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  Chapter one
The River









  
  I



The tears proved to be more blinding than the darkness. The beating of her heart in her ears drowned out the pounding of ever advancing boots on cobblestone. 
It didn’t matter. How could it matter? They were faster. Stronger. All those years, trying to be faster, stronger; all for nothing. How could it all be for nothing? 
She didn’t dare look back, afraid of what she would see. Of who she wouldn’t see. The image of blade to skin and the sound of her mother’s pleading cries to flee would haunt her for the rest of her life, as short as it may yet prove to be. 
She had to try. It had to matter. It had to count for something. The blood, the death, the secrets; it had to mean something. It had to have mattered. 
Her lungs burned through the sobs. Her eyes stung through the tears. Her legs ached as she forced them to keep going. Her knuckles had turned white from the force of her grip upon the small bag in her hands, numb to the pain of the nails digging into her palms. There was no pain. No ache. Only escape. 
Then, defeat. She was barely able to stop, her feet sliding across the wet cobblestone, sending loose stones falling over the edge and into the rushing water below. The river. It churned violently in the darkness, mocking her. The end of the line. The damned river. She could hear the voices behind her, turning to them. Unable to stop herself. 
She saw the soldiers before her, their uniforms the same color as hers, the golden sun rising above the hill against the black and red of their tunics. Not the ones she had expected to see, but ones that made the betrayal sting. Faces that had shown her kindness many times before, now scowling at her. Hunting her. She would have preferred the Redguard to this. 
They raised their bows, not a hint of mercy in their eyes. Only disgust. She heard the sing of the arrow, and felt herself falling before she even registered the pain. Falling down, down, down into darkness. Disorienting. Cold. Quiet. It clung to her as she was carried further into nothingness. Was this death? No. It hurt too much to be death. Her lungs begged for air, yet she could not force them to take any in. 
The darkness grew. Blackness swirled around her. No, not just blackness. Blood. Her blood. Like ink in the water. Washed down the river until it faded into the nothingness. Erased by the churning, unforgiving waters. She let it carry her, unable to fight it. The river would decide her fate. 






  
  Welcome to Freeden



“Lirisi, look out your window. We’re here.”
Lirisi looked up from her book, begrudgingly torn from its pages by the voice. The young girl glanced at her mother, who gestured to the curtained window between them. She put the book down on the pillow beside her and crawled across the carriage seat, being careful to hide her curiosity as she peered out at the foreign land. What she saw pleased her preconceived displeasure. A vast farmland stretched on for miles and miles, covering the land in a dull blanket of wheat and corn. The view fueled her eager disappointment. Disappointment that she was more than happy to share.
“Where are the trees?” she spoke, though not in the language of her mother. Her tongue danced around her words in a beautifully familiar way. A familiarly defiant way.
“Lirisi, we talked about this.” her mother scolded. “We are citizens of Freeden now. We must use their language. Blending in is more important here than it was in Gnasentia.”
Lirisi pulled back from the curtain and slumped into her seat with an audible humph. She opened her mouth, choosing her next battle with an experienced strategy. 
“What’s the point of moving to a country that hates us?” 
The language may not have been her own, as her mother had demanded, but the accent was decidedly gnasi. One last act of rebellion that did not go unnoticed.
“Use the accent.” 
Lirisi pouted, hugging her knees to her chest. Despite her firm tone, Isiril understood her child’s displeasure. She leaned in to tuck the young girl’s hair behind the point of her ear. 
“This is a wonderful opportunity. For both of us. The King has offered me a very important position-”
“Doing what?”
“We've been over this Lirisi, I'm not allowed to talk about it. Just know that it is a necessary change.”
Lirisi hugged her knees closer, refusing to meet her mother’s eyes. She turned her attention back to the window, though in reality she paid little attention to the view. 
“I miss Evie.”
Isiril heard the pain in her child’s voice. It was a  pain she shared. Those they had left behind were more than friends. They were like family. She placed a hand on Lirisi’s knee, doing her best to comfort the child.
“I know, sweetie. I miss them all too. But you can write to Evie as soon as we arrive. And maybe once I get settled into my position, we can see if she can visit.”
Lirisi couldn’t hold back the pleasure the thought gave her. She turned away from her mother in hopes of hiding it, but a smile eventually broke through the pout. A smile that caught the attention of someone outside the carriage window. The centaur boy was about her age, walking with his father at the edge of the field. Baskets of fresh corn were strapped across their backs, not a single one falling though they were filled to the brim. The boy smiled at her, eyes filled with curiosity as he offered her a friendly wave. She waved back, her own curiosity getting the better of her.
For a brief moment, Lirisi was somewhere else. The familiar forests of home. Of Gnasentia. Waving from the same carriage at two different beings. The first was a  young faun girl, about her age with feathery white hair that matched the soft fur of her goat-like legs. Beside her, a large, grumpy old centaur, who more resembled an elk or a moose than a horse, not only because of his size, but because of the large antlers that grew from his head. Two loved ones she had left behind. 
She felt her hand fall from view, the wave of sorrow crashing over her. Isiril peered out the window with her, smiling as she realized what her daughter had seen. 
“See? It’s not so different from home.”
Lirisi would have argued, but a guard on horseback rode in front of the window, blocking Lirisi from her view of the centaurs. She scowled at him before closing the curtain and slumping back into her seat, her foul mood returning instantly. 
“Have you decided on your face?” Isiril asked, attempting to distract the child from her mood. An attempt that clearly backfired. Lirisi huffed, becoming even more ill tempered. 
“I don’t want to decide.”
“Well, you must. Very few in the castle will be allowed to know what we are. It's an important part of my job that our existence in this country remains a secret.”
“What if I want to be an elf?” Lirisi smirked. 
“No.”
“A half-elf?” She pushed.
“No.”
“An orc!” 
“We will be human, Lirisi.” Isiril stated firmly. “But you can decide on the details. Boy, girl, in between, red hair, black hair, curly or straight, freckles, eye color. That's up to you.”
“Fine.” 
The defeat was clear in her tone . Lirisi was stubborn, but so was her mom. Isiril smirked, pulling the silver brooch off of her dress. It was a delicate thing. One of Lirisi’s favorite pieces that her mother owned. She loved the blossom covered branches, and how the small butterfly balanced carefully on the end. But the metal shifted in her mother’s hand as she passed the item to Lirisi. By the time it reached her it had transformed into a small silver hand mirror, the budding branches twisting around the reflective surface of the looking glass. She never got tired of that trick. Isiril winked at her daughter. 
