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CHAPTER 1

Fin

The loyal citizens of the kingdom of Daxaria described their homeland as a lovable mess. The enemy kingdom Troivack, lying beyond the Alcide Sea, preferred to refer to the continent as a “mess of fools.” This was in large part due to the tangle of nonsensical roads and villages smattered across its grassy fields, which seemed to spring up with the same amount of forethought a sheep would give to cartwheels. However, despite the majority of the land existing in geographical nonsense, Daxaria’s four cities lay sensibly along the north, east, west, and south borders.

The reigning King and Queen of Daxaria primarily resided just west of the well-protected northern city of Austice. The couple had earned adoration and respect from their citizens during their near fifteen-year rule.

It was on a particularly lovely, sunny early spring day that the King of Daxaria was meeting with his advisors regarding the rumors of an attack coming from Troivack. He was entirely unaware that the first of his new employees for the castle had arrived.

A wooden cart clacked its way to the edge of the kitchen gardens. The short, hairy driver stumbled down out of his seat with a less than pleased grunt. He then immediately began chucking the soft sacks his passenger had stowed aboard down onto the emerald-green grass.

“I will unload them myself,” the passenger, a tall young man, called out as he leapt nimbly from the back of the cart and caught one of the sacks before it hit the grass.

“Make it quick then. What kind of freak brings a broom when traveling?” The driver hiked up his stained tan trousers and leaned against his aging donkey impatiently.

“You don’t happen to live in the castle, do you?” the young man queried.

The driver squinted against the high sun as he tried to glimpse the stranger’s face, scowling.

“Do I look like I live in this hoity-toity mass o’ stones?”

“I’ve had enough unpleasant surprises in my life. I didn’t want another one,” the passenger muttered aloud, more to himself than the driver, as he retrieved the last of his bags.

“Now see here, you—!” The infuriated retort was cut off as a plump maid in a white apron and cream wool dress came rushing down the garden path, interrupting the exchange.

“Are you Finlay Ashowan, the new cook?” she called out, slightly out of breath as she wiped her hands on her apron and squinted against the sun to try and glimpse the newcomer’s face.

“Call me Fin, and yes, I am. You are Head of Housekeeping, I presume?”

“By the Gods you sound young! Yes, I am Ruby.”

The new cook hoisted three of his bags over his shoulders and hefted the fourth in his right hand with the broom easily. There were still a couple sacks lying on the ground, but he didn’t seem concerned about them as he addressed the driver over his shoulder.

“Goodbye, Kip. May we never have to speak again.”

“You weird lookin’ bastard, I hope you shit bricks!” came Kip’s angry response at the fellow’s back.

Fin’s response was the middle finger of the hand carrying three bags, raised straight in the air.

Another slew of obscenities left the driver’s mouth as his former passenger disappeared amongst the muddy vegetable and herb garden patches, where only a few shoots of green had broken through the surface.

When Fin stepped across the threshold into the castle kitchens, it took his eyes a few minutes to adjust to the darkness and discern the chaos that met him.

People were all talking over one another, and everyone seemed to be performing tasks out of sync with the other occupants of the room.

There were two maids in rose-colored wool dresses and pale blue aprons filling a bucket of water with vegetables, clutching paring knives and gossiping amongst themselves. A group of knights were huddled around a long wooden table nearly half a foot taller than a dining table located in front of the hearth. All of them were simultaneously heckling the young woman, who trembled as she tried to peel the pile of ruby red apples in front of her.

The squires of the knights were playing catch with what looked like a potato, laughing and chattering amongst themselves.

A trio of elderly maids clucked to each other as they piled sacks of flour against the only wall, where a large round window lit the sizable stone room. The window illuminated long wooden beams stretching across the stone arched ceiling, as well as the faces of the odd group of people. Not that the details of these faces bore any meaning to the newcomer.

It was then that Fin laid eyes on the only still person amongst the commotion.

A woman wearing a purple sheath gown stared at him from the corner beside an arched door he assumed led to a castle corridor. Her thick black hair was half pulled back, with the rest left to softly fall behind her shoulders. Her equally dark eyes were fixed on him as the twisted gold of her studded earrings caught the pale spring light. She was giving him a small smile, and had a single eyebrow raised as she studied him with undisguised interest. Her expression indicated she was caught between amusement and judgment.

Dropping his bags to the floor and folding his arms across his chest, the new cook looked down at the Head of Housekeeping. She turned and blinked in surprise at the man in front of her, as her eyes had also adjusted to the dimmer lighting.

“I thought you sounded young!” she gasped slightly as she finally saw the man’s features.

Her exclamation effectively silenced the room, and every eye swiveled to stare at the new arrival.

He had bright red hair only a few inches long, half swept to the side. His slanted, bright blue eyes, flecked with gold, surveyed everyone levelly before he began tapping his index finger on the faint freckles on his forearm.

He was tall, lithe, and not even thirty years of age.

“There has to be a mistake, you couldn’t possibly be—” Ruby started, clearly flustered that the cook for the King of Daxaria could be so young and … pretty.

“I will show you the letter signed and sealed by your former cook. Then I want everyone but the Head of Housekeeping out of my kitchen.” The words were ground out as though he were fighting the urge to shout.

This tone resulted in everyone gaping at him with a mixture of awe and humor.

With a grunt, he reached into the sack in his right hand and pulled out a scroll.

“Now see here, young man, you cannot order around my staff, or the knights, for Gods’ sake—”

He wielded the scroll in Ruby’s face and waited as she spluttered to a stop and snatched it from him.

She unfurled it in angry silence, her mouth moving as she read. Her face paled as she perused the former cook’s positive reference on behalf of the young man, and adamant declaration of his hire.

She rolled the scroll closed again and cleared her throat awkwardly.

“My lady, and sirs, this is Finlay Ashowan, our new Royal Cook.” Ruby turned, and curtsied to the woman sitting near the window, then to the knights.

“Welcome, cook. Let’s see what you can do about the piss-poor ale here, hm?” The largest of the knights stood up, his barrel chest donned in plate armor. As he tilted back his mug, ale trickled down into his black and white beard.

The young maid who was still trembling at the table stood to his left, and she visibly shrunk away from him as he stood.

Fin frowned but bowed his head, first to the mysterious lady in purple, then to the knights.

“If you could all leave the kitchen, I need to confer with the Head of Housekeeping to begin preparing His Majesty’s meals,” he remarked tersely, eyeing the knight. “You there.” He pointed at the maid, who was about to slice her finger open while peeling the apples. “Please go out to the garden and fetch me peppermint, sage, and chamomile.”

