of the tavernkeeper, and fourteen. She had yet to fill out and was more of a tomboy than anything else. Her love and passion were horses, and any time the mansion’s stablemaster came to the tavern, she would ask him questions, to the point that there were times he came to the tavern and went to the stables first, to talk to her. He’d privately mentioned to Jeyreme that the girl was a potential Imperial Horsemaster, if they could get her to go to the Imperial Academy for training and education – a sign the stablemaster gave her some respect.

Jeyreme turned, knowing his horse was in good hands, and walked to the door. He glanced at the yellow wandering dot of a firefly, unusual this close to town. Pushing it open, he stepped into the common room of the tavern. It was a large room, with furniture once roughly built, now polished and settled with decades of people sitting on benches, drinking at tables and the bar, cleaned nightly. A fire sat banked in the fireplace, to go higher if the room became chilly. The tavernkeeper stood watch, as people talked and drank. In one corner of the tavern, a lively game of sha-va-sha was going on if the calls meant anything.

On the small stage in the corner of the room, a red-haired woman was singing a song, accompanying herself on a fiddle. Jey listened for a moment to it, recognizing it as a love song, with the performer telling their lover that they just wished to hold them in a deep quiet, without speaking.

One of the tables held Master-Trader Rivolo, who was busy regaling the nearby people with stories of his encounter with the Grey Swan. People were nodding and commiserating with him, especially since he was buying drinks for that table. Enough people were giving him sympathy that he was embellishing his story with each retelling, and no one seemed to mind at all.

Weaving through the crowd, he went to the serving bar, waiting his turn and getting his tankard filled. The maid handling the ale finished with a customer and turned to him. Gentle blue eyes regarded him from below auburn hair and dark brows, and her generous smile grew wider at seeing him. Her hair was brushed to one side of her head, falling across her forehead, with the rest of it cut to just above her shoulders. and she was dressed in a white shirt and green skirt, with a green apron over it.

As it always did on seeing her for the first time on a day, Jeyreme’s comprehension of the rest of the world went away, falling into a tunnel of nothing but her and a rapidly pounding heartbeat. His mouth went completely dry. All he could do was watch the lovely face before him, and all he could hear was the beating of his own heart.

And then she spoke, and he could hear that too. The eyes broke contact with his, as she curtsied and asked, “Welcome, Lord Jeyreme. Would you like some ale?” She glanced up and gave him a very quick wink.

The world came back, as he offered his tankard. Regaining his composure, he gave a small bow in acknowledgement. “Thank you, Miss Maisie, I most certainly would.” With a practiced motion, she filled the tankard and offered it to him. He inclined his head in thanks, took it, and then went to the chair that was reserved for a member of the Baron’s family should they visit, as per the law. The mug was placed on the small table placed next to the chair, and he settled into it. Under one arm he felt a small piece of torn paper, which he palmed, then took a deep drink of his ale.

And he continued to watch Maisie.

The evening was pleasant, and with the ale and the company that did not scream at him, Jeyreme felt himself slowly relax. Here, he was the Baron’s son, yes, but most of them acknowledged that he was also the acting baronial seneschal. His father issued orders, and Jeyreme was the one to arrange for them to be carried out. Jeyreme also took care of all the things that his father either didn’t care about or just expected someone else to deal with.

The Baron wasn’t a very good ruler – in Jeyreme’s opinion, Simon would be a far, far better Baron than their father, because Simon gave a damn – and with their brother Mikyael resigning his place in line of succession to become a priest, it fell to Jeyreme to handle the day-to-day management of the barony.

Most of the men and women in the tavern that night both knew him and respected him. He was widely (by those who frequented the tavern) considered a temperate and even-handed man, and when they came to Baron’s Court, they knew that if Lord Jeyreme was sitting in the Bailiff’s Chair (since he wasn’t the Baron or the Marquis, he couldn’t sit in the Baron’s Chair for court) they would get the best-considered option.

Others, though – the local magistrate and the mayor of the village, who visited to drink the Baron’s beer and eat the Baron’s food and nod while the Baron ranted - listened to his father’s complaints about his sons and believed that he wasn’t worth the trouble, that Jeyreme was just a flighty child who couldn’t be relied on to do a thing worth doing.

More than one of the people in the tavern noticed Jeyreme’s eyes on Maisie, and they also noticed Maisie’s smiles towards Jeyreme. Everyone also noticed that Dennis  kept an eye on Jeyreme unless his wife prodded him to deal with something else or there was an order to fill.