“This might help you decide.” 
She picked up a book of her own to give her child some privacy while she made her decision. Lirisi gazed into the glass, taking in the sight before her. 
She didn’t want to change. She liked the way she looked. It felt natural to her, though to anyone else, it would have been quite a shocking sight. Her skin was just a bit too pale. Almost pearlescent. Her ears were oddly pointed, her features strangely angular, her hair white as snow and just as bright. It almost floated in the air, moving unnaturally with her. Her eyes were a piercing silver that she had enjoyed ever since she saw the color on a felaxi’s fur at the market in Milvonkel when she was eight. Three years later, it was still one of her favorites. 
In her village back home, her appearance would be passable. As close to her natural form as she could get without frightening  people. The closest to her natural form that she could be anywhere in the world. But Gnasentia was much more friendly than Freeden. More accepting. In Freeden, some people believed them to be extinct. In Freeden, many had ancestors who had taken part in the hunts. In Freeden, they had to hide. 
She glanced at her mother curiously. How did she do it? For as long as she could remember, her mother had stuck with the same face. The same dark hair with the familiar waves and gentle curls. The same eyes, a mix of green and brown that reminded her of the forests. The same skin, tanned by the sun from her outings with the foragers back home. Every once in a while she would mix things up. Shift when telling stories, or trying to describe a color. She was sure she did it on hunts, to confuse prey and escape predators. There was a part of Lirisi that liked the face her mother chose to use.  It was one of comfort. It was familiar. But she didn’t understand why the face she was born with wasn’t the one she could see every day. 
Isiril had explained the dangers. The histories of the hunts and the murders. How not even Gnasentia was completely safe. People from the outside could come looking. Besides, she said her chosen face was special to her. It made her happy. Though it made some sense to Lirisi, she still struggled to understand the appeal. Her mother always came back to the same face. She was so comfortable being human. Being one thing. 
Meanwhile, Lirisi wanted to be everything. She was constantly trying new faces, new voices, new hair, fur, tails, ears. And wings. She adored wings. There were many times she had dreamed of flying, soaring high above the clouds with the birds like the avisna did. 
Unfortunately, just because she could grow something, didn’t mean it would function. She learned that the hard way when she was four. The trees had done their best to catch her as she leapt from the roof, convinced that if she flapped hard enough she would take to the sky. But despite their efforts, they were unable to completely break her fall, leaving her with a dislocated arm in the process. 
And now, she had to make a choice. A choice she would be stuck with for years. She had to make it count. Lirisi took her time, thinking hard before her features began to shift and change. 
Her hair began to settle as it gained weight. It retained its stark white color, though it almost appeared to dim. As if it had been radiating faint light from each strand, so subtle that it was only truly noticed in its absence. Her cheeks flushed with color as they took on a more human-like pinkness. Her skin was not quite as tan as Isiril’s, but it fit with the story of the bookworm child and her warrior mother. Her eyes darkened to a warm brown, her eyebrows thickened, and the tips of her ears rounded. She chose a sharp nose, with a straight bridge to it. Not a traditional look for many humans in Freeden. But then again, she didn’t want to blend in. Not like that. Besides, she liked it. It reminded her of the old statues she would pass in the gardens of Milvonkel while her mother and Uncle Iriick were trading with the traveling merchants. Sharp, ancient features that radiated power and strength.
She looked over her work in the mirror before deciding on one, final change. Her cheeks, round with youth, began to hollow. Her features slimmed faintly, aging them bit by bit. Not by much, but perhaps a year or two. Finally content with her creation, she took a breath and lowered the mirror, silently seeking the approval of her mother. 
Isiril scanned her with curiosity. “Hmmm… Interesting choice.”
“I want to keep my hair.” she muttered, running her hands through the strands. “At least one part of me can be real.”
“Not exactly what I was referring to.” Isiril smiled. “You've always chosen a younger face. You could pass for thirteen like that. Are you sure that’s what you want? You’re hardly eleven.”
“Just thinking ahead. They'll notice if I'm aging faster than I'm supposed to if this is... a long term situation. By the time I’m actually thirteen I’ll look like I’m fifteen to them anyway. I’d rather work with it than against it.” She returned the mirror to her mother, shifting it back into the delicate pin.
“That’s my girl.” Isiril smirked, as she returned the accessory to her tunic. “But growing up so fast. I look a bit young to be the mother of such a distinguished young woman.”
Lirisi watched as a streak of white appeared in her mother’s hair, cascading down a curl that fell past her eye. It resembled a birthmark more than a sign of age, but it did the trick. She grinned at her daughter, tossing it away from her face with a wink.
“Now we can match.”
Lirisi couldn’t help herself as she giggled with her mom, the carriage rocking as it made its way towards the looming walls of the city ahead. Their destination. They felt the carriage come to a halt outside the main gate, and Lirisi listened carefully to the voices of the guards outside. 
“State your business.”
“The King’s guests have arrived.”
“Of course. The guard welcomes His Majesty’s honored guests to Gerrolis.”
She could hear the metallic clash of grinding armor as the guards performed some kind of salute. Lirisi didn’t bother to look. She didn’t like the Crownsguard, or any of the soldiers of Freeden. All she knew was that they were there to take her and her mother from their home and bring them here. To Gerrolis. Capital of Freeden. The most diverse city of the biggest country on the continent. 
Diverse. Lirisi rolled her eyes at the thought. How diverse could a city be when she was forced to hide in it? There was a reason that people who were different always found a home in Gnasentia. Her mother had tried to explain to her many times why people thought of Freeden as the most diverse developed city on the continent. Lirisi found it insulting. Just because they preferred trade over coin and didn’t have a King or Queen somehow meant that Milvonkel, and all of Gnasentia for that matter, couldn’t be called ‘developed’ by their standards. 
In Gnasentia, they lived as one with nature instead of destroying it. The trees took care of them, bending low to drop their fruit for the foragers. In return, the foragers only took what they needed. When good fortune happened to cross someone, they were sure to share what they could with others. 
