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Sarafine drew a card from her custom-painted oracle deck and glanced from the silk-draped table to her patron. As usual, the bejewelled lady watched her, wide eyed, hanging on her every mystical word. 
“Hmm,” said Sarafine. “I see a journey in your future.”
“Let me pick one!” said Jixa, fluttering near her ear.
A shaft of sunlight drifted across the card table through the velvet-draped window and highlighted the curl of smoke rising from the stick of camphor Sarafine had set burning before her patron arrived. This patron’s time was almost up. Might as well end with a flourish. “The pixie shall choose the final card.” Sarafine fanned the cards out on the table, and Jixa landed beside them.
Jixa pushed one of the cards toward the patron, her tiny feet digging into the silk-covered felt.
“I see her footprints!” the patron gasped.
Sarafine smiled indulgently. Jixa’s dramatic flair had got them started in the fortune-telling business, and Sarafine had got the knack once the gold started rolling in. She drew the card Jixa had chosen as the pixie fluttered back to her shoulder, and Sarafine finished out the reading with the appearance of a stranger into the patron’s life.
“Thank you so much, Ms. Laurius! Really, I don’t know what I used to do without you.” The patron struggled to pull her coin purse out of her pocket and scooped a handful of glinting gold onto the table, scattering coins over her cards.
“I merely report the cards’ unknowable wisdom,” said Sarafine.
The pixie on Sarafine’s shoulder giggled and clapped her hands. “And help relieve her of her coin.”
Sarafine ignored her.
“You’re an absolute angel,” said her patron. “And thank you too, little pixie!” Her patron’s winning smile was aimed at entirely the wrong shoulder. She bustled to the door and waved at Sarafine. “Ta-ta, darling! I’ll be back next week. Same time? Of course the same time!” She laughed gaily, and her mincing steps retreated down the carpeted hallway. The front door opened and shut with a click.
Sarafine laid out a wispy purple kerchief and gathered the coins into it. Jixa fluttered from her shoulder and pussyfooted around the cards. She tilted a coin onto its side and rolled it into the pile.
She licked the coin. “Mmm.”
“That’s gross, Jixa. You’ve no idea where that’s been.”
Jixa cocked her head and squinted at her. “I know a bit. Why don’t you ask your fortune-telling cards?”
“Don’t be silly. The cards are just cards. You’re the one who tells me the future.”
“What will we buy with this pile of gold?” Jixa hovered over the coins. Her tiny feet knocked one, and Sarafine straightened it.
She tied the corners of the kerchief together and slid it into her pocket. Jixa fluttered back to her shoulder as Sarafine stood, and Jixa gripped onto the epaulette that acted as her throne.
“This thing needs new padding,” said Jixa. “I can feel your bony shoulder right through.”
Sarafine shrugged gently. “We have the money. I’ll look into it.”
“Good, I want to be comfortable for our trip.”
Sarafine nodded to her butler, who still waited by the door, and turned to the stairs. “What trip is that?” They weren’t planning to go anywhere. Sarafine padded up the carpeted steps.
“To that fortress in the mountains. It’s coming up soon.” Jixa kicked her heels against Sarafine’s collarbone.
Sarafine reached the top of the stairs and turned down the wide hallway. “You’ll have to tell me more about the trip. This is the first you’ve said about it.” Her chatelaine jingled as she unlocked her office door, then her lockbox, and tucked the gold inside with the other knotted kerchiefs.
“There’s a fortress and a lord on a horse, and he’s telling them to open the door, but they won’t.”
A siege? Their little corner of the world had been at peace since she’d chosen Corniston to disappear to, the second-largest city in the kingdom. Bracetree was larger, but she couldn’t have hidden there for years on end.
“A lord on a horse” could be anyone, and “a fortress” could be any of a dozen scattered along the border. No matter which one it was, it didn’t concern them, not anymore.
“Do you want to draw a picture?” said Sarafine, already pulling the paper and watercolours from her desk drawer. The sooner Jixa dropped this trip idea, the better.
Once the pixie was settled, grabbing handfuls of paint and rubbing them over the paper, Sarafine drew her stack of correspondence close. She flipped through the letters, most from patrons… but not this one. The royal lion rampant graced this one’s seal, and below that, a stylized D. Her throat closed. He’d already used her and Jixa to become king. What else could he want from her, sending letter after letter? She flicked the parchment unopened into the fireplace where the edges charred black and curled, and the wax seal lit and melted away.
