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	To every soul who’s been there;
find your fury.

	 

	To Helly;
building closeness with you
has been transcendent.
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Chapter 1
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	Love is not always founded upon beauty, adoration and romance. Love can also be built upon a foundation of pain—and the bond of such a love can be more powerful and fixed than love of any other kind.

	For certain souls, this might be the only way love can be achieved; for their hurt and brokenness define the very essence of who they are as people and finding unfettered acceptance of such deep and tender scars invites a tie that few can sever. This requires the right circumstances, the right timing and serendipity.

	Forrest thought himself incapable of love. He lived a youth of indifference towards others—in many cases, contempt, and disdain. He believed he was not in possession of the feelings of love and attachment, of affection and trust, not even truly feeling attraction to anyone—even through the ostensibly passionate years of the teens. He believed there was something intrinsically wrong with the very essence of his character. Such was the heaviness of self-loathing and blame that gripped his heart. He saw himself as a ruination, of something slightly below human. He had never felt the appeal and desires that his peers experienced in their lives. He was quite certain of this, until in his fourth year of higher university, he was blindsided; struck with a heap of bricks, when the bell on the top of the door pealed, and she walked in.

	He first beheld her as she entered the academy bookshop. She caught his eye as she did everyone else’s—for her exquisite, nearly preternatural beauty—a loveliness of a caliber so rare, she was almost ethereal. Never before had he felt drawn in from a glimpse—captivated by the simple appearance of a person. He sat up and leaned forward, peering through the balusters of the mezzanine railing to see her better.

	She had a pale, heart-shaped face with a sharp widow’s peak, and skin like pale snowy silk. Her eyes glassy blue, piercingly so, like the cutting clear hue of a crisp morning sky—ringed in dense, long raven lashes, her small mouth a rose blossom. Her pearly upper teeth were barely visible as she momentarily licked shine upon her lips before she mouthed a title to the clerk, whose eyes could not be torn from her face.

	Her form was petite, but elegant, all graceful lines, from the sweep of her delicate neck, her perfect jaw line, to the flawless flow of her profile. Her body, neither too voluptuous nor too lithe, each curve drawn against the drape of her academy uniform, was the ideal. Her movements were feline; imbued with grace and ease, yet a coiled tension thrummed underneath. Her poise was impeccable.

	Her hair was jet—a mane of large waves cascading loosely and informally onto her back from a simple milkmaid plait that encircled the crown of her head. School had yet to begin, and she had not coiffed it off her shoulders. Although she wore the navy and burgundy of the uniform as required on campus, she was still at liberty to let her locks tumble free for the time being.

	She was, in Forrest’s immediate estimation, the most exquisite person he had ever witnessed, the first whose beauty had enraptured him. But it wasn’t simply this external loveliness, which fixed him so directly upon her. Unbeknownst to all, Forrest possessed a rare ability to tap into the emotions and feelings of those around him, if he wished to. It was why he was here, at Whitewater Academy, to hone his magical skill. It had taken him many years to learn to quiet the din of the collective around him. He rarely reached out; rarely found reason or motivation to do so, as few people piqued his interest.

	With this skill, his mind stretched out to hers almost before he could will it to so. His thoughts funneled across the space between them, and once locked into the strange, controlled sound of her inner being, he listened and searched. There, as he had correctly suspected, he found a great deal more to be perceived than what one could glean from her exquisite face value. He spied a great deal in her physical demeanor, but he could see what only a keen eye—a knowing and capable mind could identify. What he felt in the very core of his magical brain was quite intriguing: hints of something graver and telling, something more profound. It was only a suggestion of it. There were no rounded thoughts or memories that spoke of what he sensed. She had built up a barrier that let only hints escape.

	This girl’s feelings were shut off, gated; a wall of defense not against him, but against herself. The gate was absolute, buzzing, and strong, powered by unfathomable pain and fear. He could feel it—even taste it. He pushed, a little, not too much, but got only a feeling of static shock in his head. This girl had secrets. She had an ache that surprisingly pressed upon his own heart. 

	He was one of the few that understood what kind of determination and strength one had to accrue to hide so much behind a façade; to withhold it even to oneself. No matter what lay behind that door of feelings, it was not trifling. She had fortitude few possessed, to keep it there, to keep it hidden, governed, and controlled so perfectly that someone even with Forrest’s incredible magic, could not access it without invasive methods.

	 

	In this brief failed intrusion, he understood a great deal about her—and by the cast of her gaze, the silent language of her movements, and the defensive barrier around her emotions, she spoke to him. The overt signs, these were all a familiar dance to Forrest. The way the sweep of her gaze connected with no one, dismissive—almost indifferent and affected. She emitted an icy air that belied her divine loveliness. All of this was what made her even more beautiful to him. He knew he could relate to her. Behind her graceful and fair mask, there was darkness, artfully hidden under the surface. Temptation pressed upon him, to pry more against her emotional defenses but understood the disrespect it would represent to invasively continue. He did not want to violate this perfect creature’s sanctity. He would respect her desire to keep people out, and hope that she would instead, somehow, invite him in. He withdrew.

	He watched her in silence from the plush leather chair on the shop’s mezzanine. Suddenly, she looked up, and her sharp, unforgiving gaze slashed across his and held for an uncomfortably long moment before releasing. Two more flashing glimpses they shared, and then she seemed to shake off some thoughts, took her books and left, a final flourish of the hem of her skirts and redingote flaring gracefully behind her as the wind blustered through the open door. 

	It was only after she left that he noticed that every eye in the shop was fixed upon her until she disappeared into the cloisters.

	Reluctantly, Forrest returned his attention to his steaming cup of tea, and the copy of Herrid’s Complete Anatomy of the Magical Body, Ninth Edition – Revision 11 by the 30th Council of Physicians, Anno 756. The book was fresh off the press with a fine blue leather cover and shining gold letters and elegant scrolling borders and cartouches impressed in the spine. He loved new books. He lifted the gold-edged pages to his nose and took a deep breath of the woody scent of the paper blended with the slightly astringent aroma of the ink tannins, returning him to equanimity, but his moment of tome worship was rudely interrupted by a regrettably familiar and irritating voice.

	“I saw you staring at her!” Teneen was also a lovely creature, but only on the surface—a little meretricious irritation in Forrest’s life. She had no underlying darkness or complexity that made her intriguing. She only had a headful of selfish narcissism, and a bloated sense of entitlement. She was the daughter of one of his late father’s peers, and he had known her for as long as he could remember. He had countless memories of her riding up the drive of Chestnut Hill Hall on her grey dapple pony, whenever she pleased, demanding he come out to play.

	She now stood at the side of his chair, her hands gripped onto her hips, her face dour and angry. He looked at her impassively for a moment.

