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Chapter One

 

“You missed a spot.”

Alla’s humming died in her throat. Had someone spoken? To her? Blinking out of her trance-like daze, she lifted her attention from the marble tiles she had almost finished polishing. All around, the foyer floor glistened with her efforts.

Fingers, glittering with silver and jewels, clicked in front of Alla’s face. “Did you hear me?” Tamara demanded, continuing to snap her fingers even though they were almost nose to nose. “Answer me when I speak, girl.”

“I heard you,” Alla retorted, cupping her ears. The dead could likely hear her stepsister, what with how abysmally loud each one of Tamara’s snaps was. “It would help if you pointed out where.” She spied no flaw in her work, not even when she sat back on her heels and gave each tile a critical eye.

Still, perhaps her stepsister saw something Alla couldn’t.

Tamara narrowed her dark eyes. They gleamed in the midday light. Not as sharply as Alla’s stepmother, but with an echo of the same cruelness she reserved for those she considered beneath her. “Right here.” With a deft kick to the nearby bucket, Tamara upended the contents.

Cold, silty water splashed Alla and washed out onto the tiles.

Even knowing it was too late, Alla scrambled to her feet. The water had drenched her from top to bottom. Her hair was sodden. The skirts of her dress clung to her legs like seaweed. “What—?”

“Oh dear,” Tamara gasped, poorly concealing her smirk behind her fingers. “Just look at the mess you’ve made, Little Soot. How clumsy of you. One would think, what with your muddled background, that you would be at least reasonably graceful.”

Alla bit her tongue. Being elven—or even half—was not a guarantee of grace.

She towered over Alla. Even with them both standing upright, her stepsister was taller by at least a foot. “Looks like you’re going to be here all day. What will mother say?” Giving a tweak to the tip of Alla’s ear, Tamara sauntered deeper into the mansion.

Alla rubbed at her ear as she watched her stepsister depart. How she loathed the distinct points and sensitivity. What use did such ears give their owners beyond a means to single out elves as a target? Better hearing? It hardly seemed worth the trouble.

With the tips of her ears still smarting, Alla sank back to her knees and set to work mopping up the water. The cloth she had been polishing the tiles with was already sopping wet and not terribly absorbent, but its sheer size meant she could wring out a decent cupful with each pass. She would need to start her work over once this outbreak was contained. Otherwise, her stepmother would complain about how the unaffected tiles weren’t as shiny.

Had she the use of her magic, she could’ve done the work in a quarter of the time. And dry myself off. But any thoughts of using her blood-born spellster abilities had been nipped in the bud by her stepmother after the first instance of Alla lighting a fire in the hearth. Even the teeniest flame, no matter the control Alla displayed over it, had been too much for her stepmother.

Alla’s abilities had been neatly locked away for over a decade, kept contained by a chain necklace of purple metal no thicker than her thumb. For my own good. At least, that had been the excuse her stepmother had given when Alla was young. They weren’t afraid of magic—they were spellsters, themselves—but letting her have free access? Unthinkable.

Perhaps they were afraid of her inexperience. Certain magics came instinctually, but controlling them took time. Something she had barely begun to manage during the time of her mother’s death. Her father had stressed patience when it came to such matters. Her stepmother had thought otherwise.

Even back when the chain first graced Alla’s neck, it hadn’t been lost on her that some of the newly bought people her stepmother added to the household staff wore collars made of the same metal. Especially amongst those who worked the fields.

She had tried numerous times throughout her teen years to remove the impediment before concluding it just wasn’t possible. Not of her own will. The chain consisted of naught but continuous loops, each one too thick to break naturally, with no actual clasp to be had. There were tools in the shed that could’ve aided her freedom, but using any great deal of force also risked the metal exploding.

“Oh, my lady.”

Alla glanced up at the familiar cry. Her heart thumped a few extra beats as she hastened to confirm no one else but herself shared the foyer with the old woman. “ ‘Dett, we’ve spoken about this. You can’t call me that. It’s just Alla.” No matter how many times Alla told the woman, she always had to remind Odette not to refer to her in such a manner. Neither of them could ever be too certain of some word getting back to Alla’s stepmother.

And if it did…?