Each community only saw themselves to be as strong as their weakest member. They were happy, fed, and cared for in Gnasentia. The forest looked after them. The Fae Mother looked after them. 
Here, they used shiny metal to trade, and bloodline determined one’s worth and respect. You could buy it with enough gold, but much of it was hoarded by nobles. That’s what Uncle Iriick had told her. He may have been a jaded old centaur, but one glance out the carriage window seemed to prove him right. 
The path through the city was busy as people ran back and forth in the markets. Lirisi couldn’t deny that it was bright and lively, but she also saw the darkness and pain lurking in the alleyways. Beggars in rags walked the streets beside soldiers and merchants in fine clothes. 
Some of the children that at first glance looked to be playing, were picking the pockets of passersby. Any judgement she could have passed upon them was immediately negated by the sight of their sunken cheeks and visible ribs, barely hidden under torn clothes and dirty cloaks. 
But she had to admit, the place was diverse. Horned typhlings and winged avisna walked side by side in the cobbled streets. Humans, elves, and halflings laughed outside of bars. Centaurs pulled carts of goods while dwarves and gnomes haggled over prices. Even so, the sum named for the elf differed from the one named to the goblin, and the courteous ‘Pardon me’ given to the half-orc was not extended to the rat-folk as a human stepped on his tail. 
Feathers, scales, hair, and horns painted the streets with vibrant colors, and more than one language was carried through the air. Gnasi was not among them.  
Though she was fascinated by the sight, it was easy for Lirisi to see where Iriick's words rang true. She could hear the guards discussing the filth of the Northern Market District, although the  locals referred to it as No-Mar. She liked No-Mar better. Perhaps it was the way that it fell so naturally off the tongue of the locals, or perhaps it was the way the soldiers in the area said the full name with disdain that sealed the deal. Regardless, Lirisi felt her curiosity grow, her hand reaching for the handle of the carriage door. 
“Not yet.” Isiril warned her with a smirk, eyes still glued to her book. “This isn’t our stop.”
The carriage rolled on through the city, sending people scurrying to the sides of the road as they looked on with curiosity. It was easy to gather that the golden royal crest painted on the side of the carriage would be enough to pique anyone’s interest around here. The golden sun rising over golden hills. What was their obsession with gold?
They approached another set of gates, set into another large wall. These gates were more intricate than the first, and the guards more attentive. They opened with far less fanfare than they had outside the city. It was likely that they were more familiar with the carriage, allowing it to move through without issue. Lirisi peeked out the window just in time to see the gilded sign painted above, announcing their arrival to the Heart District. 
It didn’t take a scholar to discern what the Heart District wall was for. It was clear in everything from the architecture to the people themselves. The separation of rich and poor. There was no pushing or shoving, because there was plenty of space to walk freely. The streets were busy, but far from crowded. The residents adorned themselves in fine fabrics of rich colors, precious stones and metals gracing their wrists, fingers, and necks. Many had family crests of their own woven into their garments or decorating their jewelry. Some rode on sleek horses, and others in carriages even finer than the one they traveled in. 
But it was all trivial to Lirisi. To her, the thing that mattered most was the people, and she found herself struggling to find anyone more diverse than the occasional gnome. The streets were dominated by humans and elven folk, followed closely by half-orcs. Now and then she would spot a halfling or a dwarf, but that was the extent of it. 
“Everyone’s the same here.” 
Isiril knew what her child meant without even looking out of the carriage. “Not every country can be as diverse as Gnasentia.”
The words did little to comfort her, but she continued to gaze through the window, studying the streets of the Heart. Part of her had been hoping she’d be wrong. That maybe Gerrolis wouldn’t be as bad as she had imagined. But the reality of what she saw did little to lift her spirits. 
Before she could be swept away by her worries, a glimpse of color caught her eye. Just inside an alley-way, a bright red typhling boy stood with his  back against the brick wall. Lirisi’s smile of hope quickly faded as she registered the expression of fear on his face. He was trapped. The further the carriage moved, the more she was able to see. Three children of about the same age stood around him, human and elven, working together to shove the typhling to the ground. They laughed as he struggled to get away. 
Lirisi’s cheeks grew hot with anger. Her hand ran across the velvet seat cushions as she felt the hilt of her shortsword, grasping it tightly the moment her fingers came in contact with the soft leather grip. She slid towards the carriage door, eyes locked on the altercation outside. The typhling boy lifted a hand from his forehead where he had been struck, his palm coated in blood.  
“Stop!” The words escaped her mouth before the door had a chance to open. 
She felt a hand grasp her wrist, holding her back. Lirisi looked up to see her mother, her face understanding, though her grip was firm. 
“We can’t.”
“But-”
“Your heart is in the right place. And hopefully, with our presence here, things will change. But for now, you must remember that we can't draw attention to ourselves.”
Her grip lessened on the door, as Lirisi recognized something in her mother’s tone. She saw it in the hard set of her jaw whenever someone back home was in danger. Isiril was not blind to the typhling’s struggle. She was a protector. But they were not home. Things were different here. Instead of reaching for the carriage door, her mother  opened the window, pulling back the curtain carefully. 
“Waldon?”
A large half-orc guard rode up next to them. Waldon was one of the few guards Lirisi had a positive opinion of. At least the one she didn’t have a negative opinion of. He had attempted to cheer her up at many points during their journey, though she remained stubborn. That hadn’t stopped him from showing her different varieties of flowers, or pointing out the occasional ruins of an old fort with some ancient name along the way. 
Lirisi watched him as her mother whispered something in his ear, nodding before riding off towards the group of children. She couldn’t make out what they were saying, but the kids huffed and scattered into the streets, leaving the typhling boy alone. He looked thankful, but still scared, unwilling to make any sort of movement until Waldon rode back to the caravan. As soon as he felt safe, he wasted no time scampering away. 
Waldon caught up with the carriage, giving Lirisi a smile as he rode by. She found herself returning the gesture before leaning back into her seat, the scene replaying over and over again in her mind. Gerrolis confused her. Scared her even. She had a hard time believing she would ever figure out how to blend into such a strange new world, and an even harder time believing she would ever want to. 
The carriage stopped before a large gatehouse, easily the most well guarded entrance they had passed through yet. Crownsguard swarmed the area, watching every passerby with sharp eyes as orders were shouted back and forth. Lirisi’s heart pounded with the resounding click of the gate as it was unlocked, rising slowly for the carriage. There was something intimidating about the way it moved, the sound of creaking metal almost ominous in nature. With a final crash and click, it locked behind them. The end of their journey. 