	Although there was never any such agreement or assumption on the part of the adults on the matter, Teneen had it in her mind that she would marry Forrest someday and become lady of Chestnut Hill Hall and the Countess Outvallen. Forrest hated her. He did not hate much in his world, but he hated her. She was repulsive and vile. The very sense of her emotional deficit was painful for him to be around.

	“Take your leave, Teneen,” he snapped. “I’ll only ask once.”

	She pushed back a hanging tendril of her deep red hair that fell into her pretty face, and her lip curled, and she stormed down the stairs of the mezzanine to join her homely friend Miss Maere.

	There was almost immediately another intrusion. Was there to be no peace to be found today? He supposed he oughtn’t expect it at the bookshop at the beginning of an academic year. He emitted a sigh.

	“Gods on the Mount, there is a new northern girl to rival all girls to ever grace these hallowed halls of Whitewater since the dawn of time,” Meddin Ansmore exclaimed before he was even fully seated in the chair next to Forrest. He was one of the only friends Forrest tolerated for more than a few moments. Mostly because Meddin was rather simple of mind; not stupid, but rather feckless without any introspection to speak of. Meddin was the kind of person who stumbled through life happily ensconced in the present, and made no effort to dwell on memories, or hold onto them, or worry about the future. Everything was now for Meddin. These were traits only a mind-reader could sufficiently appreciate.

	He arrived in a swish of school robes and a gust air that reeked slightly of old beer. “I heard rumor, and was skeptical of the claims, but I just saw her myself, and she was beyond any expectation after hearing of her. Ferine help me…” he intoned. “Have you seen her? “

	“Yes,” Forrest replied in his velvety baritone voice. He emitted an air of detachment. 

	“You may let it be known that the northern girl is off limits. No man’s land. Anyone, especially any fellow, who dares to approach her will suffer at my hand.” He said this with casual boredom, in the midst of leafing through the pages of his new textbook. 

	Meddin Ansmore’s face blanched, his ease left him, and his carriage stiffened. “Of course…” he replied stoically. “Consider it done.” Forrest could feel Meddin’s puzzlement. Nobody knew better than this hapless, clueless friend, that Forrest never took that much interest in anyone, especially a young lady. But Meddin knew to inquire would be fruitless, and instead, he capitulated and would obey his friend.
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	Iselle was a scarcely astonished by the attention she drew. It was for a long time, her truest bane. She wished she had the privilege and character of a girl that would thrive upon such a thing, but instead she desired only anonymity. She longed for normality, to laugh and preen like other girls, but would give everything to just fade into the background and become invisible. That would be enough. She could not, however, aspire to ordinary things. No amount of wishing could change that. It had been a problem enough to warrant transfers to new schools and universities, an affliction that took her from one place to the next, uprooting her, rendering her without constancy. 

	This affliction typically surrounded her instead with vapid people who cared only to connect with her for her appearance and the quality of what she wore--people content to call her friend without true friendship. Shallow, meaningless connections were her staid companions. It was exhausting. And more so when the attention was imbued with envy and pettiness. She still could not decide which was worse. The fervent attentions of attracted boys, or that of spiteful girls.

	She resolved that at this new academy she would not allow it to dominate every aspect of her scholastic experience. She hoped this move would free her of her worry, of her past, perhaps even give her a fresh start. I might be far enough this time, she mused. This first day did not bode too well. Young men lingered outside the door of the ladies’ dormitory Oak Hall, to spy her already as rumor of her presence spread. They followed her around the campus. They rushed around her to stand in front of her and try to engage her without invitation. They fought amongst themselves and squared up over her attention, and used any affected, insincere gesture they could as opportunities to introduce themselves. 

	She was asked all manner of personal questions, received several undesired requests and flirtations, and suffered many unwanted attempts to draw her into conversation or company. It became increasingly difficult to hide her annoyance, her desire to be rude, and roll her eyes and say something untoward to them. But that would excite other situations she was not willing to partake in—escalations of interactions she already had no stomach for.

	One day shortly before the curriculum began, all those tiresome encounters abruptly ceased. 

	There was a marked, puzzling halt to all masculine interest in her. The young men even skirted a respectable circumference around her when she passed through the populated spaces. It was inexplicable. She made no complaints, in spite of being bewildered by the whole matter. It felt like a bit of a dream to be this free. She could scarce recall a day when some activity or another was not intruded upon by an unwelcome disturbance or another by yet additional enamored, grinning, effusive and simpering young man, which invariably set her nerves on edge.

	By day three of this peaceful, extraordinary development, she was openly taking delight in the week before classes began, free to do what she liked. She could not help but be suspicious of it all, and her conditioning made her wary of it. But the freedom of it, the peace, was intoxicating. 

	She divided her time settling into her small room, becoming familiar with the campus and the nearby town of Rendorff, browsing the many shops catering to the student population for necessities, feigning that for that moment, she had not the slightest worry in the world; pantomiming what normal would be. Her wariness, her vigilance never truly went away. Even when not a soul bothered her—not even the men of the town proper. She convinced herself that there was perhaps some magic at work, to cause such a phenomenon. Cast by whom remained to be seen. She was truly unsure as to whether she should be grateful or afraid.

	The ladies on the other hand were not all so kind as to offer her whole peace. The anticipated vitriol from her own gender still occurred. The cold sneers. The whispers. The backhanded remarks in nearby conversations, uttered just loudly enough for her to hear. She was used to it. Girls could be so cruel to one another. She was hardened to it. As bleak as it could be, she had built herself a defense against it long ago. She was used to being friendless. 

	“Hullo there, coal-head,” she heard a girl mutter at her at the end of her blissful third day. “Psst, coal-head.”

	The girl was a golden-haired beauty of the common type, nothing remarkable about her. There were at least ten more like her, sitting about the cavernous ladies’ common room amongst the various groups of idling lady-students—all in the same uniform; plain sleeveless navy gowns, crisp white muslin chemisettes underneath, with long sleeves and flared cuffs that brushed their knuckles. A ruched ribbon of scarlet silk tied around the high waist, knotted without flair, or bow just below the shoulder blades, the ends hanging down onto the dense pleats of the back of the skirts. She was standing by the wall by a sideboard that offered plum wine in a decanter a few strides from Iselle.

	Iselle was putting a small stack of parcels onto a table. These were her spoils from the market square, which she planned to unwrap at this little isolated table in the light of the tall lancet window beside it, and sort into her pencil box and leather bag. She drew up a chair and removed her plain wine-colored redingote with the escutcheon of the Academy embroidered upon the left breast. She draped it over the chair and sat down. 

	As she did, the girl called her again. “Don't ignore me, coal-head.” 

	Iselle glanced at her, nonplused. She made as if she only just now noticed the appellations.