Odette waved the concern away as if angering Alla’s stepmother didn’t mean a lashing. Unlike the majority of the serfs living in the estate, she had been inherited by Alla’s father, much to his disapproval. But her ownership had come from well before his birth. The woman’s collar still bore the family crest etched into the steel plating riveted to the old leather even though the practice of marking serfs was outdated.

There hadn’t been many left in their indentured servitude before Alla’s father died fighting in the imperial army. Only two such people remained now.

He had always insisted on owning no being, elven or otherwise. Alla had a great many memories of him pacing before the fireplace, furiously muttering of how many nobles leant on the same pathetic excuse of an entirely too complicated emancipation process, of how the glass barons should be vilified as the abusive factories they were.

Even back then, she had known such views were considered outlandish for any noble in the Niholian Empire.

But once the news of his demise reached them, her stepmother had wasted little time in firing the free servants and trading the few able-bodied serfs for whatever took her fancy. Odette and Uda where the only two who remembered Alla’s father, and they were only here because not even the glass barons wanted them.

“My dear, sweet child.” Odette knelt before Alla. “Look at you. As wet as a squid and paddling about like a duck.” She gently wrapped her long fingers—an elven trait Alla was relieved to have missed inheriting from her mother—around Alla’s wrists. “Let’s get you cleaned up and—”

“I’m fine.” Alla jerked her chin at the floor. Without her trying to contain the damage, poor as her attempt had been, the water continued to spread. More seemed to have splashed from the bucket than it could possibly contain.

 “Nonsense, my lady.” Odette gently coaxed Alla to her feet. “You’ve the countess to attend to soon and you can’t go to her looking like a used mop. Go clean yourself up. I’ll finish here.”

Alla took a step, then paused.

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve been cleaning these floors since before you were born.” She made soft shooing motions, as though Alla was still a child, before adjusting the scarf wrapped around her hair and kneeling on the tiles with a grunt.

Knowing better than to argue with the woman, Alla aimed for the hallway entrance. If she hurried, she could throw on some dry clothes and still make it in time to serve lunch.

Her stomach grumbled at the thought of food. She hadn’t eaten since before sunrise but, once her stepmother and stepsister had eaten their fill, there was generally plenty to pick off their plates.

Icy water dripped on her bare feet as she took a few shuffling steps.

Her things were kept in the attic. Getting there would see her leaving a trail of water droplets all through the mansion. If her stepmother caught sight of a single one, she would see Alla received a good five lashes, the typical response to anything she perceived as a single slight.

But Alla knew of another way up the mansion, one that her stepmother wasn’t likely to notice her using at this hour. It was the reason she always left the window to the attic open a crack.

She stepped outside to where a great date palm tree grew in the centre of the otherwise paved courtyard. Ferns huddled around the base, their leaves having gone brown in the summer heat. Alla squeezed all the water she could from her skirts. The droplets barely hit the parched earth before vanishing. There was nothing she could do about her hair but tie the curls back with a scarf and let it dry naturally whilst working on her afternoon duties.

The midday air, with its north-eastern breeze coming fresh off the desert, would help towards drying the threadbare fabric on her way up the mansion. It wouldn’t make the dress suitable to wear by the time she reached the attic, but spreading it out on the rooftop would see it usable by tomorrow.

Alla hastened around the side of the mansion to where a stone tub full of water sat near the back door. Hopping onto the tub’s rim, she scampered her way up the wall as nimbly as a mountain goat.

The path she took wasn’t a well-worn one—she tried her best to not abuse this knowledge lest she got caught—but she had taken this route so many times over the years that she hardly needed to think on her next move. Her fingers just knew where they needed to be—a hand tucked into a hole in the stonework here, a foot placed on the thin ledge of a window there. As long as she didn’t stop or slow for any reason, she always made it.

Up here, the farmland seemed to stretch on into the hazy, yellow horizon of the nearby desert. To her left lay the shaded pasture where the camels spent their nights. It used to house her stepmother’s horses, but they had long since gone from this world. As many beings seemed to do around here.

The pasture was currently empty, the camels out in the field with the serfs who tended to the rows upon rows of crops. To some, the fields seemed endless, but Alla remembered there being so much more.

The estate had once been prosperous, home of the finest and sweetest dates in all of the Niholian Empire. She had vague memories of men and women scampering up the huge trees during harvest time to lower massive sacks of dates onto the carts. The world had smelt wet and earthy.