The maid dropped the knife and apple with a clatter and scurried as quickly as possible around the table. She flew past the new cook, and out the open door behind him, without a second glance.

There were no plants past sprouts this early in the season, but no one thought to point that out.

The knights all laughed and teased one another about the maid’s obvious distress as they paraded out of the kitchen with their squires, thanks to the lack of their “toy.” The maids also began to leave, casting uncertain glances toward the Head of Housekeeping and whispering hurriedly amongst themselves.

The lady was the last to stand, and once it was only herself, Fin, and Ruby in the room, she floated over to him.

He was surprised to see that though she had been introduced as a lady, she didn’t wear a scrap of finery other than her earrings. Her olive toned skin was smooth and flawless, her dark eyes intense, her smile mystifying, and she was beginning to prick Fin’s already sensitive nerves.

As a result, he only remembered to bow when she stood nearly toe-to-toe with him.

“I am Viscountess Annika Jenoure. I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” she explained, giving a regal nod of her head.

Fin said nothing, and was wondering why she was still hanging around, when she suddenly smiled brilliantly up at him. Instead of becoming dazed, as most men did when faced with her beauty, Fin frowned.

“Have I said something to upset you?” she asked lightly, her eyes sweeping over the coppery red of his hair.

“No. Not to be rude, my lady, but I need to begin immediately if the king is to have a proper dinner this evening.”

The lady’s face became momentarily shuttered before she smiled in a far more restrained manner and gave a small nod before turning and leaving.

Once her footsteps had faded from earshot, Ruby rounded on him. “What on earth is wrong with you?!” she demanded noisily, right as the young maid burst in through the door behind Fin. He didn’t move, despite the noise, and continued to stare down at the Head of Housekeeping with narrowed eyes.

“Cook, I’ve retrieved the herbs for you—though they were from some sacks on the back lawn!” the maid gasped, her long blond hair falling over her shoulders.

“Good. Please take the peppermint and chamomile and brew a pot of tea. We will now begin discussing the king’s dietary preferences, and the numbers of nobility and staff within the castle.”

The two women glanced at each other before turning to stare at him. “W-what of the sage you asked for?” the young maid asked tentatively.

“I will take care of that later.” Finally uncrossing his arms, he gestured to the cluttered cooking table. Both women wordlessly drew around the surface, despite having thousands of questions and thoughts.

An hour after the conclusion of the castle staff meeting, the Head of Housekeeping, Ruby, had rushed off to greet three new footmen and one new handmaiden for the queen, all of whom had arrived nearly an hour after Fin.

The young maid that had sat in on the new cook’s instruction was Fin’s first recruit, named Hannah. She was sent to polish the goblets for dinner and did so with a small skip in her step, thanks to her workspace being cleared of certain knights.

Fin was in a decent mood himself. After arguing for nearly half an hour, he had won the debate on how many servants he would require as aides. Cooking for the two hundred staff members and one hundred royals that lived in the castle, he required no more than four, yet had conceded to five when he began growing tired of hearing Ruby’s dubious exclamations.

Fin would not, however, back down when it came to who was allowed in his kitchen, or how he would pick his aides. Hannah would be one, that had already been decided, and he would pick the rest by the end of the week.

The dinner for that evening had been nearly completed upon his arrival, and so he declared that he alone would complete the meal. Ruby had left, muttering a slew of grievances and the occasional curse word. Hannah had followed nervously behind her, shooting the new cook apologetic looks.

Fin began lifting pot lids and checking pans to stare at the food already on its way to completion, and he wrinkled his nose in dissatisfaction. Turning to stare at the now empty haphazard kitchen, he sighed.

There was a lot of work to do.

“Best get going. The coast is clear!” He directed the order toward his bags. With a shudder, the broom suddenly rose straight up, and began sweeping up the dirt that had been trekked in by the numerous people only an hour earlier.

Fin turned to the open kitchen door and shut it firmly. Should anyone touch its surface, all magic would cease in the room. He commanded this of the door with a small poke of his finger on its wrought iron handle.

When he turned back to the disorganized and grubby kitchen, he placed his hands on his hips and grit his teeth. He hadn’t anticipated this level of inefficiency.

With a snap of his fingers, every knife in the room sprang to attention, and began peeling the abandoned pile of apples with inhuman speed. Fin strode over to his bags and pulled out an armful of carefully wrapped dried herbs.

He placed most of them on the ledge that ran along the entire kitchen, where some cooking bowls and plates resided. These stacked dishes hurriedly rose into the air and clattered off to the shelves down below their previous resting place. They did so of their own volition, after a stern eyebrow raise from Fin.

He laid out the remainder of the herbs, selected two of them, and then turned to a cast iron pot that held a bubbling mystery stew. After giving another disgusted sniff, Fin wielded a wooden spoon. Giving the abomination a few perfectly timed stirs, he turned his attention to the window, and gave his head a firm shake. He should’ve charmed that when he had done the door. Why was he being so forgetful of his precautions?

With another small prod against the cool glass, Fin commanded it to darken should anyone try to peer in while magic thrived in its presence.

He nodded in satisfaction and turned back to the kitchen that was rapidly gaining the order he preferred. Two ends of the red thread tying together the broom’s bristles had snaked upward into the air as though it had sprouted arms, then wrapped around the bags that had remained on the floor and moved them to the corner of the room before setting itself upon a new task.

Soon there wasn’t a single item out of place, and the most wondrous smells began filling the kitchen as Fin began creating more and more dishes. Despite the sky darkening outside, the kitchen began to look cozy and welcoming, with the fire well stoked and the food nearing completion.

With a flourish of his wrist, Fin sprinkled the last garnish of chives over the soup, and just as he had anticipated, the first of the serving staff entered the kitchen.

However, the sight that befuddled them wasn’t floating dishware, or self-sufficient brooms whisking about on their own. It was the transformed kitchen that had become so unrecognizable that for a moment they all believed they had entered a different building entirely.

Instead of the lovable mess of permanent stains on the floors and tables with mystery smells hanging in clouds of smoke, the staff walked into a clean kitchen. The room had an inviting warmth that could only be compared to the feeling one got when walking into the arms of a loved one. The sight and feeling alone was baffling, but then came the most mouth-watering aromas any of them had ever smelled before.