	“Oh, you mean to address me?” Her brows rose. “That oh-so-clever phrase seems to be in drearily common use by those of the Tradelands. Am I supposed to be offended by it?” She paused, looking at the duo of girls that stood nearby, peering at her with half-sneers on their faces.

	They offered no reply. “Is it merely a descriptor? As often as I've heard it, it appears I might have to consult the dictionary to see if it's become lexicon to describe anyone north of Ernine.” She then reached into her bag and withdrew her embroidered pencil pouch, and placed it upon the table, with an expression like she had not the slightest care in the world.

	The girl who had been the one speaking, chuffed and glanced at her companion, a mousy thing with shaggy brown hair styled sloppily into a frizzy hedgehog. They traded a look and smirked knowingly at one another. 

	“Word is, the academy’s infamous tyrant has put out word that no man is to approach you,” Hedgehog declared. Iselle’s attention was now focused upon them.

	“Indeed?” The puzzlement in her tone was genuine. “Huh. That explains that, then. How fortuitous,” Iselle exclaimed with affected cheerfulness. She then shrugged and picked up a packet, untying the twine that bound it. She would stack the paper wrappings from her purchases and then put them in the fireplace on her way out, she decided.

	“Good luck finding a suitable match now,” the wheaten-haired girl giggled. “Not a single man will look at you.”

	Iselle pursed her lips and shrugged lightly. “Then it is most advantageous that I did not come to Whitewater to seek romantic prospects, isn't it?” Iselle murmured flippantly. She extracted a little bundle of pencils. These were of the sort Iselle liked, with the bark still on the twigs that were used to make them. She put them on the table and picked up another packet wrapped in brown paper. She paused, a quizzical look crossing her features.

	“Tell me… does this tyrant fellow truly have so much power that a word from him would command all obeisance?” she asked.

	“Nobody dares to defy Forrest Outvallen. He is Earl of Outvallen and holds profound influence,” Hedgehog exclaimed as if these were not only accomplishments, but that they were her own. But Iselle knew this was all nonsense. 

	“If he’s still matriculating, he is simply a mister,” Iselle retorted admonishingly. “I won’t be until he is inducted into full peerage that he can be called an Earl and formally addressed as one. His having any major influence outside of this campus is doubtful. His inherited title is meaningless until he rises to claim it as an adult.”

	The girls stared at her stupidly for a moment.

	“He’s an infamous ruffian. A black-hearted evil soul. He can flatten the best fighters. Everyone is afraid of him.”

	“Excellent then. Perhaps you would be kind and courageous enough to request that he expand the embargo to all, so I will be delightfully spared of listening to vapid prattle from the likes of you as well.” Iselle placed two jars of ink down on the worn, waxed surface, and reached for a third packet. As she grasped the thin, long, flat parcel, the two girls, in a flurry of skirts click-clacked away on the wooden floor whispering feverishly at one another. 

	She put down the packet of new quills, and leaned back into her chair, her forget-me-not gaze sweeping out onto the student common. The fingertips of her right hand tapped on her thumb, each finger in turn, as she sank into thought. Tap, tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap, tap. 
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	It was the first time in all her school-aged years that Iselle was at peace to put all of her resources to learning. It was so much of an advantage to have fewer distractions impeding the process of matriculation. She already had enough worries to manage. This lightened her burden so greatly; she was thankful to this ostensible tyrant. At least tentatively so.

	Now her disruptions, apart from the worries that existed in perpetuity in her mind, were paltry ones. The activity of starlings on the trees outside the window, the shepherd managing the herd that kept the lawns trimmed, the sound of the yellowing ivy leaves scraping against the window frame in the wind. These she could manage. She bent her head over her notes and quietly sketched whatever came to mind while the professor droned on. At the moment it was a little sparrow.

	“Miss…” history Professor Margate, paused to consult his student list, “Moon. Miss Iselle Moon, perhaps you would care to answer the question?” Margate’s tone was wry and mocking. Seeing the young lady with her head leaning on her fist, and her pencil engaged in what was very clearly not notetaking, irked him as it had many instructors over the years. 

	Without looking up, nor setting down her pencil, she replied in a bland voice: “It would be the Ramshead campaign of 692, Professor. When Mandos Grey, a mere Brigadier, ended the Canal War,” she said.

	There was an awkward beat or two of silence as the Professor took stock of his failure to humiliate her. It befuddled him. “Ah. Very well. That is correct,” said haltingly. Then he got back to the job of lecturing until the bell tolled.

	“Miss Moon, may I have a word with you please,” the Professor called as the class was dismissed. She made her way to his lectern as the students filed down the wide steps of the auditorium. She took notice of the perfect light in the room, washing over the dark wood rows of desks and chairs, the paneled walls, and the worn flagstone floor. How she liked this place, she thought.

	When the room was empty of everyone, the professor frowned at her, adjusting his pince-nez spectacles on his nose and gaping at her. “I much prefer engaged students Miss Moon.”

	“I fail to see how you think I might not be one of those,” Iselle retorted with a puzzled face. 

	“I prefer you don't doodle during my lectures Miss Moon. It is disrespectful. You should be looking at me. At the board. Paying attention to the lecture.”

	“This is how I pay attention. Looking up, I will see things that will take my mind from the words. Someone tapping their pencil. The pendulum of the clock. The way that tree moves in the wind. Looking down at a simple task keeps my distraction centered upon one thing, and I can let my active mind fix on what I'm hearing.” She blinked her eyes at him, her lashes fluttered. He became distracted and for a moment, was unable to reply.

	“Best ignore me during class,” she surmised. “Let my examination scores demonstrate how well I heard your teachings, don’t you think?” She offered him the same smile she had offered to many other teachers that had been confused by her ostensible detachment from the world. “My marks have always been exemplary, I assure you, Sir. Might I beg for your trust?” And true to form, he dismissed her, a little flustered by how pretty she was. 

	As she slid out the door into the bustling hall, she was accosted by another pair of girls, one that was remarkably lovely with green eyes and wefts of lustrous deep red hair piled upon her head over a small hair rat. Its felted tangle was slightly visible underneath the smooth, shining natural hair on the girl’s head. The coiffe itself was rather lovely, with two stacked side curls on each side, and a large, coiled queue dangling down her back. 

	“That’s her,” the second girl exclaimed, pointing at Iselle. The companion to the redhead was not pretty in the slightest. She had a disproportionately large chin that was covered in large, enflamed spots and an enormous, hooked nose. She had teeth so large she could not close her mouth naturally over them and worse, they were arranged higgledy piggledy, one pushing up in front of or behind another, several were a strange yellowy green in color, while others looked like old parchment. Her eyes were a deep brown, and her hair was blonde, a rather lovely shade, and quite voluminous and well-styled. But that could accomplish little in compensation for her unfortunate appearance.