Lirisi couldn’t help herself. She peered out the window at the spectacle before them. Soldiers marched in small groups, running drills together in the outer courtyard. Horses pulled carts of supplies and carriages that were waiting for their owners as stable hands ran around to get them where they were needed. Maids swept, butlers guided their subordinates, and officers handed out assignments for the day. But the carriage did not stop. They continued past the hustle and bustle, through another archway, and down a path towards a bubbling fountain. The carriage slowed, turning so Lirisi could finally gaze upon their destination. 
To call the palace grand would be an understatement. Certainly there were more impressive structures in the world, but Lirisi knew nothing of them. She had never seen a building so large, nor towers that reached so high. Taller than the tallest trees she had seen in the forests back home. The pale stones had been smoothed by time, lush vines stubbornly winding their way up the walls.  Though the architecture itself was not plain by any means, whoever first constructed it had decided that the structure’s artistry was in its simplicity. Strong lines and powerful arches created a canvas for its other features to truly shine. The sun bounced off of the many windows, colorful glass reflecting rainbows onto every surface they could touch. It was strange, and new, and overwhelming. But admittedly beautiful. 
The carriage came to a final stop at the bottom of the palace stairs. Lirisi could hear the soldiers dismounting around her, and the shuffle of servants as they came running to remove their suitcases from the carts. Isiril offered her child a final smile of encouragement. 
“Are you ready?”
Lirisi took a deep breath, brushed her hands over her hair and skirt one last time, and nodded. With a gentle knock against the window, the door was opened for them. 
The footman extended his hand to Lirisi as she followed her mother out of the carriage. She nearly forgot to take it, leaving her descent less than graceful. Together, they made their way up the castle steps, towards the two figures that stood waiting for them at the top.  
The first was an elven man. High elf to be specific. It was nearly impossible to mistake them, and the stranger was no exception.  He was tall and elegant, with sharp features, and a confident air about him.  His hair was long and jet black. What did not hang loose was braided intricately, and adorned with beads. He wore robes of red and black, decorated with golden embroidery that shone in the sun.
The second man appeared older, though he was certainly far younger than the elf beside him. This man was human. A strong human. His hair and beard were stark white. They probably had been for some time. But there was something about him that gave away the youth that his white hair and tired eyes were hiding. He couldn’t have been older than fifty. His hair, though not nearly as long as the elven man beside him, was tied back, away from his face. A faded scar cut through his brow, sparing his eye in the process. If his rigid stance and uniform had not given him away, his scars certainly  did. This man was a warrior. 
The elven man smiled kindly, lifting his arms in greeting, as if ready for an embrace. 
“Ah, Isiril.” he sang. “What a pleasure it is to see you. Your presence in this great city fills me with hope.”
“I am glad to be of service to the Crown.”
The man’s voice was soothing. Almost wispy, like silk flowing in a spring breeze. But it was the familiar sound of gnasi that took Lirisi by surprise. Her heart sang as she heard her language spoken by a stranger in a strange land. 
“You speak gnasi?"
The stranger turned his attention to her. There was friendly curiosity in his gaze, the grey flecks in his pale blue eyes sparkling as he smiled at the child. 
“And who do we have here?”
“My name is Lirisi…sir.” she added as she remembered her manners. 
“Allow me to introduce my daughter.”
Lirisi gave a polite curtsy to the two men as her mother presented her. As much as she had fought the etiquette lessons with her mother, she was thankful she had practiced her curtsy with Evie. Especially when she saw the proud look on her mother’s face as she rose. 
The elven man stepped forward, lowering himself to better meet Lirisi’s gaze. It was not normally something she liked, but his movements lacked the condescending air that often accompanied the gesture. In that moment, she felt like his equal. She appreciated that. His smile was warm as he bowed his head to her in greeting. 
“It is a pleasure to meet you, Lirisi. My name is Pillus. I am the Arch Mage here at the palace.”
His gnasi was perfect. As if he had been speaking it his whole life. Every note, every stress, every breath was as it should be. Not something that could be done easily. She appreciated it. Almost as much as she appreciated his ability to slip right back into freedish to introduce the man standing behind him. 
“And this is Grand General Atticus Fireheart.”
Atticus smiled politely, giving the two ladies a quick bow as Pillus presented him. “A pleasure to meet you.”
His voice was commanding, but reserved. Almost shy. It had a weight to it. Like gravel, or the crackling of hot embers. Fitting for a man named Fireheart. Even his eyes were the color of roasted chestnuts. 
Pillus. Fireheart. The names finally clicked. 
“You’re the King’s advisors.”
“Indeed.” Pillus confirmed with a smile. “You have a clever one here, Isiril. She'll fit in nicely. It will be refreshing to have some more youth around the palace. Speaking of which, I'm afraid your home is not quite ready. Minor complications. You know how the Council is with their paperwork. However, we are more than happy to house you in the palace for as long as is necessary.”
“You’re more than kind. Thank you.”
“Of course. Come. The General and I will escort you to your rooms.”
The Arch Mage led the way into the palace as the servants around them continued to unload their possessions from the carriage. Lirisi took a quick glance back as her suitcase was removed, ensuring it was handled with care. General Fireheart noticed her concern. 
“Don’t worry.” he whispered with a kind smile. “They’re very careful.”
Beneath the gruff exterior, it was clear that he was a gentle person. He kept a distance between them, but she could tell that it was in an attempt to keep from frightening her. Perhaps he was worried that between his scars and his hulking frame, she would look at him and simply see a killer. But Lirisi was good with faces. She returned his smile before following Pillus and her mother into her new, temporary home. 
The Arch Mage proudly showed off the many features of the palace as they made their way through its winding halls. He pointed out statues, tapestries, and pieces of art that dated back thousands of years. Lirisi did her best to listen, but there was just so much to see that she missed most of the histories. She did, however, stop in her tracks as she watched Pillus straighten one of the paintings high above with a flick of his finger. There was no fanfare or spell uttered. A simple movement was all it took. He was entertained by her amazement.  
“I'm surprised that one who grew up in Gnasentia would be so impressed by such a small feat. Magic is hardly in short supply in the forests, nor among its residents.” 