Each person stopped in turn upon the threshold. They were all dazed for a moment as the waves of comfort washed over them soothingly, lulling them immediately into a relaxed state.

The overwhelming knowledge that they were home settled over them, and there were several moments of prolonged silence before Fin broke the spell.

With a clap of his hands, he drew every eye to his crisp clean white tunic and glittering eyes.

“Let us begin with the first course, shall we?”




CHAPTER 2

Mandatory Helpers

King Norman of Daxaria rubbed his temples wearily as the last of his vassals exited the counsel room, leaving him feeling older and more deflated than ever before. His eyes were closed against the headache that pulsed against his skull, and he was on the verge of falling asleep in his chair, when the unmistakable knock of his Head of Housekeeping broke through the silence.

“Enter, Ruby,” he called slowly, drawing himself up slightly straighter.

The stout woman was brisk and forthcoming with her thoughts and feelings to a fault. She was also the best at organizing the rest of the staff, which in turn helped the castle run far more efficiently than it had before. It may have been as chaotic and haphazard as the rest of the continent, but things at least got done.

Ruby dropped into a deep curtsy, then straightened hastily with her hands already gripped together—a sign that something was on her mind.

“Did the new staff settle in well?” he asked, making an educated guess at what was troubling her.

“The footmen are young scamps, but Devon will sort them out in no time. The new handmaiden is a klutz, but that is due to her awkward feet still growing,” she explained in a single breath. The woman hesitated all too suddenly at the end of the list.

“How is the cook?” The king stifled a yawn. He sincerely hoped the new fellow hadn’t done something foolish like set the kitchen on fire.

“He acts as though he owns the place!” Ruby blurted as her round cheeks deepened in color. Norman’s eyes snapped open, and a small, amused smile touched his lips.

“Please explain, Ruby,” he asked quietly after a moment, clearly not taking too much heed of her agitation. While effective in managing the staff, the woman often had very rigid ideas on how things were to be done. It would not be the first time she butted heads with someone …

“Well, first of all, he seemed to be on bad terms with the driver that took him here. Which should’ve been my first sign that he was going to be an issue! Then he crosses the threshold to the kitchen and tells everyone save for myself and a lowly maid to get out! Sirs Taylor, Lewis, and Andrews were present, as was Lady Jenoure. He barely even acknowledged them before dismissing them! He refuses more than five helpers and insists that he picks them regardless of their previous positions. He also wants to limit who comes and goes through ‘his’ kitchen.”

By the time Ruby was finished with her summary she was even more worked up and clearly fighting the urge to pace in anger over her new colleague.

King Norman rested his head in the three fingers of his hand as his elbow rested on the armrest of his chair. “Is there more?” His voice was calm, but he was paying closer attention. The familiar shine in his hazel eyes reappeared as his mind began to clear away the fog of exhaustion.

“He asked about your dietary restrictions, then asked many more strange questions about yourself, the queen, the young prince and—”

“What kind of questions?” The voice that came from Norman was no longer casual or complacent. Instead, there was the commanding bite in his tone of someone with a good deal of sense and power.

Ruby balked at hearing the change in her ruler and took a shaky step back.

“He asked about what your favorite foods were, then asked about the wine and ale you drank. He wanted to know when you drank it, how you slept, what time you rose, and more questions I didn’t want to answer but he—”

The king stood up forcefully. The mustard yellow silk coat buttoned to his throat straightened over his average frame, but the point of his beard exuded a stately aura.

He was about to speak again, when there was a soft knock on the door.

Too consumed with the conclusions he was drawing about his new cook, he didn’t realize he had allowed entry to the individual behind it. The door opened to reveal none other than Lady Annika Jenoure—who was exactly the person he had been about to summon.

“You are excused, Ruby.” The king didn’t shift his gaze from Annika. The lady remained as calm and cool as always. She wore a dinner gown of deep navy blue with silver thread lining the V-shaped neckline. Sapphires that matched her dress dripped around her neck. She was a vision of dark beauty, and she smiled warmly at Ruby, who passed by her, still red in the face from her rant.

As soon as the door closed, Annika turned to the king with a serious expression.

“I have been hearing concerning things about the new cook,” he started immediately, his voice low and his shoulders straight.

“He isn’t a spy.” Annika stated indifferently. She was unmoved by the urgency in the ruler before her.

The king’s surprise was obvious.

“No one that looks like he does would have survived in Troivack. Even if he were a mage,” she explained with a small shrug of her shoulders.

“I have enemies from this continent too, as well you know,” King Norman gravely reminded her as he stepped out from behind the long rectangular meeting table and took measured steps toward her.

“None of them would bother having someone forge the recommendation of former cook Luca to gain access here. They would’ve sent in someone in the lower ranks, such as a maid or page, and they wouldn’t have drawn so much … attention to themselves upon their arrival.” Annika folded her hands in front of her and met the king’s shining stare directly.

The king’s expression morphed to one of wonder and bewilderment. “He truly looks and acts so strangely?”

“The new cook is incredibly fine featured for a man. Though somehow … elegant. Not at all like one of the round-bellied, red-faced cooks that we are all used to.” At this, Annika gave a small laugh.

“Fine, fine. However, I will have my mage take a look at him to be safe. At least we don’t have to worry about eating his own food until tomorrow evening—”

“Actually, Your Majesty, he took over the minute he walked in the door. You will be trying his food in the next few minutes, unless I am mistaken about the dining hour.” She smiled prettily as the king sighed, and slumped, his posture defeated.

A knock rapped on the door for the third time that evening, and Annika hastily but gracefully gathered her skirts in her hands. She dipped herself down to the floor in a deep curtsy as the king summoned in a serving boy.

“Yes, Lady Annika, I will see that your horse is prepared for a ride tomorrow morning. The queen will sadly have to forgo the delight of your company as she is currently feeling under the weather.”

Annika thanked the king and rose back to her feet. She shot the serving boy a wink that nearly had him spilling the contents of the small bowl he was holding.

“My king, the new cook has sent this broth to you to consume before the meal, along with this glass of spiced milk.”

The king masked his expression, and while casting a sideways glance at the tray, asked, “Did my tasters try this first?”

“Yes, Your Majesty, both of them. They said the milk tasted terrible, but he informed them that it was medicinal. The broth they said tastes unlike anything they have had before, but that it was delicious.” The serving boy couldn’t have been more than sixteen years of age and wore his footman uniform of burgundy cap and matching vest proudly. The obvious meticulous care of the items stated the fact.