	The pretty one swept her gaze from Iselle’s face down to her toes, and curled her lip in a way that immediately rendered her prettiness into ugliness.

	“What makes you so special?” she hissed. 

	“Maybe it’s because she’s a foreigner,” the unattractive companion offered.

	Iselle wondered if they all came in twos like this, these little harpies. The often did. But not always. One was always prettier than the other. She wanted to understand this dynamic but also didn’t.

	“Stay away from him and know your place,” the pretty redhead snapped.

	“I would ask you who, but I honestly could not care any less if I tried,” Iselle articulated in her breezy, melodious voice. She then smiled at both of the girls with a carefree air and walked away before either of these two could speak again.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	She had yet to encounter her mysterious benefactor—this tyrant of the Academy. She didn’t want to; lest she discover the intent behind it to be what she dreaded most. She didn't want to know the motive. It never was altruism when it came to matters like these. Why would a tyrant and bully that everyone feared do such a thing otherwise?

	Every place she’d ever schooled had one or two tyrants, but none with this level of influence. Even the all-girls school she’d attended for her sixth year had the notorious bully, Andra. That one, surprisingly had been worse than any of the male bullies that followed. There was calculated, vindictive emotionality in her acts compared to the simple violence and spite of her male counterparts. 

	The bullying was so common, it was predictable. First, amongst the girls, there would be many who would first attempt to ingratiate themselves with her, but once they encountered what they would interpret to be her cold demeanor, would take it personally and hate her thereafter. Others simply hated her on sight. 

	Iselle brushed her hair smoothly, the waves from her day’s braids still shaping her locks. She wrapped her hair up onto her crown, using a wooden hairpin to fix it into a neat bun on the back of her head. She stared in the mirror at her face. She couldn’t see what they all did. She only saw a pale visage peering back at her, with wide, lost, desperately lonely eyes.

	She often watched in silent envy, the students that had bonded in truly close friendship. She wasn’t sure why she couldn’t figure out the trick that made a person a desirable friend. She couldn’t find someone who could understand her, either. She would sometimes find someone odd; someone on the fringes she could make a connection with. But never like the friendships the others had. Rarely so.

	She had only once found a devoted friend. It felt fleeting, but it had been wonderful. It was at the last school; the one she’d attended the longest. Redlan was his name. He was a wildly extravagant boy who loved the world—who saw her when he looked at her. He was not interested in girls, so his attention was simply and blissfully platonic. He liked how strange and remote she was. Effusive people unnerved him, in spite of himself being quite outgoing and confident. 

	Redlan made no demands as a friend. He had no expectations of her. He combed her hair and styled it for her sometimes. He chose their leisure ensembles for free days they spent together. She sometimes imagined that Redlan thought she was his porcelain doll to play with. She didn’t mind it a tittle. He wrote romances and read them to her. He would lay his head upon her lap and sing to her while she tatted lace. He was a companion almost tailored for her.

	But he is dead now. 

	It had started to rain outside her window. The sounds of the girls in the dormitory had quieted down, as it was only a quarter hour until the lights-out bell. Iselle listened to the drops pelting the panes.

	I miss Redlan. Her eyes glossed over, and she shook off her grief. 

	She allowed herself to simply and quietly exist for a few ticks of the clock, sinking into the single narrow wingback chair by the tiny fireplace. 

	She had asked her uncle for this; the private room. It was an added expense, but he did not complain. He understood and sympathized with her circumstances and indulged her. Although detached and busy, he was not uncaring—and like her, he was a stiff, hard, cold character with a pleasant face. He expressed his affection with complaisance to her wishes, and unspoken empathy.

	He had raised her with guarded, veiled affection. But even with this closeness in its limited state, she longed for it; as she spent the lion’s share of her young years drifting from one intern school to the next and away from him, against all of their desires. She was now over nine hundred miles from home, hoping with all her might that she would not be found, even though every day, she felt so very, very lost.

	Iselle’s mother had died bearing her. Her father sailed away for trade two years after that, and the ship never returned, leaving Iselle orphaned. All she had left was her patient, reserved, staunch bachelor Uncle Ude. He dwelled quietly in his tiny chateau in the middle of the lake, when he wasn’t at his law office or donning his perruque and gown for court.

	I miss him too.

	She rose with a sigh and stood in front of the mirror by the window. The person staring back at her looked hollow. She studied her reflection for a moment. Her hands slid to the bow of the drawstring at her neckline, and she pulled it apart. She began to strip away the layers of her uniform. The jumper gown, the chemisette. Her petticoat followed. With a groan of relief, she loosened her tiny stays constricted around her bosom, lifting it to its best advantage, and pulled them over her head. Lastly, she drew off her shift, rendering her nude. She clucked her tongue, noticing tiny flecks of blood on the back of the white muslin garment. She turned her back to the mirror and scowled when she looked over her shoulder.

	There was still scabbing and swelling around the carvings in her skin. 

	In the light of the fire and the candle, the scars looked like embossing. They were crisscrossing lines scrawled across the entirety of her back. 

	They spelled out YOU ARE MINE.

	With a deep, tremulous sigh, she reached for her nightgown on the edge of her bed and drew it over her body. Two months, and it had not healed yet. Two months, and the scars would forever remain.
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	Forrest was rarely perplexed. He was the sort of person who knew his mind. His decisiveness and boldness were off-putting to the people around him. He inspired fear with his strong will and determination. He was also tall, looming and thus intimidating. His features were handsome but unconventionally so. His body was toned and wrapped in the lean muscles of a martial fighter. 

	He had learned the art of hand-to-hand combat due to his late father, a grizzled fighter in his own right, who had served in the Baranith Royal Army and had risen to the rank of Field Marshal. He was peerage, but he had been anything but pampered or soft. He was a hard, determined man with a black temper, ropey muscles, and a sharp discipline. And he had expected of and imposed the same upon his son. 

	Forrest shuddered a little and frowned, deepening his concentration. His body was a walking memory of his father. The physical shape of it, from the endless hours of repeated motion and training, but also, in the permanent marks left by a man who hated his son. The small round holes made by the pointed iron thumb of the fireplace poker; the burn of it when it was glowing orange with heat; the slash on his calves, even across each one, from the edge of his father’s saber. 

	That was when he was but a boy. As a young man, his father challenged him as if to test him. He grew increasingly brutal, the more skilled Forrest became. Forrest had thought that his father trained him with the specific goal that one day his son would finally become good enough to best him and put him out of his misery. 

	He got what he wished for. 

	Forrest’s brow darkened and his jaw rippled. His hands, positioned flat, with precision, pressed out from his chest and he extended his arms forward, and he slid his weight from one foot to the other with the graceful precision of a predator; his muscles sliding liquidly below his scarred and storied skin.