“It's just... back home, gifts aren't used as casually.”
“I see.” he hummed. “Well, when you get to be as old as I am, magic becomes a part of your daily life.”
“And how old is that?” She heard the words slip from her mouth before she could stop herself, her mother’s scolding not far behind.
“Lirisi!”
Luckily, the hearty laughter of both Atticus and Pillus came to the child’s rescue.  
“It's alright.” Pillus chuckled. “It is important for our youth to be curious. Let's just say I've been an advisor to the Brightheart family for several generations.”
“Are you gifted too, General?” Lirisi asked as she turned to Fireheart. She believed she knew the answer, but was hoping the continued discussion would distract from her unfortunate misstep. Atticus smiled at her. 
“Yes, but my gifts are more useful elsewhere.”
“What can you do?”
“Well…” he hesitated. “I can hit stuff pretty hard.”
The two had a chuckle at his less-than-impressive description of his certainly extraordinary abilities, both of them finding themselves relaxing in the other’s presence. The formal air had begun to lift, at least where Lirisi was concerned. 
“You sell yourself short, General.” Pillus cut in. “Those entrusted with the King’s life must be highly capable. Your mother, for example, is quite talented. And extremely powerful.”
Lirisi beamed, her heart swelling with pride. Of course her mom was special. She knew that. But having other people realize it too was nice. She had been a guardian of the forest back home, but even here, among knights and Generals, she held her own. Isiril saw the look in her daughter’s eyes and gave her a playful wink. 
“We’re lucky to have her.” he continued. “I'm confident that the royal family will feel much safer with her around.”
A crash echoed through the hall. Lirisi jumped, immediately searching for the source. Atticus and Pillus, however, seemed unfazed. The Arch Mage raised a hand to his temple.
“Although, I fear their greatest danger may be themselves.”
Two figures came tearing around the corner and down the hall in a whirlwind of fancy fabrics and golden hair. The first to round the corner was a boy, no older than thirteen at a glance. He came barreling towards them with a fine dress tied around his neck like a cape. Not far behind him was a girl. She shared the same golden hair and similar features as the boy, though she had to be closer to sixteen. She hurled threats at the boy as she gave chase. 
“Give that back, Vass!”
“You can’t tell me what to do!”
“When I’m through with you, even the gods won’t be able to put you back together!”
The contagious energy of the two children, combined with the fact that she had spent the last month cooped up in a carriage, left Lirisi unable to fight the urge to join in on the trouble. She timed her steps carefully as the boy approached, and as the hem of the dress made its way towards her, she put her full weight on it. 
The dress yanked at the boy’s throat and sent him falling, arms and legs flailing in the air before he hit the ground. It was quite the sight. Pillus had to conceal his chuckle with a cough. Atticus didn’t bother. His laughter filled the hall as the boy, Vass, scrambled to make his escape. He was barely able to take a curious glance at Lirisi before he was forced to make a run for it. 
The girl stopped to scoop the dress off the floor, catching her breath. She turned to Lirisi with a smile, her deep blue eyes filled with genuine kindness. 
“Thank you.” She threw the dress over her shoulder, shouting at the boy as she continued the chase down the hall. “You’re lucky I’m wearing heels!”
Lirisi wanted to follow. She felt the urge to give chase. To run like she did in the forests. But all it took was one step for Isiril to catch her by the shoulder. The stern look she gave was familiar, and very clear. Lirisi sighed, and they continued down the hall where a guard and a servant were doing their best to put a suit of armor back on its stand. 
“Ah, here we are.” Pillus smiled as he gestured towards a sturdy wooden door before looking to Lirisi. “Care to do the honors?”
With the Arch Mage’s approval, she entered the room, eyes lighting up as she took in the sight before her. 
To one accustomed to the lavish lifestyle of royals, the room would have appeared simple. It contained all the necessities one could wish for, although they were not particularly fancy. But to Lirisi, it was the room of a Princess. The bath was wooden, but still lined with copper. Soft towels were draped over a painted paper screen next to a porcelain wash basin and full length silver mirror. A new silken dress was folded on top of a mahogany chest at the bottom of a large, four poster bed. A bed made up with thick down pillows and embroidered quilts, and draped with a low-hanging canopy that swayed in the breeze coming from the open balcony at the far side of the room. 
She was so taken in by the luxury of it all that she almost didn’t notice the furrowed brow on Pillus’s face as he stared at the bed in disapproval. 
“No, no, no. This won’t do at all. Frell!”
There was a shuffle down the hall as a maid scurried to the Arch Mage’s side. She curtsied nervously before him. 
“You called, my Lord?”
“Have the canopy removed at once.” he ordered. “How is a child supposed to jump on the bed with that contraption in the way?”
He gave Lirisi a playful wink, coaxing an excited grin from the young girl.
“Right away, my Lord.” Frell curtsied again, hurriedly summoning a group of servants into the room. 
They made quick work of it, removing the canopy and disappearing before Lirisi even got to explore the other side. She saw her trunks and bags stacked neatly by the side of the bed, but not her mother’s. 
“This is all mine?”
“Absolutely. Your mother will be right next door, of course. I took the liberty of having a door installed between the rooms.”
Sure enough, a large oak door was set in the stone opposite Lirisi’s bed. It was opened just wide enough for her to catch a glimpse of her mother’s quarters, her items also placed with care near her bed. 
“You’re too generous.” Isiril bowed her head in appreciation. “Will you thank the King for me?”
“You can thank him yourself tonight. You are both invited to dinner with the royal family. Until then, Atticus will brief you on the general details of your position here.”
Atticus stepped forward to address Isiril himself, speaking with more confidence than he had since they arrived. “Take your time getting settled in. My office is in the East wing. If you have trouble finding it, the guards will be happy to escort you.”
“I look forward to it.”
The two gave each other a friendly smile, the sentiment seeming genuine. 
“Well, we won't keep you any longer.” Pillus spoke, skillfully bringing an end to the conversation. “I’m sure you would like some time to freshen up and settle in. Do let the staff know if you require anything.”
“We will.”
“In that case, welcome home.”
Pillus gracefully bowed to the two ladies before gliding down the hall. Atticus gave them a polite nod, closing the door quietly behind him. 