The king resigned himself to an early grave as the boy waited for him to consume the food.

The milk tasted terrible, as he had been warned, but his tasters had not been sugarcoating their review of the broth. It was unlike anything he had ever tasted before in his life. It was delicious, but it was more than that. It was somehow … deeply satisfying. It was as though there were parts of his stomach that had never really been sated before that moment.

As the king watched the young man clear away the dishes mere minutes later, he began to look forward to his next meal with far more curiosity and interest than he had before.

Fin continued rolling out dough across the large cooking table, the faint light of dawn gently smudging itself across the kitchen through the large round window.

Ruby stood towering over the table, her fists clenched at her sides. She looked as though she were about to explode at any moment as the vein in her right temple pulsed, and her clear blue eyes flashed brightly against her red face.

“Why did you rearrange the kitchen and demand ten buckets of water to be brought in?” Her voice rasped in her effort to contain her ire.

“Every dish, cloth, pot, pan, piece of cutlery—everything—is going to be washed with the soap I put in those pails. The kitchen is rearranged to its maximum efficiency for me. How is any of that your concern?” he asked calmly as he dribbled melted butter over the flat rectangle of dough.

“WHY?! BECAUSE I AM THE HEAD OF HOUSEKEEPING, THAT’S BLOODY WHY!” she screeched, pounding her palms against the table.

Unperturbed, Fin spread out a thick cream over the rectangle of dough, and then deftly began slicing strawberries over the surface.

“I need to know where everything is if I am to have meals prepared on time. I am doing the majority of cooking from sunup to sundown, and it is better if I can move as quickly as possible. Do you see the sense in this?” he explained tonelessly. He then slipped his fingertips under the edge of the dough and began rolling it over the cream and berries until it formed a thick log.

There was a moment of silence when Fin briefly wondered if the woman had had a stroke from rage, as his eyes were glued to his work.

When he eventually spared her a glance, his eyes widened briefly at the deranged look in the Head of Housekeeping’s expression.

He waited patiently for her reply.

“I … can see … what you mean. Though,” she spat, the explosion barely contained. “If you allowed more staff to help you, you wouldn’t need to rearrange the kitchen.”

“What a waste of workers. You now have extra help in the castle due to my reorganizing the kitchen. You are most welcome.” Fin drew out a long knife and in a blur of movement, had sliced the entire log and turned each slice on its side to reveal the pretty spirals.

He lifted his gaze back to Ruby’s, who was momentarily stunned at the speed of which he had executed the move.

“So who will be washing your hundreds of dishware, pots, and pans?” she demanded acidly after she regained her composure.

“Well, the five helpers you insisted I have shouldn’t be completely bored this morning, I think,” Fin supplied as he set the spirals on a thin pan and drizzled the last of the butter over them. He then turned and placed them in the great oven above the hearth.

As he did so, he pulled out a skillet from the oven that held what looked like a golden pie of egg, with some leafy green vegetable mixed in it. He seasoned it with a strange, rust-colored spice and cut the circle precisely into eight even slices.

He then poured a steaming cup of tea and placed two slices of the egg pie concoction on separate plates. He handed one to Ruby and placed the cup of tea in front of her.

“Eat. Drink. Then please allow me to view your staff so that I can select my mandatory five helpers.” The request sounded more like an order, and were Ruby not staring confused at the food in front of her, she would’ve remembered she was angry with him.

“What is this?” she asked as she slowly took the fork he was offering her.

Fin rubbed his right hand over his face, and wearily leaned his elbows down onto the table. He hoped he wouldn’t have to battle the woman every morning. She was more wearisome than his mother, or at the very least, just as much.

“It’s good food. Enjoy,” he ordered again as he himself began eating and sipping from a cup of black liquid.

After a few bites of food and downing half of her cup of tea, Ruby finally spoke again, this time her voice far quieter.

“What are those spirals for?”

“Teatime.”

“You haven’t prepared breakfast?!” Ruby straightened immediately in alarm.

“I will. Breakfast takes me an hour to make for everyone. Meat and fruit are easy. Speaking of which …” He walked over to a sack leaning against the wall under the window and returned carrying two pears.

Ruby sighed as she watched him cut both pieces of fruit in less than a minute.

“How did you become so talented at such a young age?” she asked half to herself, as the young man fanned the pear slices artfully on her half-empty plate.

Fin raised an eyebrow, surprised. It wasn’t a question he was used to getting. Or lying about, for that matter …

“My mother informed me I just always had this skill. A few lessons helped me fine tune some recipes and techniques, but mostly I am self-taught.” He drank deeply from his cup.

“What are you drinking?” Ruby queried as she drained the last of her tea.

“Something you shouldn’t ever have,” he muttered so that she couldn’t hear while he finished the drink.

“Pardon me?”

“A special medicine for … for my heart,” he lied lamely, not having the energy to be more convincing.

He was not one for early morning conversations before his second cup of coffee.

“Now, Ruby, if you could from now on please refrain from interrupting me in the mornings, I will be able to prepare the meals without delay.”

The Head of Housekeeping frowned darkly. “Do you not care for any company?”

“I like being alone.”

Fin cleared both their dishes over to the buckets and dropped the plates in. He pointedly ignored the tsking sounds his visitor was making.

“Shall we go look at the staff now?”

“What about preparing breakfast?” she demanded, bewildered.

“I will be able to prepare breakfast after selecting the staff. The royals won’t be up for at least three more hours,” he added as he headed to the door and opened it, then gestured for Ruby to exit.

The Head of Housekeeping shook her head as she strolled over him. “You are the strangest man I have ever met.”

“I’d rather be the strangest than the worst.”

“You might be that too.”

In front of Fin, in the servants’ dining hall, stood four long rows of maids and footmen. Many of them still had sleep crusted in their eyes, while others were barely stifling yawns.

None of that bothered Fin, though.

“Everyone, I want your hands out, palms down,” he ordered, his voice ringing out clearly.

The entire staff shared puzzled expressions as they all obeyed and ogled the striking new cook that everyone had heard about.

He perused each set of hands carefully, and occasionally then studied the rest of the person.

When he reached the end of the final line, he began walking back through them. He proceeded to point and beckon three women (one of them being Hannah from the day before) to follow him, and two men.

“Wait a moment! You cannot take Claire! She is one of the best seamstresses in the entire castle!” Ruby grabbed the woman’s arm and jerked her back sharply.