	The late Earl had demanded that combat art methods be taught to Forrest from an early age, and he often practiced alongside him and sections of his men in specialized training. This became as much a habit to Forrest as breathing, and walking. Even now, with his father gone, it was a daily exercise, even if it came with the inevitable feelings of animosity connected to it through his father. This routine was a double-edged sword for Forrest. Although it offered him a means to hone his discipline, his focus, to calm and quiet his mind, to teach his brain to compartmentalize his physical state and center his magic to keep the noise of the many out or seek a singular voice, it was inevitably a hard reminder of his father. Undeniable benefits, garnished with feelings of bottomless resentment.

	Forrest would rise early every morning before breakfast and seek out the empty sporting atrium. There he would train, and practice all the fighting movements in turn, in a silent agile dance, undisturbed, cast in the cool predawn light of autumn. 

	His excellence at fighting was in turn unmatched. Few squared up to him. Those that did served as the examples that prevented others from challenging him again.

	Forrest’s face rested in a permanent expression of disdain and indifference. While the rest of the young men of his class amused themselves by mucking about, laughing, mock fighting, chasing young ladies, Forrest would brood nearby, watching, or decamp somewhere to spend quiet time on his own. He read a great deal. He listened to the orchestral class play, walked or rode his horse in the park alone. He preferred his solitude. For their normality, primarily, he envied them. But he resented them too, for the breadth and weight of their emotions. They assailed him with feelings he could not understand or relate to most of the time. They were things he knew he would likely never experience himself. Freedom. Guilelessness. The unburdened joy of ignorance and privilege. The feelings that came with growing up happy. This made him even dourer.

	He effortlessly dropped his body down into a crouch, simultaneously stretching out one leg, his muscles flowing as he punched his left arm straight out, twisting his palm up, while the right was held close, fist against his chest.

	The fear of Forrest extended to everyone in the school. He was brooding and grim and spoke rarely to anyone except to disparage, insult, command them to go away, or to shut up. There were few people who dared breach his dark demeanor. His friend Meddin somehow managed it, but it was still a friendship at arm’s length, with a great deal of carefully chosen words and kid gloves on the part of Meddin. The boy used humor and easy airs to appease Forrest. Although Forrest did not respond with the like, he accepted it from his friend. There was a balance, a lightness to Forrest’s darkness. A few others had managed to ingratiate him or obtain his tolerance. But they were exceedingly rare, and only Meddin was tolerated in Forrest’s company for more than a few moments.

	 

	Now, as Forrest washed his skin from the basin in the currently unoccupied baths adjacent to the atrium, and wiped down his rugged body with a towel, little skeins of his wet hair falling into his eyes and shedding droplets, he found himself dwelling on a conundrum—a deviation to his normality. This had never happened before. This irregularity shook his norm. 

	It was that girl, Iselle.

	He found himself seeking her out at any chance he could. He eavesdropped when cohorts reported the gossip they gleaned of her between classes, which was spare at best. He normally despised such mutterings, but they were all fascinated with her, and when she was the subject, he listened. 

	She was refreshingly uncontroversial in all truth; the gossipmongers had little to criticize except her disinterest in everyone else. The rumors and gossip usually centered around the people who deliberately provoked her instead.

	He saw at least that his edict had been obeyed. They left her alone. It was simple to recognize just upon his first encounter with her, how uneasy she was by the attention of the young men in the book shop. From then, he observed when he could. Her body language showed a slight recoil when one came near—the mask of indifference tinged with anxiousness when they engaged her. Even the girls around her made her uncomfortable and prickly, even if she tried to appear unphased.

	She did not extend trust to anyone. Like him, she had underlying fear inside her disguised as misanthropy. A fear of what remained to be seen.

	“Teneen sought her out today. Moradel told me,” Meddin declared over dinner. They’d chosen to take a meal in town. Forrest wanted beef. A nicely seared steak basted in butter, with just the perfect sprinkle of salt. 

	He sat in front of Meddin and was busily sawing chunks off and eating them in turn. He paused in his chewing and looked up at Meddin. His gaze was even more sullen now. 

	“Bloody Teneen,” he murmured while he chewed. He took a swig of his port and then sighed angrily.

	“She won’t respect your word like others do, I’m afraid.” Meddin drank too and sliced off a piece of rare meat and shoved it in his mouth. He used bread to sop up some of the pink drippings from the plate and ate it. “She’s threatened by your protection of the new girl.” Meddin paused. “You like this new girl?”

	“Shut up, Meddin,” Forrest growled. 

	“Seems like it’ll be a hard road with a girl like that. She’s a frosty one,” he added. Forrest shot him a glare across the table. 

	But Meddin, like usual, was right. He had a habit of saying things off hand, which were often dismissed and scoffed at, that ended up being true. He was wildly observant. He claimed it was a magical gift, but he still managed to be wrong about many other things. And his magical abilities were not of the kind to make him intuitive in that nature.

	He was right about this matter. A challenge Forrest had been puzzling over for days—and that was discovering a way to gain Iselle’s trust for himself without provoking her anxiety. 

	Forrest’s friendships were mostly shallow and based on his status and ability more than on who he was a person. But at least he had friends. Iselle lacked any companionship at all. She was bristly and even rude to people. But in her defense, he mused, the girls were downright intolerable and cruel to her for being a northerner, and more beautiful than the lot of them, by leaps and bounds—although it hardly bothered her that they treated her ill, he was bothered on her behalf. And he felt partly responsible for that because of Teneen. The girl had believed him to be hers from when they were but children, and continued to act as such, in spite of his utter dearth of interest in her.

	Now there was Iselle. He could see the darkness in her and he was intensely intrigued by it. He wanted to know her story. He had never cared to know anyone’s story. But he did hers. He had no idea if she was approachable at all, and he was self-aware enough to know how unapproachable he was, and how fearful she seemed of men.

	The only time she even looked in his direction was in the bookshop that very first day. No matter how many times he made himself present in her vicinity, her gaze was perpetually disassociated with the people around her. Always daydreaming, rapt in thought, eyes disengaged with reality about her, as if all the people were faceless and meaningless figures blurred into the background as she made her way about the campus. At least this was what it all outwardly appeared to be. She passed her eyes over people like they were but a background because she put all of her focus into watching for someone in particular; to be observant of the shadows lurking between the irrelevant bodies. He felt this when he could reach the surface of her thoughts. She lived in vigilance; while always looking like she was as remote as a lone island.

	 He resolved that he would seek the means to somehow find her alone—and suss out a way to interact with her without driving her away. And he had one more thing to see to, and that was Teneen.

	 


Chapter 2

	[image: Image]

	 

	“Miss Moon! Stop running at once!” 