Lirisi looked at her mother. Try as she might, she couldn’t fight the urge. She grinned, and with a running start, leapt onto the waiting bed. She rolled in the soft blankets, allowing the peals of laughter to escape. Isiril joined in on the raucous joy, tossing a pillow at her child as she sat on the bed beside her. 
“I’ll admit,” Lirisi gasped as she caught her breath. “this is nice.”
“And soon, we’ll have a place of our own.”
“Will I get to keep the pillows?”
“I’m sure it can be arranged.” she laughed, tousling her daughter’s hair. “But Pillus was right. I need to freshen up. Don’t want to be late for my meeting.”
“Can I come?”
“I’m afraid it’s a private meeting.”
Lirisi sat up, tossing a pillow to the side to better frown at her mother. “You can't expect me to stay cooped up in here all day. It's nice, but not that nice.”
“You can explore, but remember what we talked about.”
Lirisi groaned and rolled her eyes, repeating the phrase she had heard countless times before. “Keep trouble to a five or under.”
“Well, I was hoping for a three, but I’ll take a five.”
Isiril snatched the pillow from Lirisi, gently smacking her in the face with it. The two laughed as she tumbled back into the bed dramatically. But before she stood, Isiril  took her daughter’s face in her hands, the mood shifting as she demanded Lirisi’s undivided attention. 
“Be careful.” she whispered. “No accidents.” 
Lirisi nodded, understanding the gravity behind her mother’s words. A code that only they could know the meaning to. Perhaps a greater secret than that of their true nature. One her mother had made her swear to hide no matter what. 
Isiril kissed her on the forehead, gazing at her with love and pride in her eyes before she stood and made her way to her own room. Lirisi was surprised to hear her mother’s voice again as she left, coated in a familiar accent that she had missed for the past month. 
“And wash up before you go anywhere.” she sang in the familiar gnasi. “We don't want the castle to think we Gnasentians are completely wild.”
Lirisi smiled at her mom as the door closed between them. She took a moment to herself, alone for the first time in a long time. The quiet was different from the quiet back in Gnasentia. The vines outside the window rustled, but not the way they did in the forest. The flowers bloomed, but the blooms meant nothing but the change of seasons. The homesickness fell over her in a heavy cloud of sorrow.  
Lirisi  crawled to the other side of the bed, reaching for a small, cloth bag that sat at the top of her luggage. She knew what she needed. From the bag she pulled a wooden doll, carved with undeniable skill and care. It was as if the maker had freed the faun girl from the depths of the wood instead of carving the figure from their mind. Lirisi ran her fingers over the face of the doll. The spitting image of Evie. 
The breeze outside called to her, and she went to answer. She held the doll close, gazing out at the city as it stretched on for miles and miles. Gerrolis. Pillus had called it her home. But it couldn’t be home. She had a home. It was far away, but it was still home. She looked at the doll in her hands. A reminder of her friend. Her sister. Her promise. The day she turned sixteen , she would return home, and everything would be as it once was. 
Five  years. She could manage for five  years. She had to. For her mother. She wouldn’t leave her until then. Maybe by then her mystery job would be done. They could go home together. Back to the forests. Back to Evie, and Uncle Iriick, and their little village outside Milvonkel. She could wait five  years for that. 
Lirisi  placed the doll gently on the bed, eager to wash the feeling of the carriage ride from her skin. She strode over to the wash basin, scooping the cool water into her hands and splashing it against her face. It felt better than she had thought, and the water held the faint scent of lavender and rose. She couldn’t fight the urge as she plunged her whole face into the bowl, letting the water splash around her as she laughed. 






  
  II



She broke free of the water, gasping for air, blindly clawing at the stone walls in desperation. She struggled to stay above the surface, the wild waters and the sting of the arrow still lodged in her chest threatening to aid in her demise.
Why was she fighting? What was the point? Maybe it was the basic instinct to survive. Maybe a need for revenge, or to spite the world for this cruel turn of events. What was the point of looking for a reason for any of it? Perhaps it was nothing more than chance. The chance that her hand would grasp the ledge of a sewer drain. The chance that it was large enough for her to pull herself out of the water. The chance that it was concealed under a bridge, hidden in the dark to make it more palatable for the nobility. Out of sight, out of mind. She hoped the same could be said for her. But chance could only get her so far. She wouldn’t put her life in the hands of chance. Especially not after the sacrifices that were made to ensure her survival. 
She pressed herself up against the metal bars of the sewer grate, willing herself to become invisible in the darkness. A hiss escaped her lips, the pressure too much for her wound. She looked down at the arrow. A direct hit from a skilled marksman. Skilled, but uneducated. Or simply uninformed. 
Had she been human, the arrow would have hit its target dead on. It would have pierced the heart clean through. But as human as she looked, it did not change what she really was. And she was alive because of it. 
They had known what she was. She could see it in their eyes as they took aim. But people had a funny way of taking things at face value. They see a human, and they hunt you like a human. But with the hatred of hunting a monster. 
The arrow may not have found its mark, but it was still a serious hit. Already, drops of black blood had begun to pool on the stone beneath her. She had to take care of the wound. Sooner rather than later. 
She winced as she grabbed the shaft, making sure she had a proper grip. It would be painful. Screaming was not an option. She took a few, shaking breaths, preparing herself. The sound of approaching voices stopped her. They were headed her way. Darkness was her only ally, and she pressed herself as far into it as she could. 
“Any sign of her?”
“Nah. The river must've carried her off. But my shot was dead on. Her corpse will be stuck on the south grate by morning.”
“I feel sorry for the poor son of a bitch that has to pull that thing out of the water. I hear they change back to their natural form when they die.”
She could hear the faint clatter of metal. A shudder. 
“I say leave it to the mud crawlers. If what they say is true, no living creature should have to look on the true face of a creature like that.”
“Hey! You two!” a third voice called from the distance. “Did you get it?”
“Yes, sir! She’s sleeping with the fishes tonight.”
“Well stop gabbing and get back to the castle. The Redguard took care of the other one.  They'll want our report.”
She clasped her hand over her mouth to hold back the sob. ‘The other one.’  She knew who they referred to. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. But hearing it out loud, their voices full of such disgust… She wanted to scream. Cry out in anguish and pain. She bit her tongue so hard she thought it might bleed. But she was quiet. The tears fell silently, mixing with the blood and mud of the river. 
“Yes, sir!” the Crownsguard called as they retreated, following their superior into the night. 