Abruptly, the door opened, breaking the evening’s tableau, and a cloaked figure came in. Throwing back his hood, the face of Marquis Simon Corbeau was revealed, stained with sweat and dust. “Master Dennis ,” he called out as he crossed the room, “I am both parched and starved. Might I be so blessed to have a tankard and a plate? I am just in from Calliasha and require fortification before entering the manor and seeing my father.” The room gave up a rousing laugh, as Jeyreme prepared to move from the Baron’s Chair.

Out of the corner of his eye, Simon noticed this and called out, “Keep your arse right there, Jeyreme! I may be first-born, but you were first seated!” He shot a grin, and Jeyreme returned it. A man at a nearby table moved one of the other chairs to the small table next to the Baron’s Chair, giving Simon a place to sit – this one having a cushion on the seat, with a symbol carved into the chair’s back that indicated it had to be paid for to use.

Dennis , the tavernkeeper, produced the best of the lender plates and tankards. He was big and burly man, his loose green shirt covered with an equally green apron, with a handlebar moustache and a half-bald head of reddish hair, and when he yelled, he could silence the entire taproom. A quick pass of the plate into the kitchen in the back got a thick slab of roast mutton on a slice of bread while Dennis  himself filled the tankard from the open barrel.

Taking it from Dennis , Simon crossed the room while balancing the plate and borrowed tankard, then settled them on the table before plopping down into the chair.

Simon was the spitting image of their father as a young man: brown hair, brown eyes, broad shoulders, strong chin, strong nose, and very obviously the heir. His hair was tousled from travel, even if it usually was styled in the most recent fashion in the Capitol. He wore travel clothes, instead of the fashions he preferred. Simon preferred to dress in a trendy manner in Calliasha, where he tried to improve the family’s place in the court, find a wife, and in the meantime, spend time with a gang of similarly inclined young nobles. They practiced swordwork, went drinking, and supported each other, with oaths of friendship and brotherhood taken.

Jeyreme occasionally felt some resentment for his older brother, mostly because of his freedom while Jeyreme was stuck in the barony. On the other hand, if he hadn’t stayed...

With another glance at Maisie, Jeyreme turned his attention to his older brother. “I know Father sent for you, but I didn’t expect you to get here so soon.”

He’d said that while his brother was in the middle of a drink, and so Simon had to swallow before he could respond. “He sent it via the mage-network. I was sitting with Coressa in the Imperial Court for luncheon, chatting with her and some of our friends when it hit me like a hammer. She understood, thankfully, why I looked like I’d been hit with a hammer, so she helped me get an Imperial courier ship to the nearest outpost and then horses from the Imperial Post to the border of our lands, and then one of our own brought me here. I hadn’t eaten since luncheon with the court, and considering the message was I needed to get back here to deal with a baronial security issue, Father’s probably in a state. I wouldn’t want to face him without eating, and if I came home, he’d yell for me to come to him immediately.”

“You must be exhausted! That’s, what, four hundred miles by ship, and then two hundred by horse?”

“Why do you think I look so knackered? I got word just after luncheon, and thankfully the courier service had a mage-driven ship coming this way for me to get a seat to sail on. Thankfully, the mage-beast horses the post uses are fast enough that it only took me three candle-marks to get to our borders from the coast. They’re not comfortable, though, but thankfully, this seat is. Once I got to the border, on one of the barony post-horses, I made a point to miss the turn and come here first. Thankfully, you were here.”

“Well, I can give you the story here, so you don’t go in completely unprepared.” Jeyreme took a sip from his tankard. “There’s a road agent operating here calling herself the Grey Swan, and no one’s been able to track down where she lairs. She’s stopped and robbed a half-dozen merchants, always traveling with no guards, avoiding those with guards. Father will not tell you that she doesn’t take all their money, she hasn’t hurt anyone and gives them a bottle of wine, then rides off. It’s embarrassing to our guards, yes, but it’s not a huge threat as far as I can tell.”

Simon sighed. “Yes, but Father is not the kind of person to let any possible threat to baronial authority go unchallenged, no matter how big or small, especially if he thinks it makes him look bad.” He took another drink, then drew his eating dagger and cut and speared a piece of mutton. “Which a road agent would do, the way he looks at things.” He took a bite of the mutton, then closed his eyes as if thinking. Jeyreme took a moment to glance back at Maisie, who gave him a small head tilt and winked.