The next letter on the stack came from her parents, and she almost tossed it after Darion’s. Sarafine sighed and cracked the seal. Once again, they had found “a most promising suitor” for her and begged her to impart her whereabouts so that they could descend on her and drag her back into their grasp. Not that they said that last part.
Her intermediary, who handled her mail, could be depended upon not to give her location away, not even to the king. Especially not to the king.
“Oh yeah!” Jixa was green to one knee, pink to the hem of her skirt, and a smudge of yellow stretched across her entire face. “The lord is Darion! He has a bunch of horses with him.”
Sarafine froze, her throat working again. No crying over him, and no vomiting over her desk. King Darion was laying siege to a fortress or would do so “soon.” Still not her problem.
“I hope Amelia isn’t in trouble.” Jixa smeared orange paint across the top of her paper as she shattered Sarafine’s calm.
She had to swallow twice before she answered. “Why would Amelia be in trouble?”
“The fortress. Can we go? I miss the birds there. Remember that robin that used to talk to me?”
Langswold. Home. Sarafine and Darion’s home, where they’d lived with Jixa, Amelia, Marcel, and their high ideals. Where Amelia and Marcel probably still lived. Where Darion was approaching with “a bunch of horses.”
No trace remained of Darion’s letter in the fireplace. Maybe she shouldn’t have been so quick to burn it. Force of habit.
She could stay here and leave them to it. Just because Darion was king didn’t mean he knew where she was. And if he did, nothing had stopped him showing up here over the past eight years. Sarafine cracked the wax seal on the next letter and unfolded it, but the cultured handwriting blurred as she looked through it, through her desk. If Amelia and Darion were at odds, someone was going to die. Marcel could keep Amelia in check, but no one would rein Darion in, and he was the king.
If she could do anything, she would have to try.
“Want to come up to the attic with me, Jixa? We’ll need all your warmest clothes if we’re going home to Langswold.”
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Sarafine’s horse, Mandrake, picked her way across the field toward Langswold Fortress. The grey stone wall dwarfed the sentries that stood atop it facing east where the king’s camp lay, just out of bowshot. Not that she could see the camp over the rise that lay between them; Darion’s soldiers patrolled the road, not the goat tracks by the stream like the one she and Jixa travelled. 
Last time she’d been here, she had picked her way through bodies on foot while Jixa helped her locate anyone still living, and while Darion betrayed her at the parley with the elders. The lush grass was the only remnant of that battle, besides the black scorch mark that marred the wall of the fortress.
“The men who catch us are so mean,” said Jixa.
Sarafine tried not to let her shoulders tense. No need to scare Jixa. “Catch us?”
“Here, by the brook.”
“Where do they come from?”
Jixa fluttered toward the brook and gestured into the trees on the other side.
Sarafine clucked their horse into a trot, and Jixa squeaked and zoomed back to her shoulder. “We’ll make it to the postern,” Sarafine muttered.
Mandrake’s hooves beat the earth, and her tack jingled in time.
Someone shouted from the trees, but Sarafine didn’t look around. The postern gate yawned ahead, a dark tunnel at the base of the thick stone wall.
Jixa clutched her perch on Sarafine’s shoulder. “Do we have to go so fast?”
“Yes, we do.” If Darion’s men caught them now, he would use Jixa for his own gain, just as he’d done during their rebellion.
The hollow thump of hooves on dirt filled the quiet morning, and the jangle of harnesses drifted to Sarafine over the water. Still, she didn’t turn; it would only slow her down.
Sarafine stood in her stirrups and urged her horse into a canter until the postern gaped in front of her. She reined up hard, sliding onto her belly and down from the saddle, urging her horse to jog with her into the low tunnel. Whinnies echoed into the tunnel over the clacking of Mandrakes hooves as two arrows drove into the ground outside in quick succession.
The rebels’ archers hadn’t shot at her. She slowed to a walk and craned back over her shoulder. The riders were out of sight, clearly, no friends of the rebels inside the fortress.
At the far end of the postern, the portcullis blocked Sarafine and Mandrake from entering. A helmed guard peered through into the darkness, trying to make them out. Sarafine waved.
“Ho, I come as an ally. A friend to Amelia and Marcel of old.”
“This gate’s not going anywhere until they vouch for you. I already sent a runner.” The guard didn’t look familiar, but why would she? Sarafine had been gone for eight years, and besides, half of the folks she had known had surely
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