“Then I will make do with these four.” Fin shrugged and turned to exit the servant’s dining hall. It was a short passage that would take him a few feet down to the end of the hallway, where the kitchen door stood on the righthand side.

“You chose her on purpose!” Ruby snapped, crossing her arms over her chest, ready to once again square off with him.

“Of course I did. You saw me point at her face.”

“No! You knew I would never part with her and wanted me to put up with you having only four helpers!”

Fin had finally had enough resistance for one morning. He turned and walked with his hands clasped behind his back, until he was directly over Ruby staring down at her. “I chose the people with the cleanest fingernails, and who appeared to bathe regularly. I do not know who they are, or what their duties have been before. If you continue to make demands that make no sense, then throw a fit when I compromise, I will walk out of the castle before lunch. I do not tell you how to run the staff unless it affects my work. I know how to run my kitchen, just like you know your own job.”

Ruby’s breathing was coming out in small gasps, but she didn’t say another word. Satisfied, Fin turned back around and led out the five servants.

“Claire will only work for you part-time! She will continue being the queen’s aid during her hours of—”

“Great!” Fin shouted back swiftly, too irked to turn around.

From outside the hall, leaning back in the shadows, stood Lady Annika Jenoure. She listened to the entire scene with growing interest. Her arms were folded across her chest, her ankles crossed, and a small smile grew on her face.

That is quite the arrogant ass.




CHAPTER 3

Causing a Fuss

Annika threw open the kitchen door, and smiled brightly, fully prepared to greet the five overworked servants that Finlay Ashowan had selected, only to find that the room was completely empty, save for the man himself. He threw a casual glance at her with a small nod of his head, instead of the customary bow, before turning back to what he was working on. His white tunic sleeves were rolled up, and he was in the process of tossing a salad of what looked to be green beans, peppers, and cheese.

“Where are your aides?” Annika questioned as she strolled to the front of the cooking table and placed her riding crop down along with her gloves.

She wore a rust-colored vest with matching trousers, and a snowy white ruffled lace cravat at her throat. She had her hair piled high atop her head, with the only piece of finery being an emerald brooch at her throat that glimmered darkly. Lady Jenoure was well aware of the smart figure she cut in it and raised an expectant eyebrow as she squared off in front of the cook.

“Outside washing dishes and cutlery,” he answered, tightly glaring at the riding crop and gloves she had just placed down on his worktable. He remained oblivious to her charms, much to her chagrin.

“Why aren’t they inside washing them?”

“Because the dishware will dry faster outside, and the staff will stay out of my way.”

The lady laughed. Normally the sound of her laugh made men stop in delight and awe at its enchanting notes, but Fin only shot her a sardonic glance as he set the salad aside, then picked up a black loaf of bread, which he sliced in a blur.

“Wow, you really do move quickly.”

“When I’m not interrupted,” he uttered tersely under his breath.

Annika folded her arms over her chest and jutted her hip out.

“You have no fear of reprimand for speaking so rudely to a member of nobility?”

Fin clapped his hands together as he dusted his floured hands off, not caring that the cloud drifted onto Annika’s impeccable riding gear. He then placed his hands on his hips and gazed at her levelly.

“You won’t do anything to me until you get what you want.” He didn’t shy away from her gaze, or show any sign of intimidation, which drew an incensed laugh from her.

“What could I possibly want from you?” Her eyes were bright, and Fin couldn’t help but feel a small twinge in his chest when the spark appeared in their dark depths.

“Whatever it is, you’ve wanted it from me since you first smiled at me yesterday,” he answered evenly.

“I smile at everyone.”

“No. You were trying to be affable to me for no obvious reason.”

“The word ‘affable’ is quite complex for a lowly cook.”

“Would you like me to use shorter words for you?”

“Perhaps I was trying to appear friendly to a newcomer when I smiled,” Annika fired back, ignoring his earlier insult.

“When someone doesn’t smile with their eyes, it’s because they want something, and or are hiding something.” Fin leaned his head forward during his explanation and waited.

“You think I’m hiding something?” the viscountess demanded, her volume rising rapidly.

“… Or you want something, or both, really. You keep avoiding saying what it is, and I really do not have time to wait around for you to get to it.” Fin continued staring and waiting in silence, as the lady gawked at him, trying to form words.

“I could have you rot in a cell for the rest of your life for the way you’ve just spoken to me,” she pointed out, sounding somehow both impressed and appalled.

“Something tells me it’d take a lot more than a few words from a ‘lowly cook’ to really bother you.”

Fin turned around, poured a cup of tea, then handed it to her.

“What is this?”

“A special tea too many people in this bloody castle need to drink.”

“Why?”

“It’s a Godsdamn sedative.”

“I … beg your pardon?” Annika managed, stunned.

“Peppermint and chamomile. Same ingredients used in a relaxing tea one commonly consumes before bed. Once the lavender comes in this year it will round out the flavor—good Gods, did you think I meant I was poisoning people?!” Fin demanded, looking disturbed and exasperated.

“No one you’ve met so far would be surprised,” she snapped back defensively, slamming the cup down onto the table.

Fin didn’t say anything to that, and instead waited a moment of silence before asking again, “So are you going to tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“For the love of— What do you want from me?” While he didn’t raise his voice, he didn’t hide his impatience in the least.

“I don’t think I will! I think I will just take what I want.” Turning on her heel, Annika gracefully strode toward the door.

Then, she did something she had never done before.

She glanced over her shoulder to see the effect her words had had on him.

It was a great surprise and annoyance to her to find that he had resumed preparing the meal as though there hadn’t been any interruption at all.

The king stroked his queen’s hair lovingly as they sat in the slightly chilly early spring evening, watching their son rush about the gardens trying to catch fireflies.

“The roses in the maze will be spectacular this year,” she said, looking at the plump blooms at the hedge to their backs.

“It seems so, love. Surprising, given the cold spring we’ve been having,” the king murmured into her hair. “How have you been feeling?”

The question hung in tense silence for a moment before the queen answered.

“I … I don’t like getting our hopes up, Norman. We haven’t had a successful pregnancy since Eric.”

“That isn’t what I asked, though,” Norman pointed out, gently taking her white hand with its long artistic fingers into his own.

“I don’t want to disappoint you, I—”

Norman kissed her lips, silencing the choked words coming from his wife.

“Ainsley, you haven’t disappointed me a day in your life. Having Eric nearly killed you, and if we are only meant to have one handsome—albeit spoilt—child, then so be it.”