	The sound of her name barked in the shrill voice of her governess, Mrs. Hallwell, was eerily similar to the shriek of a distressed goat, Iselle concluded with a smirk. But she did not stop. She continued running until her pale gown and pinafore were obscured by the brush and the wild blackberries that snagged at her hem. The path that wound between them was narrow; barely suitable for a twelve-year-old child, but wholly so for a scarecrow of a widow. She was out of sight, and soon out of earshot. Iselle continued to run for as long as her legs and her breath could propel her, but she soon became winded and she stopped to bend herself in half, and lean on her knees, panting, and also laughing from exhilaration. There was much excitement to be found in the act of escape. 

	She examined herself when she had caught her breath, and straightened, patting down the disheveled skirts and her flyaway hair. “Count this frock as a loss,” she murmured, picking up the torn hem of her thin hyacinth-blue voile pinafore. Blue was one of her favorite colors; and she preferred the lighter shades of it.

	An empty chestnut burr had caught in the lace of her petticoat. She shook it off and peered forward into the coppice. It had been left to grow wild for the past few decades, transforming from a timber farm to her uncle’s hunting grounds. It was here where he found solace in fowling, dispatching myriad game birds for dinner. He would often be found at the beginning of autumn, stalking the fringe of the woodland with his firelock rifle against his shoulder with a brace of birds hanging from the barrel, his most trusted black flusher dog Grimm gleefully at his side carrying a pheasant, grouse, or a duck clamped in his teeth.

	It was not autumn, however. It was the earliest of spring. The snow had gone, but the ground was still frozen. The puddles of day melt had a crust of ice over them that cracked when Iselle’s leather ankle boots stamped in them. Her sodden stockings would be irreparably stained by the leather dye, and the dirty water that seeped in at the seams. She did not notice the cold. Her body was steaming from her run, and her breath made clouds as she walked. The biting air smelled sharp.

	Iselle made a habit of escaping Hallwell at every opportunity. She’d spent the better part of her morning practicing her penmanship, and scrawling out the calculations of word problems asking how many pounds of pork would cost divided by this many ounces, and all such nonsense. It was nauseatingly boring. 

	Hallwell was walking her to the conservatory where they would take lunch and enjoy the late winter sun for a spell. The glass and iron building wasn’t too far from the main house on the lake shore. They hadn’t bothered with cloaks or redingotes for the quick jaunt, and once outside, Iselle had other ideas and sprinted away. 

	Now, gleefully free of her warden, she turned west towards the trade road. She would walk all round the coppice, and find the main road to the drive, and the bridge that led to the chateau on the water. She was most familiar with this wood, and its myriad paths and trails amid the trees. 

	Hallwell would likely not have followed and would have retired to her room in frustration by the time Iselle got home, she assured herself. She ventured forth, free and happy.

	When she finally found the smoothened riding path leading to the trade road, fragrant from its even coat of brown pine needles, still hard from the frost, she took a deep breath and began to skip along, her skirts flouncing. She picked up a stick and batted it at the dormant growth, flushing out a rabbit at one point.

	A little, ittle pinprick and the sparest drop of blood,

	The river beast would taste this even in a flood,

	Slither through the water, like trout against the flow,

	And gobble gobble gobble, down its throat you go.

	She sang as she skipped to the tempo of her song. She fell quiet when she heard the cadence of hoofbeats at a brisk trot nearing her. She peered over her shoulder and saw the figure of a man on a horse approaching. She stepped aside, and stopped, waiting for him to pass. 

	The horse was a half-draft of some sort, bulky and marble grey, still velvety with its dense winter coat. It had thick fetlocks and a wild forelock and mane. The tack was shining chocolate. The man in the saddle was tall and lanky, with the dark hair of a northerner, and a hard angled face with sharp lines and hooded eyes. Iselle couldn't quite determine his age. But she thought he was perhaps five and twenty from her nearest guess. He peered at her as he came closer and slowed his horse to a walk. When he came abreast of her, he drew his reins and leaned back in the saddle. His horse halted with a snort.

	He was a well-to-do man, judging by his riding attire; fine fawn leather breeches, navy wool greatcoat with two layered capelets and silver buttons, a beaver topper and shiny topboots. Iselle had been told that she ought to run away if the person wore rags, but this man looked respectable enough.

	“What are you doing wandering about the horse path, young lady?” he asked in a grave, languid manner. His horse, impatient to keep moving, lifted its foreleg and struck the ground loudly two times with its hoof. 

	The man’s eyes had a peculiar quality to them—so pale a blue, they seemed white. They were searching and curious, examining her with great fascination.

	“I’m playing catch-me with my governess,” she told him guilelessly. “She’s going to find me if I wait about too long,” she gave him an impish grin. What had prompted her to say this was unknown to her. She had no certainty that Hallwell had followed her at all. But she had told him so. Perhaps by some instinct she was not entirely aware of, she felt the need to lie. Rags or polished wool alike, she instinctively wanted to run away from him.

	The man’s eyes smiled too. He stared at her for a long, awkward moment. There was something uneasy about the intensity of the gaze.

	“You’re quite the perfect beauty, aren’t you?” he murmured, intensifying his scrutiny of her face, tilting his head just slightly. It reminded her of a raptor, spotting scurrying things from its roost. She squirmed a little. She hated it when people pointed out her supposed beauty. From the moment she could remember, they would say it. 

	“She’s so pretty! What a striking little girl, what a stunning child, she will devastate the hearts of men, Ude, you will be burdened for the beauty of this child.” She heard it all. It came from the society that surrounded her uncle—from the countless women who hovered about him and pretended to adore her for the sake of her uncle’s approval. It came from the men he gamed with, and who came out at the end of summer to hunt birds.

	None of them had looked at her with this kind of avarice, though. She felt an icy sensation in her belly. 

	Be polite. That is what Uncle Ude, and the governess told her. “If you are complimented, be polite. Say thank you. You are receiving a kindness, and kindnesses should be returned.” 

	Iselle did not want to be polite. 

	“Your garments are ruined, young lady, it isn't ladylike to tramp about like this,” the man observed. 

	“You are without cloak or coat, young Miss. And you are cold.” He mistook her anxious shiver for a chill. “Give me your hand. I will take you home. You can ride in front of me here.” He patted the smooth pommel of his saddle sitting over the wide withers of his mount. He reached out his gloved hand to her. Goosebumps washed over her skin.

	“I can't. But thank you. I must go,” she blurted. “The governess will be right furious at me for running.” She backed away several steps. The man pushed his horse to sidle towards her, his hand still reaching for her. The way the light caught the sharp angles of his face, the glint of his eye made the hair stand up on the back of her neck.

	“I assure you, sir, I’m fine,” she insisted, putting her hands behind her back and stepping away.