Now, that same dusty land didn’t quite produce enough to feed those living here. Without proper care to the irrigation systems that had kept this land rich for generations, the trees had died. Only the one in the courtyard remained and even that was a sickly shadow of itself.

The attic window popped open at the slightest tug, swinging out into nothing. With one final glance at the ground to confirm no one was about, Alla squeezed herself in through to the attic. The floorboards—the years having turned the ironwood the same dark brown colour as her feet—greeted her arrival with the faintest of creaks.

So many things had been moved here over the years that an antique shop would’ve had a harder time looking so complete. The only thing lacking was a bed, but Alla was small enough to make do with a few cushions and an old horse rug Odette had smuggled up.

She swiftly shed her damp clothes, draping them just outside the window and pinning them down with a few strategic pieces from a broken statue of the many-armed goddess, Ara. Alla muttered a prayer to the rain goddess as she did so. Everything seemed to have gone wrong since its hectic removal from the foyer all those years ago—her mother’s death, her father leaving to join the military, the estate falling into ruin.

Donning another dress, she hastened to fasten the front. Her fingers fumbled with the tiny buttons. Come on. Why were there so many? She disliked the dress for that very reason. “You’re going to make me late,” she whispered to the fabric as if it would help. If she’d but another dress to choose from…

You’ve more choice than most. Her stepmother’s words danced through her mind.

There was a measure of truth in them. The majority of her clothes had belonged to her mother. Few were suitable for drudgery, though. Most still required her to let them out as Alla’s more human-like figure had grown beyond the naturally lean one of most elves. At least the skirts hung at a modest height.

Beyond her short stature and the pointed tips to her ears, she had inherited little of her mother’s elven nature. There was a great deal more about her that seemed a little too human-like. She hadn’t the elongated canines, her voice couldn't trill. Any attempts to sing came out as such dreadful squawks that she hadn’t tried since her childhood—and her fingers were an inch shorter than the normal length of elven digits. She possessed the heightened senses of sight and hearing, but they weren’t as obvious.

So long as she kept her ears covered and her head down, she could pass as a full-blooded human, which meant she was treated more-or-less like any other human servant outside the mansion gates. Not an easy task around her stepsisters, who had made goading her into their little game.

There. Buttons finally done, Alla hastened through the hatch and out into the hall. Lunch would’ve been sent up from the kitchen by now. Her stepmother was going to be furious at Alla’s tardiness. Neither fact could be helped, but she didn’t need to compound things by lingering.


Chapter Two

 

It wasn’t as if her stepmother—or stepsisters, when it came down to it—needed Alla to do everything for them. Those in the kitchen would have seen to the preparation of lunch and the food was no doubt waiting for someone to collect from the little serving lift in the dining room. It merely needed setting out.

That was Alla’s job. Thrice a day, every day. She was expected to pour their tea and kofe, to butter their bread, to do everything but cut their food and eat it. Never mind that all it would take for the trio to eat without her merely required one of them to retrieve the tray.

The dining room was quite large and kept immaculate even though it saw no more than Alla’s passage these days. The stone walls were carved with a relief of the farmland as it had once stood, with rows upon rows of date palms. Those wide, ivory-coloured leaves stretched to the ceiling where she’d a hazy memory of a glittering mosaic. The small, jewel-like tiles had gone years ago, chipped off at her stepmother’s insistence on redecorating.

They had just removed the last of the tiles when the news of her father’s demise reached their door.

Time had remained still for this room ever since. Her stepmother treated the dining room as if stepping into it meant certain death—even as she swore avoiding it was merely her having a preference for the intimate setting of her study—and her daughters followed suit. Alla couldn’t fathom why. It wasn’t a cursed place.

Sliding the latch to the serving lift open, Alla retrieved the two trays of food and made her way through the mansion. Learning to balance the trays in her hands had taken a fair bit of practice as a child, and a lot of dropped items, but she now navigated the short distance between dining room and study without a wobble.

The room’s broad windows faced the west, set to catch the setting sun. Her father had preferred the library for his work, so this place had been turned into one of relaxation. The space was stuffed with an abundance of cushions and couches to lounge upon in the afternoon sun. An act her stepsisters were especially fond of and were currently doing.