The tears welled in the queen’s eyes as she bent over her lap and broke down weeping.

“I want—” she started, then hiccupped. “I want to admit I’m feeling good. But I’m scared. I’m scared that I’ll be wrong again.”

The king pulled her into his chest and continued stroking her gray-streaked hair without speaking. He simply allowed his pregnant wife to sob out her fear, while holding his own hammering terror away.

He didn’t want to lose her.

Ever.

“You know.” The king pulled away, forcing the strong emotions back down. “The new cook has all the maids attentive in … womanly ways I’m told.”

She laughed; her sharp bark of a joy never failed to make him smile.

“He’s handsome? Or is it that he has a sonorous voice, like Lord Martin’s?” she asked leaning her head on his shoulder.

“I cannot say I have laid eyes on him, but shall I arrange a formal introduction so we can see what all the fuss is about?”

She chortled, her watery eyes bright with fun, and the king’s heart nearly exploded.

“You are far too busy for that frivolity,” she managed as she wiped the last of her tears from her face.

“I might make an exception for this, as he has caused quite a stir. Ruby is beside herself, and even Lady Annika—I do not think I have ever seen that woman look so perturbed, but lo’ and behold, I caught sight of her on her way back from her ride—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt you, my love, but speaking of Annika’s ride, did she meet with him?” The queen impatiently distracted the king from the lighter topic.

“No. He wasn’t able to meet her this time. Besides, I do not want her far from your side until I am more confident about the new staff additions. We cannot be too careful with these rumors circulating.”

The queen nodded solemnly, then turned the topic back to the subject of the peculiar new staff member.

“So this cook managed to even rattle the unflappable Lady Annika Jenoure?”

“He did! It’s incredible. Those who work under him appear happy and relaxed, but anyone who tries to tell him what to do leaves half-mad.” The king chuckled to himself at recalling Ruby’s latest rant about the cook.

“Best be cautious with dealing with him, then. We can’t have the leader of this continent losing any part of his bright mind.” The queen tapped a finger to the king’s forehead before continuing.

“I must admit … he seems to be quite controlling for his position. He has already insisted I eat specific foods that differ from everyone else. He even threatened the poor pitcher boy to never serve me a drop of ale or wine,” the queen remarked with a thoughtful expression.

The king frowned.

“What were his reasons?”

“Apparently his mother was a healer back home, and she claimed that these substances were harmful to expectant women—especially if they were already risky pregnancies. I checked with the court physician, and he said that this is a part of newer beliefs and studies, but he applauds the extra caution.”

The king shared his surprised expression with his wife.

“I must say that the lad just earned a little more of my gratitude. If he is doing everything possible to protect you and our babe, I am inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt despite his brusque tendencies. Though even just making the best food I’ve ever tasted has earned a good deal of credit from me.”

“I know. You have never slept better than last night after that meal. You slept half the day away and awoke a new man!” the queen teased, poking a knuckle into his side.

Norman smiled and kissed the top of his wife’s head.

The peace he felt in that moment, he knew he shouldn’t fall into. He knew it was only a simple evening with his family, and that larger threats and evils lurked around, but … he held on to the passing minutes as long as he could.

In the future days should they grow dark, then at least …

At least he’d have this memory.

Fin lay on his pallet in front of a kitchen hearth that barely glowed aside from its orange coals. He was beginning to fall into a doze, the smell of freshly baked loaves still wafting over him for the next day’s luncheon, and was welcoming his descent into warm nothingness.

In the silence, the kitchen door leading to the gardens suddenly burst open, and in stumbled a cloaked stranger, who was muttering quietly to themselves.

“Good Gods, do these people never sleep?” Fin groaned as he slowly sat up, then used the table to finish pulling himself into a slumped but standing position.

The cloaked figure stumbled over a potato sack a few feet into the room and cursed.

“Kitchen is closed. Please show yourself out,” Fin croaked rubbing his eyes.

Another curse came from the figure, and that was when Fin saw the knife appear.

Now wide awake, he automatically opened his palm, and the iron skillet that rested cleaned and cooled on the nearby ledge flew into his hand, while his broom sprang to life from beside the garden door and swept the legs out from under the assailant.

The stranger threw the knife at Fin’s face during their fall, which he blocked with the frying pan.

The figure was knocked down for only a second before they leapt nimbly back onto their feet. Fin immediately launched the pan toward the shadowed hood, but they easily dodged from its path, and even managed to duck its return as it flew back into his hand.

In the silence, there was only the gentle panting of the two opponents’ breaths, until a soft mewl broke the tense silence. Fin waved the hand not holding a frying pan, and suddenly every candle burst into flame, illuminating the room in a warm glow.

The figure placed something black down on the outer ledge of the kitchen and dashed out the door before Fin could decide what to do with them. He ran to the doorway to try and glimpse or stop them before they got too far out of his reach, but the mysterious assailant had disappeared into the darkness.

With an aggravated sigh, he began to ponder what the attacker wanted, and begrudgingly admitted to himself that he would need to address the incident with Ruby in the morning. Another soft mew broke through his thoughts.

Walking slowly over to where the figure had placed something down, Fin stared with a frown at the black shadow. He didn’t understand what he was looking at until a pair of tiny green eyes suddenly popped up, along with a pair of distinct ears.

“A … kitten?”

The tiny creature mewed once more.

Fin blinked, stunned, and before he registered what he was doing, went and retrieved some clean water from the kettle he had boiled before going to bed and had already cooled.

As soon as he placed the dish down, the little creature dunked its fluffy black paws in and immediately began to lap it up.

“They … that person brought you here because you needed help,” he reasoned slowly, his mind still trying to piece together the sequence of events that had happened in the past ten minutes.

When the kitten appeared to have had its fill, Fin carefully lifted it up, and checked as his mother had taught him to discover the gender.

“Well, sir, you are too young to be away from your parents,” he announced after putting the tail back down and offering his palm as support for the tiny paws.

The kitten immediately nestled against Fin’s chest, his tiny face turned into the rough wool tunic.

Fin gave him an absent-minded scratch along his chin, when a sudden jolt in his chest froze the movement.

He glanced down immediately as the kitten looked up, just as surprised.

“So. I must have made the right decision coming here if you, my familiar, have appeared.”

The kitten mewed again, as though in agreement.

“I guess I will have to figure out a name for you tomorrow.” Fin yawned, then walked over to the open kitchen door, and closed it.