The rushing of the river rang in her ears.  She strained against it, listening for even the faintest footstep. The pain in her heart fought to eclipse the pain of  her wound. But only one could be resolved in that moment. 
She grasped the shaft of the arrow once more, taking only one breath before she pulled. It tore at her flesh, fighting against her with every inch.  She could taste the blood as she bit into her lip, trying not to cry out. But the tears flowed freely. With one final tug, the arrow came free, inky blood pouring from the open wound. If one was listening carefully, they may have heard a final whimper of agony over the sound of the rushing water below. 






  
  The Royal Family


Lirisi had always loved singing to the trees. Back home, they would sway with the music, dancing in the breeze. Somewhere in her luggage was a little flute that she had brought with her from Gnasentia. The trees back home had always loved it when she played for them, and she had become rather skilled with it over the years. But she had grown tired of rummaging through her bags in an attempt to find the instrument. She was impatient, and wanted to introduce herself to the trees here sooner rather than later. It would be rude to keep them waiting. They were royal trees after all. 
There had seemed to be some sort of disagreement as to where the gardens were amongst the castle staff. She had asked for directions multiple times, and had been sent this way and that until she had almost completely lost her bearings. Eventually, a wonderfully chatty guard explained to her that there were multiple gardens in the enormous palace, and gave her detailed directions to the one he described as his personal favorite. 
And that was where she found herself as she turned the corner, singing a little harvest day song from her village. She beamed as she looked upon the vast greenery. She hadn’t imagined someone could have a garden in the middle of a castle. But  there it was, just below her. And right at eye level, just out of reach, was a beautiful ripened fruit, hanging from the branches of a noble tree. She skipped across the loggia, leaning as far across the balustrades as she dared.
“Hello!” she smiled at the tree. “I’m Lirisi.”
The branches did not move. The leaves rustled faintly, forced by the gentle breeze. She leaned a little further. 
“Your fruit looks delicious.”
Nothing. Not a shake, not a groan. She backed away a little, thinking herself too forward for the shy plant. 
“Don’t be afraid. I’m a friend.” 
“I suppose the trees back home are livelier than these.”
Lirisi jumped. The voice did not come from the tree, but from behind her. Pillus carried a book in one hand, the other resting behind his back. The pages turned by themselves as he walked, freeing him from the burden of such a menial task. He looked at Lirisi, not with pity, but with a sort of understanding. 
“I'm afraid the magic of Gnasentia does not reach the plants here.” he lamented.  “However, we have our own ways of working with magic and nature.”
With a wave of his free hand, the fruit was plucked from the tree. It floated gently to Lirisi, landing in her hands. She looked at it, unable to hide her disappointment. 
“What is it, child?”
“I thought maybe they were just quiet.”
“Homesick already?
“I’ve been homesick since I got in the carriage.”
Pillus chuckled as he started walking. She sensed the unspoken invitation, following along as they strolled beside the garden. 
“I understand. I've lived in Freeden for hundreds of years now, and I still have days when I yearn for home.”
“Where is home for you?”
“Parma.” 
He spoke the name with a certain reverence. It was a name Lirisi recognized. 
“In Bellaguarda?”
“Is that so hard to believe?”
It wasn’t. Bellaguarda was the Empire of the elves. An ancient nation. Infamous for one thing in particular. 
“I thought the elves of Bellagarda still held a grudge against Freeden.”
“They do.” Pillus chuckled. “But I saw opportunities here that they didn't.”
In all honesty, calling it a grudge was putting it mildly. Gnasentia had stayed out of every conflict that had taken place on the continent, but even they knew about the Great War. The war that birthed Freeden thousands of years ago; The elves of Bellaguarda against all those they had tried to conquer. And they had lost. For humans and even dwarves, this happened generations upon generations ago. Ancient history. But to many of the elves, the loss was as recent as the stories told by their grandparents. And the bitterness of their loss remained. 
Lirisi knew bits and pieces of the histories, but she struggled to understand the reason. Killing for land and gold and pride? It made no sense to her. She found herself shaking her head. 
“I don't think I'll ever understand the politics out here. Things are much more simple back home. You're born, you contribute to your community, and at the end of your life you go back to the land. Everyone is taken care of by one another, and while we see each others’ differences, we celebrate them. No Kings, no wars, just community.”
“Yes, the Fae Mother takes good care of her people.” Pillus spoke the name with clear respect. “Sometimes I think she was wise to keep you out of the war.”
Lirisi puffed up with pride as he praised her country’s protector. “She has to be wise. She's a goddess after all.”
“Is that so?”
“Well, I think she is. I've never seen her, but I will someday.”
“Ambitious.” Pillus smiled at her. “A good quality to have around here. Especially if you want to get ahead.”
Lirisi’s mood turned sour at the implication. She couldn’t hide her displeasure. 
“I don't want to get ahead here. I promised I would return to Gnasentia when I turn sixteen.”
“So young? Then again, I do remember reading that your kind reach adulthood faster than most.”
Lirisi stumbled a little as she walked. Her mother had said she couldn’t tell anyone what they were. But she’d also said that a few people would know already. People high up. It was possible that Pillus was one of them. But how could she be sure? She chose her words carefully. 
“So… you know?”
Pillus gave her a kind smile. “It's my job to know. Although, I must say, it's hard to separate fact from fantasy. There are very few books about your species, and fewer that contain the truth. Changelings are rare. Very hard to find. And extremely secretive.”
Changeling. It was a strange relief to hear the word out loud. No dancing around it or trying to hide. She searched his eyes, trying to spot any malice in them. Ill intent. Any hint of disgust that was so frequently apparent when the word was uttered. Instead, she found curiosity. The look of an explorer who had just come across a rare bird. She let herself relax as the words spilled out freely. 
“Mother says it keeps us safe. But we didn't have to hide as much back home.”
“Your mother is correct.” Pillus nodded. “The rest of the world is not as trusting as Gnasentia.”
“You sound just like her.”
“She’s a wise woman. You must do as she says.”
“Are you the only one who knows?” she asked, her curiosity getting the best of her. 
“No. The King knows, of course. It was on his command that your mother was sought out. And General Fireheart is aware, as he must be when it comes to such matters. A select few of the guards who escorted you here were entrusted with the knowledge, and have been sworn to secrecy. But to the rest of Gerrolis, you are as human as they come. Enjoy it.”