It was one of the few rooms redecorated to her stepmother’s tastes, the warm wood panelling painted over in a dirty cream colour and gauzy curtains draped across the tops of the windows to filter the light. The picture of her father still hung beside the fireplace. There used to be one of her mother beside it, removed when her stepmother had entered the house. A mirror sat in its place, its silvered surface cold and glinting in the light.

A gilded table with three matching chairs dominated the centre of the room. It was this that Alla aimed for.

Her stepmother stood before the mirror, one hand pressed to her jawline as she examined her reflection. She idly drummed her fingers on the mantelpiece. Unlike her stepmother’s eldest daughter, Tamara, her olive-brown fingers were bare of any adornments.

That emotionless gaze flicked ever so briefly in Alla’s direction. “You are late.”

“Apologies, Mistress,” she murmured. So many times those words had passed her lips, they’d almost become second nature when dealing with her stepmother. Ducking her head, she scuttled across the room to set the trays atop the table and busy herself with serving their food. “I got a little behind on this morning’s chores and—”

Alerted to nearing footfalls at her back, Alla held her tongue. She glanced across the room at the window, the pane taking up the larger percentage of the wall, and spied the reflection of her stepmother coming towards her.

“Not terribly much,” Alla amended. “Just an issue with the bucket that—”

“Why,” her stepmother interrupted, “is your hair wet?” She stood directly behind Alla. Although the coolness of her voice was like a droplet of water down the back, her loud breathing steamed Alla’s skin.

“Perhaps she was attempting to clean the ash smudges from her face,” Natalya suggested before Alla could reply. Lounging upon one of the couches, she flapped her palm frond fan above her. The breeze barely disturbed the wispy pieces of her hair, the loose coils almost as light a brown as Alla’s. “I don’t know anyone who gets as utterly filthy just being near a fireplace as you do, Soot.”

Alla reflexively rubbed her cheek against her shoulder. Her nights reading in the kitchen by the embers’ meagre light and the occasional nap there in the cooler months did tend to leave her a little grubby in the morning. But she was always awake and clean before either of her stepsisters stirred for their breakfast. “No, I—”

“Maybe she went for a swim,” Tamara chipped in from her place ensconced in a padded chair before the small bookcase. She glanced up from her book to smirk in Alla’s direction before returning to the pages.

Alla held her tongue and busied herself with buttering a slice of bread, setting it aside to grab another slice.

“What?” Natalya gasped, sitting upright on the couch. “Not in our little lake? With all those filthy birds?” She shuddered and ran her hands down her front as if the ducks had personally defecated over her. “I thought elves drowned when you dunked them in anything deeper than a puddle.”

Ruthlessly biting her tongue, Alla continued her task. Retaliation, even a verbal correction of facts, got her nothing but lashings. Ignoring her stepsisters’ attempts to get a rise out of her was her only concession. Her stepmother didn’t care what her daughters did, providing they didn’t hamper their paltry flow of income.

Tormenting Alla didn’t fall into that category.

“Tammy, dear,” her stepmother said. “Do wipe that insufferable expression off your face. It’s unbecoming of a lady.” She settled into her usual seat and waited for Alla to load the food onto her plate. “You two really should be more mindful of your words. After all, you shall both need to present your best at the ball.”

Alla paused in pouring the woman’s tea. “A ball? Here?” It had been years since the mansion had seen more than the occasional wooing visitor.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” her stepmother snapped. “Where would we host one? Out in the courtyard like vagrants? No.” She leant forward, ensuring she held Alla’s attention. “At the palace.” She spoke slowly, each word loud and drawn out as if Alla was some hard of hearing foreigner. “Honestly,” her stepmother muttered as she sat back and picked up her teacup. “I think all that ash and soot you waddle in is affecting your brain.”

“Prince Viktor will be there.” Tamara sighed. “He’s so handsome.” She set aside her book and waved a hand at Alla, beckoning her to come closer with her kofe.

Alla hastened over with the second tray and laid out the various paraphernalia required to brew the drink. She poked the coals in the tiny brazier back to life and set the steel cup on top, angling the long handle away from her lest her stepsister chose to upend the hot kofe all over Alla. She poured the drink into the cup and returned
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