There was much he had to think about with the intrusion into the kitchen, and the strange behavior of the individual.

Why be in disguise when delivering a kitten? Why attack someone if there was no ill intent?

Fin rubbed his face with his free hand before gazing back down into the tiny green eyes that blinked sleepily up at him.

He couldn’t deny the strange sense of peace that had formed after he had recognized his familiar. Somehow the connection made any concerns or worries feel distant to him …

His mother had always said that finding one’s familiar would be of significant comfort.

It was strange.

The feeling of responsibility for a life that was not his own, and one that was completely helpless without him …

It should have been a nuisance, but instead it brought a strange sense of being grounded, and important.

Fin lay back down on the floor in front of the hearth, so completely soothed that he even forgot to charm the kitchen door to the outside to remain locked until he opened it the next day.

Instead, he fell into a deep peaceful sleep, with the kitten curled up beside him, and he couldn’t remember ever feeling more at one with the world.

In the haze of tranquility, he forgot another important detail of the evening that would later cause him great anxiety and stress …

Someone nearby knew he had magic.




CHAPTER 4

Cat and Mouse

Fin had just finished sending out breakfast for the nobles and was leaning against the hearth with a sandwich in his hand, when his peaceful kitchen was infiltrated.

The door to the hallway flew open, and Ruby entered holding the clean rags Fin had requested the previous day, along with a blond-haired boy, perhaps only seven years old, on her heels reading from a tome that appeared to weigh more than himself.

“… And they eat people!” the boy exclaimed, staring up at Ruby’s back with shining eyes. The lad was clad in a smart royal blue velvet jacket, tan shorts, high white knee socks, and a large burgundy bow tied around his neck that nearly swallowed his chin.

“Prince Eric, have you met our new cook?” Ruby plopped the rags down on the table, her cheeks their customary shade of red, and her expression desperate as she stared pleadingly at Fin who looked like a deer caught in torchlight.

“Then there’s another monst— Oh! No, I haven’t. Hello!” The boy smiled and waved at Fin, then promptly dropped the book as it toppled out of his small hand.

Ruby winced and mouthed an apology to Fin as the future ruler of the kingdom bent to pick up the novella. Taking a bite from his sandwich, he chose to remain expressionless.

When the boy righted himself, he was beaming up at the grown-ups.

“Your Highness.” Fin gave a slight dip of his head, then awkwardly continued eating while Ruby scowled disapprovingly.

“My name’s Eric! What is your name?” The child hefted the book in his arms as he openly peered at the unfamiliar face.

“Finlay Ashowan, Your Highness,” he answered, slowly straightening and placing his sandwich on the table as he poured himself a goblet of water. “Please feel free to call me Fin.”

“You look too young to be a cook! Our old cook, Luca, he was old and fat!” With a great huff, the boy hefted the book onto Fin’s table, and Ruby shot him a warning look when she noticed the twitch in his right eye.

“Your Highness,” Fin began, clearly trying not to lecture the boy.

“Please call me Eric!” The boy beamed.

“That is not proper, Your High—” Ruby began.

“Eric, this table isn’t very clean, your book may become dirty,” Fin cut her off, his tone surprisingly gentle.

“Oh, that’s okay! I keep dropping it, so it isn’t very clean anyway. Did you know that no one has seen a dragon in two hundred years?!” Eric slapped his palms on the table around his book, his hazel eyes the size of saucers.

“One hundred and fifty years, actually. They say the golden dragon still hides in the mountains, but no one knows if they are in the mountains here in Daxaria along the western border, or if he perhaps rests in the northern mountains of Troivack.” As he spoke, Fin began pulling pears out of the wooden bowl in the corner of the table, along with the smaller of the two knives he kept clipped to his belt while cooking.

“Woah! Really? I bet he is just waiting for a princess to steal! I hear the king in Troivack doesn’t have any girls, but eleven boys!” The innocent enthusiasm and seriousness until that moment had made it hard for Ruby to interrupt the lad.

“Your Highness, the Troivackian king has two boys, not eleven. The maids and I were saying how it is not uncommon for Troivackians to have large families with eleven children,” Ruby explained with a small hint of guilt in her expression.

A corner of Fin’s mouth twitched upward, and a soft chuckle left his lips as he sliced up the pear at a more leisurely pace than he normally would.

He failed to see the stunned look on the Head of Housekeeping’s face, however, as she saw a glimpse of what her female staff had been twittering about.

When the cook smiled, he was …

“Well now, Eric, why do you think the dragon isn’t here in Daxaria?” Fin handed the prince a pear slice, unknowingly interrupting Ruby’s thoughts.

“Because my dad wouldn’t let him live here! He’d get rid of him! Especially because my mom might have a girl, and we don’t want a dragon stealing my sister,” Eric explained wisely.

Fin smiled more openly at the child.

Out of the corner of his eye he noticed Ruby quietly backing out of the room, an unfamiliar kind smile on her face.

“What makes you think dragons are bad? What if they just want to have a nice home and family?”

“They burn down villages and eat all the sheep, though!” the prince managed through a mouthful of pear, his etiquette lessons completely forgotten.

“Ever wonder why?” Fin handed Eric another pear slice once the first was swallowed, and Ruby backed out of the room unnoticed.

“Roasted lamb is delicious?” Eric shrugged. “I read about another monster that lives in the sea, and JUMPS out of the water, and eats whole ships!” he explained while leaping into the air as he mimicked his idea of the beast.

“Ahh. The Kraken.” Fin leaned on the table, nodding in understanding.

It was then a soft mew was heard.

“What was that?!” The energetic prince spun around, searching the room for the source of sound.

Fin slowly walked around the table and gestured for the prince to come closer.

“Can you keep a secret, Eric?”

The little boy nodded excitedly.

“This little kitten happened to find me last night, and I’m going to keep him as my official mouse hunter.” Fin lifted an empty potato sack, which he had weighed down at the top of the kitchen ledge to act as a curtain, to reveal a wooden box where the fluffy black kitten with a dab of white on his chest sat up and peered at the two onlookers curiously.

The prince’s eyes went wide as saucers.

“What’s her name?” the little boy whispered. He was clearly trying not to scare the kitten, despite his obvious excitement.

“I haven’t picked one yet. Would you like to help me name him?”

“It’s a boy?” Eric turned to stare at Fin, who was crouched beside the box, already picking up the little mass of adorable fur.

“It is indeed.”

“Can I … Can I pet him?”