Pillus could see the whirlwind of emotions in Lirisi’s eyes. He put a gentle hand on her shoulder, bringing himself to her level as he had done the first time they had met. 
“Don’t waste your time worrying about keeping secrets. Leave that to us. For now, your main concern should be how many guards you have to sneak past to steal pastries from the kitchen. Although, I wouldn’t worry about the guards as much as I would Romer. He is very particular about who he lets near his work.”
He straightened, continuing on his stroll alone. Lirisi felt a new burst of curiosity within her, turning to call after him with a smile. 
“Which way is the kitchen?” 
“It’s not an adventure if I tell you.”
Although she found herself alone again, Lirisi was in a more cheerful mood. She liked Pillus. He wasn’t what she expected at all from an Arch Mage, or an advisor to the King. He was nice. Fun even. She looked down at the fruit, still in her hand, and took a bite. Magical. 
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad living in Gerrolis . Different didn’t always mean bad. It was only for five  years. She could do this for five  years. All she needed to do was find some peace and-
A crash echoed from down the hall, interrupting her thought. A crash in a place like this meant trouble. And trouble, for Lirisi, meant adventure. Who was she to pass up an adventure? She took one last bite  of the fruit before dropping it and running down the hall towards the commotion. It didn’t take long for her to find the source of the trouble. 
She poked her head around a corner to see a familiar mop of golden hair peeking out from behind a tapestry. The boy looked up and down the hall before emerging, a slingshot in one hand, and a small bag of what sounded like marbles in the other. There was a sense of panic in his movements as he jumped out, frantically kicking something under a table. Lirisi stepped out into the hall to get a closer look, although she could guess what it was by the chime of ceramic shards as they were recklessly pushed across each other. Sure enough, a broken vase lay in pieces next to the hallway carpet, and the boy was trying desperately to hide the evidence of his mistake. 
It was quite a scene. Comedic even. The giggle escaped before she could even think about it, and the boy’s head snapped up to look at her. The ringlets of hair falling into his eyes only made the image more hilarious. Apparently he found the situation to be far less humorous. He scowled at her, straightening his doublet. 
“You!” he shouted, pointing a demanding finger at her. “Clean this up!”
Lirisi crossed her arms with a smirk. If there was one thing she didn’t like, it was being bossed around. And she certainly wouldn’t be ordered about by some spoiled palace brat.
“Why would I do that?” She felt herself slip into her gnasentian accent, hoping it would throw him off. It seemed to do the trick, as he was certainly taken aback. 
“B-Because I commanded you to.” he spoke, attempting to regain control of the situation. But  his tone was far from commanding. 
Lisiri raised her eyebrows. “And what exactly makes your command so special?”
“I am Vasseur the fourth, Crown Prince of Freeden!” he sang with pride, chest puffed and head held high. “You are my subject! You will do as I say!”
He gazed upon Lirisi with a smug smile, assuming his declaration would ensure his victory. But she simply shrugged. 
“Your title means nothing to me.” she stated, matter-of-factly. “I'm not freedish, so I'm not your subject.”
Clearly, the Prince was not accustomed to this kind of reaction. Lirisi was reminded of a goldfish, his mouth hanging open as his eyes bulged. She watched his face turn red as he stammered, looking for the words to best his opponent.
“Well… you’re in my country now, and you will bow to me!”
“I thought this was King Vasseur’s country.”
“Well- Yes, but-”
“I am still learning your politics, I admit. But wouldn't claiming the country as yours when it belongs to the King be considered treason?”
“I- You- I am his son! What’s his is mine!”
“So you won't get in trouble if I tell someone that you broke your own vase?”
Messing with him was almost too easy. He choked and sputtered, searching desperately for a retort and coming up with nothing. 
“Vass! What did you do?!”
They both turned to look for the source of the familiar voice. Sure enough, the pretty girl with the golden hair from earlier came jogging towards them, taking in the mess. Vass crossed his arms as she approached. 
“How do you know it was me?”
“It’s always you.” she scolded before turning to Lirisi. “I must apologize for my brother’s behavior. Has he been bothering you?”
Her eyes were kind, and she spoke to Lirisi gently. Unlike the tone she used for her younger brother who was still rolling his eyes at her. Lirisi smiled, decidedly enjoying her presence. 
“Not at all. He's been educating me on the intricacies of your country's politics.”
The girl caught the foreign accent in Lirisi’s voice immediately, her eyes lighting up with curiosity. 
“I take it you’re not from around here.”
“Clearly not.” Vass huffed. “She has no respect for the royal status!”
“Where I’m from, respect goes both ways.” 
The girl snickered, clearly entertained by the scowl on her brother’s face. She put an arm gently through Lirisi’s walking with her down the hall as Vass followed with a curious pout. 
“Well, I for one am more than happy to have you here. There are far too many men around the castle for my taste. My name is Liza. What's yours?”
“Lirisi.”
“How long will you be staying in the palace, Lirisi?”
“I'm not sure.” she confessed. “Pillus said it was temporary until our house is done, so I suppose until then.”
“Your mother must be the new official father has been talking about. Or rather, not talking about.” 
Liza winked at Lirisi, clearly knowledgeable about the goings on in the palace. At least to a point. Pillus had not mentioned the Prince and Princess in the list of those who knew her true nature. She decided to omit that fact from their conversation for the time being. 
“She hasn't told me anything about her job. Just that it was ‘a wonderful opportunity,’ whatever that means.”
“Working for the Crown is the highest honor one can have.” Vass chimed in from behind.
“Giving back to your community is far greater than any hierarchy created by man.”
She quoted the wise words of her Uncle Iriick, channeling his pride in her voice. And it worked. The look on the Prince’s face briefly reminded her of another quote from her Uncle about kicking an opponent while they're down, but she quickly pushed the thought aside. Liza looked at her walking companion with bewildered curiosity. 
“Where are you from, Lirisi.” 
“Gnasentia.”
“Gnasentia?!” Vass nearly choked in surprise.
A new commotion down the hall interrupted their conversation. 
“Who broke this?!” The voice echoed from behind them. Vass went pale.
“Uh oh.” 
“Run!”
Liza grabbed Lirisi by the hand, and the three tore off down the hall together. Lirisi knew she had no reason
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