	He remained wordless. His expression was something unrecognizable to the twelve-year-old girl. And before she could react, his hand snaked out and snatched her by the upper arm, pulling her towards him, trying to lift her onto the horse. Her terror was so overpowering, she could not even scream. “Let go of me, please, sir,” she implored. “My governess is looking for me…” she exclaimed shrilly, struggling to get away.

	He pulled her up so hard, it hurt her arm. She whimpered. 

	“What are you doing!?” the explosive power of this voice cut through the chill like a jagged knife. Never once had Mrs. Hallwell emitted such a sound. It shivered the limbs and branches and set volleys of birds into the sky. 

	And Iselle was never in her life, happier to hear it. 

	She was immediately released, and she stumbled onto her backside. The stranger startled in his saddle and his horse shied from the piercing rebuke. He dropped his hand and took up his rein. Iselle scrabbled to her feet.

	Mrs. Hallwell was sweaty and disheveled, her hems muddied, her boots sodden. She looked apoplectic. The air throbbed around her. 

	For the first time in her life, Iselle ran toward Mrs. Hallwell. She reached out her hand and tightly grasped onto the governess’s. Mrs. Hallwell, for all her faults, did not fail to read the situation, and she clutched her hand just as tightly. 

	“I wasn’t going to let you get away this time, child. What are you doing talking to this stranger? Have you learned nothing?” She scolded Iselle but it didn’t feel sincere. It was anger from worry. She then directed her ire towards the stranger. “And you sir, ought not be hanging about a child like that. Putting your hands upon her? Have you no manners, no propriety? Be off with you!” she cawed. 

	The ground shivered, and the air grew prickly. The horse whinnied and began to dance, eyes rolling. Iselle saw leaves and pine needles rise up from the ground to float above it for a fraction of moment.

	The widow was nearing sixty, but she already looked like a cantankerous old crone with hair gone a stormy, wiry grey, and a lifetime of frowns etched in lines on her dour face. She never came out of her mourning attire and was forever sporting her widow’s weeds. She was a tall woman. A frightening woman. But something more radiated from her being that day. Something dark and powerful.

	The man saw it noticed it too. He drew his horse back a few steps and studied the governess for a moment. He then made a choice to retreat, his face showing anger and wariness as he wheeled his horse.

	“I was merely concerned to see her on the path without governance, ma’am…” He tipped his topper at the pair and gathered his reins, urging his horse into a jaunty canter towards the main road. They waited until he was well out of sight. 

	“We’ll go back the way we came. Can't have him following us home,” she hissed, glaring back where he had been. Still holding Iselle’s hand, she led the child back through the trees and bramble. Mrs. Hallwell said nothing more to Iselle. She never let go of her. They were silent but for the breaths of their effort.

	The sky was pink and gold with underlit clouds, when they arrived on the lawn of the estate park. The lake, mirroring the sky like watercolor, the tiny castle and its bridge silhouetted against it, beaconed to them. They crossed the bridge home, safely, their skirts tattered, but themselves, intact and unharmed. 

	Iselle was not chided or rebuked for her actions. Hallwell seemingly did not tell Uncle Ude about it, for she heard nothing of it that night at supper. Relieved, the young girl gained a new appreciation for her governess. 

	Iselle’s innocence prevented her from understanding exactly what she escaped. 

	But that day changed everything.

	 


Chapter 3
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	Nobody truly stood out to Iselle. It was a rare thing. But Dorya was hard to miss. She was tiny. Like a child of nine or ten. The first time she came out from the veil of her disengagement that morning, she spied the girl, with her hems clumsily pinned up, leaving the Oak Hall dormitory. The girl walked straight up to Iselle and asked:

	“You stay in this hall, I venture? Please, please, please tell me you have a sewing box… these uniforms aren't made in child size,” she implored. “The drawstring makes it fit well enough up here, but these skirts will not do.” She made no backhanded or pointed comments to Iselle. She just wanted needle and thread. “I do not want to walk about looking like this, all the way to the proctor’s if I do not have to.”

	“I have a sewing box,” Iselle replied matter-of-factly. “Follow me.” She brushed past the girl back to Oak Hall. “Did the house proctor not bring in a fitter for you?” Iselle queried. Dorya followed in a half-run. 

	“No time. I was sent here post haste. I arrived only this morning. I was just starting at Oridden University. I was forced by my family to leave. They did not like who I was associating with,” she murmured with a tinge of spite in her explanation.

	“I see,” Iselle murmured. “This way,” she turned up the left stairway after they entered the main door and climbed up two floors.

	“The faculty secretary left the uniforms and a box of pins on the bed for me. I was going to the proctor’s residence to see if she could help beyond a stack of pins.” Dorya said this between gasps of air as they ascended the stairs.

	Iselle responded with silence. She led Dorya to her room, after Dorya caught her breath, she introduced herself and finally asked Iselle’s name.

	“Oh, you are from a rich family, with a room such as this of your own…” The wee girl exclaimed untactfully as they entered the space. Iselle closed the door behind them and glanced at Dorya.

	“My uncle is a lawyer and sometimes a judge for a neighboring borough and is a knight bachelor. He is well off enough on his own. My grandfather had a plantation that grew Mandoli. He distilled doli wine. He made his fortune as such, and my uncle now owns the distillery and farm. We live in a little chateau formerly owned by a bankrupt baron. So,” she concluded, “I'm not peerage rich. Not obscenely rich. Just rich enough for my uncle to afford me a humble private room. Certainly not the luxurious apartments of the privileged.”

	She was unsure why the accusation of being rich always made her feel defensive. She didn’t like that other students held that against her as well. It was always the foundation of the first impression they drew from her. Money first. Then it was appearances. Dorya seemed to take it in without judgement, only a passing envy for the space.

	Iselle realized that this was the most she said to anyone that wasn’t a sharp retort to insults, since Redlan. She turned her face away to hide her sudden rush of emotion towards the bedside table, where she stooped, and opened the little cabinet below the drawer. She occupied herself by removing the books from on top of the small wooden sewing box she kept. Everything she kept was spare or small. Designed for quick removal, as necessary.

	“It’s cozy and pleasant in here,” Dorya observed. “I share a room with one other. I have yet to meet her.” 

	Iselle turned and handed her the box. She then set to restoring the books to her cabinet. 

	Dorya took it absentmindedly, her eyes still roving about the space and its contents.

	“Oh, that’s lovely,” Dorya said. She was staring at the single bonnet that Iselle owned. It was a lovely, timeless piece of a soft pale green silk, with magenta and pink embellishments and feathers. It sat on a hat stand on the wall shelf over her desk.

	“It’s my favorite garment,” Iselle replied softly. Dorya then pivoted both her body and the subject matter.

	“Should I cut the skirts? Or simply turn the hem up inside? That might make it heavy, I imagine. Do we return these garments when we graduate?” she rambled. 