“So,” Simon said, breaking Jey’s trance, “I’ll go to the manor and talk to Father, and you can come home whenever. We’ll tell him you were out looking for something about this Grey Swan, which should make him marginally less irritated with you. I’m sure you can occupy yourself until late in the evening,” Simon said with a small smile.

The man had always been damnably observant, Jeyreme remembered. “I dare say I can,” Jeyreme replied, stuffily.

After chatting a bit more, Simon finished his meal and rose. “Time to see Father,” he observed regretfully

“Good luck to you. You’re going to need it.”

Returning the plate and tankard to Dennis  and praising him and his wife effusively, Simon headed to the door, pulling his cloak hood up as he stepped outside. Everyone watched him, some toasting his health as he departed, giving Jeyreme a moment to glance at the note left for him. The message in ink was a little smeared but legible: “After closing, our usual place.”

He tucked it away, feeling lighter. He glanced over at Maisie, who gave him a much warmer smile than the one she’d been giving all night and then made a slow wink.

Jeyreme could have sworn his heart stopped for just a moment.
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​​​A Moment of Romance
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The evening was pleasantly cool, and Jeyreme lay on a thick wool blanket, staring up at the trees and the stars, when he heard soft footsteps. Sitting up, he saw a figure walking through the woods towards him. He pulled himself to his feet and waited. The figure stopped at the edge of the blanket, stooped to remove shoes, then stepped onto it.

The night was lit only by starlight filtered through tree leaves, but that was enough; it could be pitch black and Jeyreme would know the features of Maisie. He reached out both hands, and she took them.

“Good evening, my lord,” she said softly. “I hope I did not keep you waiting too long.”

“My lady,” Jeyreme replied, “I would wait until the end of days for you.”

Then they moved together and kissed, and she felt her heart swell, as it had every time she had seen Maisie, even since they began their romance the year before.

When the kiss broke, they looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, then broke. They sat down together on the blanket as their laughter faded. Maisie, eyes dancing, glanced over. “You, my dear Jey, are a very, very dramatic person.”

Jey put an arm around Maisie and eased them both to lie down on the blanket. “And you are very beautiful.” A firefly hovered over them for a moment, and its yellow light briefly illuminated their faces.

She shuffled her body around, so she was laying with her head on the arm that held her, looking at Jey. “I’ve been told that a thousand times by a thousand travelers, and you are the only one that said it that I believe.” She closed her eyes. “How did I get this lucky?”

“How strange,” Jey said, smiling. “I was thinking the same thing about luck.”

Maisie opened her eyes again. “You weren’t lucky enough,” she said softly. “And I worry about you, Jey. How long can you do this and not get caught?”

“I need,” Jey said, then paused, thinking, “about another 400 princes to cover all that’s needed – the spellcasting and what’s needed to set us up to be comfortable somewhere else, dear one. Depends how they come along. The one today was 400 princes, and it’s all put away safely.”

“Someday,” Maisie mused, “I should like to see the lair of the Grey Swan. Some spectacular location, hidden from the eyes of mortal men, fit for a queen among thieves.”

“It was a hiding-place and escape tunnel in case the manor house was besieged, and it was forgotten for years,” Jey informed her. “When I found it, entirely by accident from inside the house, it was run down and filled with cobwebs. It’s got room for a horse, a half-full armoire, a dressing table, and that’s about it. Certainly not some subterranean chateau. This blanket is more comfortable.”

Maisie snuggled up closer. “It’s getting colder, my sweet love. What are we going to do?” She said it in the tone of someone assuming they knew what they were going to do.

Jey smiled, and then whispered a word. From the edges of the blanket, a gray haze rose, then moved inwards, forming a dome over the blanket. It started to get warmer almost instantly. Maisie’s eyes widened. “Magic!”

“In my time taking care of the manor and handling the things that my father ignores; I’ve gone through the baronial inventory to know what was there in case of emergency. If I were a less honest child, I could probably take a dozen things, find a place to sell them and make more money than we will ever need, and disappear. Of course, if I did that,” Jey said, as Maisie sat up and opened her mouth to speak, “I probably would have the bad luck for Father actually to notice something for a change, at which point he would probably order another inventory to find out what’s missing, then call in the Imperial Investigators, and then we’re in a lot of trouble.”

“Pfou.” She sat back, changing as she did to lay her head on Jey’s chest. “What a bother. I want to be out of here, with you, and with you being who you really are, Jey!”

“Maybe that’s why you believe me when I say how beautiful you are. You’ve had a thousand men say it to you... but not another
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