	“They grow shabby from use by the end of the year. You are not obliged to return them. Cut the hem,” Iselle murmured passingly. She had straightened herself and was standing by the bedside cabinet, her hands clutched against her stomach.

	Outside, a bell rang, and students began to populate the pathways in droves, their voices rising up to the dorm windows. Girls began to return to the building.

	“You know, you're not as scary as you look,” Dorya observed in a non-sequitur, which she seemed to be partial to.

	“I beg your pardon?” Iselle uttered.

	“You’re intimidating upon first sight. Downright terrifying. Like you’re not real. But you have a kind air once you speak.” She stood and unbuttoned the gown, wriggling out of it before Iselle could say another word. Dorya recognized that she was being forward and paused.

	“I can't leave here looking like this again,” she said, indicating with a jab of her chin in the direction of the door, the noise of girls filling the dorm halls. “I'll be quick. I'll do the others in my own room. I don't want to hear any nonsense for being small and wearing an ill-fitting uniform. I've had enough nonsense today.” She then stepped out of her gown. Standing in her petticoat and underpinnings, she shook out the dress and draped it over the rug. She used the pins that were already in it to mark the cut.

	Iselle watched her with one of her brows arched. “Do I really look menacing?” she asked. She went to her desk and poured water from a decanter into the unused mug and put it on the floor next to Dorya. The smaller girl took a long drink from it and came up for air. Iselle spectated as she took out the scissors from the box and cut carefully along the bottom of the line of pins. 

	“Yes. Well… you were. But as I said, you're actually kind. But at first glance you are rather hard looking. Unapproachable, if you will. If I weren't so desperate not to look like an idiot on my first day here—one must get ahead of these things early on, do we not?—I might have avoided you like a plague.”

	This made a snort of laughter bubble up out of Iselle’s nose. She lifted her hand to cover her lower face in shock. The girl’s casual, wry humor was rather fun, she decided. There was an innate fascination with the idea of Dorya. She was what Iselle imagined a lively friend to be. She had seen so many like her through her schooling—laughing, bright, merry, girls giggling together, whispering together of silly secrets. Dorya represented a kind of friendship Iselle had never had. Something light. Something diverting. Something normal.

	Dorya was blissfully unaware of all this introspection and veiled mirth from Iselle. She threw aside the trimmed broad circle of fabric and then slid gracefully into a cross-legged position from her kneel. She reached for the sewing box. 

	As if reading Iselle’s thoughts, Dorya exclaimed: “I suppose I'm now obliged to be your friend.” She grasped a spool of black thread and drew out a length. She said this with a belabored breath. “It's that or I will be indebted to you. I’d rather not owe you anything. So, friends it is.” She cut the length of thread from the spool with her teeth. She didn't pay much heed to Iselle, who looked on, interested, almost fascinated. Was it this easy to find such companionship? All this time, did she miss opportunities to make friends for lack of knowing? 

	“What is your field of study then?” Dorya asked. 

	“Villainy,” Iselle replied airily, “with a minor in the of terrifying.” She then walked to the window to widen the heavy brocade curtains and let in more light. 

	“Can’t say it doesn't suit you.” She exclaimed brightly, as she gingerly threaded the needle an inch from her eyes.

	“In all seriousness, it’s law. Specifically Mystical Law. But I lack abilities myself.” She sat down in the edge of the bed, looking down at this strange little creature sitting on her floor, needle and thread dangling from her mouth as she turned the gown inside out and folded in the edge of the hem and pinned a length of the edge.

	Dorya plucked the thread from her mouth, which was at present set in a bit of a sneer at the mention of law degrees.

	“You ought never put needles in your mouth. One of our chambermaids inhaled one by accident, and had it not been threaded, which allowed for quick removal, she might have died, for it lodged itself in her throat.”

	“That’s quite grim,” Dorya muttered. “I suppose I’ll take better care then.” She paused and then continued. “Do they actually need legal protection? The magic bearers? Why can't they just magic themselves out of legal conundrums?”

	Another unnoticed smirk and another chuff. 

	Dorya meanwhile drew the gown onto her lap and began blind stitching the hem in place. She was quite deft at it, her delicate hand moving with precision.

	“What about you?” Iselle queried. 

	“I considered philosophy. But then I realized I wanted to eat food and buy things to live if I am not fortunate enough to marry a rich man. So, I decided upon architecture. But I'm tragically inept at it. I can't draw a straight line. Even with a rule.”

	This time the laughter escaped in a giggle. The tiny brunette was stolid, focused on her task, all while being playful. Iselle was, in terms of the idea of having a normal, typical girls’ friendship, besotted.

	“I shall be a barrister with nobody to represent. And you will design perilous, crooked, and ugly buildings,” Iselle surmised. 

	“We do our best,” Dorya sighed as her needle picked up the sparest bit of the fabric and drew the thread through it before catching the edge of the fold again. “Even if we are useless. We are women after all. Far be it from us to aspire to even mediocrity in a man's world. We can be destitute together. Ah... no… I can be destitute as your companion, as you are rich.” 

	“Not peerage rich.”

	“Good enough,” Dorya retorted. “As long as you spare me a sewing kit now and again to repair my rags and fit into enormous gowns.”

	Iselle watched her finish her hemming, rethreading the needle a few times as she toiled along. 

	She studied the petite girl comfortably occupying her floor in her underthings. She envied her for her easiness and humor. Dorya was an oddity to Iselle. She might not be so for girls who were not in Iselle’s predicament, for girls who did not grow up mostly isolated from others her age, for girls who were not existing in a constant, unceasing state of fight or flight.

	Dorya was quite lovely, Iselle concluded. She had a carefree kind of prettiness, with long chestnut hair she had styled up onto a voluminous arrangement on her crown, with a wavy rag-curled weft hanging on her right shoulder. Although the academy regulations forbad hair on the shoulders, many girls ignored it for the fashionable masculine queue. 

	Dorya had hazel eyes bright with humor and goodness, and a smattering of freckles washed across her nose and under her eyes. She looked a bit too thin, and her eyes looked swollen. But she did not project any of

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
MIRANDA MAYER

=1














images/image-1.png





images/foxrev.png
FOXEYDEN





images/image-2.png





images/image.png
.OECKLO - (home)
NEDDHAM

BARANITH

@YEBRA- (Haystack)

MIRITHRIA

——==""YAIDOONE ISLEK&
(ENDERELL - (Stonegate)

\MMRETHe

& ' RENDORFE - ERELIN
k&/’ﬁ hilevhate) NARANDO GODSMOUTH ) . R
s G%mmc a SEA e
) TOREN L DD - (hrondon) C:? =
i /) N R e w- £
1

.
FALONEEN

BRESTLIN
STRAIT

KAMRIN NENDERATH