Fin smiled. “You sure can, but gently. He is too young to not have his mother.”

The little boy reached out and stroked the downy fur shakily. He looked as though he were holding his breath as the tiny kitten began to purr at his careful caresses.

“Can we name him Kraken? He could be the sea monster, but for mice.”

Fin lifted the kitten and looked into the tiny green eyes. “What do you say, is your name Kraken?”

The kitten mewed again, suddenly seeming more animated, as though excited for such a fearsome and respectable name.

“Well, you must be wonderful at naming things, because I think he likes it. He shall be known as Kraken the Kitchen Cat. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

The prince giggled, beaming proudly that his name was approved.

“Maybe you should be the one to tell Ruby that there’s another staff member in here. I think she’ll be more accepting of his presence if it comes from you, Your Highness.” Annika stood in the doorway with her arms folded across her chest. She wore a burgundy gown that looked far more expensive than anything Fin had seen her in thus far, and had pearls wound into her hair, while her hands glittered with golden rings. She didn’t usually wear so much finery …

“Lady Jenoure! You can’t tell her! It’s a secret!” The prince’s panicked face warranted a strained expression from the woman as she tried to hide her smile.

“For now it is, but she will find out once Kraken decides he’s ready to begin earning his keep.” Annika strode into the room then bent down to scratch the kitten’s head.

“Well … I’ll tell her when he starts hunting,” Eric conceded with a firm nod of his head.

“Your Highness, I’m here to tell you that the queen is looking for you.” Annika smiled with genuine affection down at the boy, who grinned back. Not that he had ever stopped smiling—the child would outshine the sun at the rate he exuded unbridled excitement and happiness.

The prince leapt to his knees, rushed over to the table to grab his book, and then staggered to the doorway.

“Don’t worry Fin! I won’t tell anyone! Bye Kraken!” The prince gave him an enthusiastic wave, and once again dropped the book. He scrambled to pick it up before darting down the hallway away from the kitchens, leaving both Fin and Annika crouched by the wooden box, with Kraken patting a curious paw on the lady’s golden rings.

“Was the queen actually looking for him? Or are you finally going to tell me what it is you want from me?” Fin stood up after putting Kraken back in his box, his face back to its usual dry expression.

“She was looking for him ever since he ran off without eating breakfast.” Annika straightened herself and strode over to the window to peer out at the brilliantly sunny day.

Fin slowly walked back over to his worktable, and resumed eating his sandwich, leaning an elbow on its surface facing the hearth.

“Good day to you then, Lady Jenoure.” Fin didn’t bother turning around to dismiss her.

“Where are you from, Fin?” she asked casually, turning to stare at him with the glow of daylight behind her, making her appear all the more angelic.

He slowly placed his sandwich down and turned to face the woman with his arms crossed. He didn’t want to tell her anything. If he lied and got caught, however, that could have an unfortunate outcome.

“The southern islands.”

“Which one?”

“The Isle of Quildon.”

“Do you have family there still?” she asked, tilting her head to the left, a mysteriously pleasant smile on her face.

Fin placed his hands on his hips, then slowly walked until he stood less than two feet in front of the lady and stared down into her upturned face with his own odd expression.

“You know, Lady Jenoure, there was a mysterious stranger who delivered Kraken to me,” he began innocently as theories began to form in his mind as to why the woman was suddenly incredibly interested in him.

She didn’t bat an eye as she smiled a little wider. “Oh? What a kind stranger. Now, what were you saying about your family?”

Fin frowned slightly but didn’t move out of her personal space.

“I wasn’t saying anything about them. Might I ask why you are interested in my kin?”

“I’m curious! A man with your talents is incredible, given your youth.”

“It is also curious how a noblewoman is unmarried at your age,” he replied evenly.

She paused and swallowed. “My husband died.”

Fin took a step back in surprise.

“Oh … I’m sorry to hear that.” He looked incredibly sheepish, which surprised Annika immensely.

“It’s fine. It was a year ago, and we had only been married a few months. He was more than forty years my senior.”

Fin’s hands moved to his pockets as he listened. “Even so, I’m sorry for your loss.”

She shrugged, but Fin could see that the man’s death had meant more to her than she wanted to let on.

“What about yourself? No wife or children waiting for you back home?”

His expression became guarded. “No.”

Fin turned, stepped back to his food, finished his sandwich, then placed the plate in a bucket of water on the floor beside the table. His “helpers” were tasked with the dishes and cutlery every day, and given the cook’s insistence on them being washed with hot water, his aides spent most of their days outside with a large boiling cauldron of water.

Annika still wasn’t leaving, and so Fin began pulling out ingredients for the soup he was planning on serving for the midday meal, hoping she took the hint.

“Is there anything else, Lady Jenoure?” he asked pointedly as he began deftly peeling the carrots.

“Why do you insist on an empty kitchen?”

His gaze cut to her sharply. He was almost completely certain he knew who the knife-wielding intruder had been the previous night. Prior to that morning, she had only been interested in taunting, and trying to manipulate him. Now, out of nowhere, she wanted his life story?

“I am good at my job, and people tend to get in my way or make a mess. I also have strong opinions regarding certain behavior between the knights and serving staff,” he replied tersely.

“I was surprised how good you were with the prince. You do not seem like you would be the type to be tolerant of children.” She switched her approach swiftly at hearing his irritable tone, and Fin was back to staring at her appraisingly.

“I prefer children to adults most days. They generally follow orders and are usually honest to a fault.”

Annika smiled coolly, and sidled casually over to Fin, only this time she was the one to invade his space. As he turned to face her, placing down his knife and carrot, she stood close enough that if she bowed her head, it would touch his chest.

“You need to watch what you say, Fin. One of these days that frank opinion of yours is going to get you in trouble.”

“Another excellent reason for me to avoid people,” he said, trying not to focus on the faint smell of spices coming from her.

Didn’t most women smell like flowers?

Why did she smell like a spiced oil, or …

She laughed.

It wasn’t her dainty fake laugh she had tried on him before, but an honest chuckle.

“I like talking to you, though.” She smiled up at him and shrugged her right shoulder.

“No, you don’t. I annoy you, so why not end your misery and tell me what you want? Then you could kindly take your noble company elsewhere.” He was not going to allow her to trick himself into believing she was devoid of guile.

“I want something different now.” She managed to look sincere, but Fin still wasn’t buying it.

“Will you tell me what this new thing is?”

The lady did a dramatic pause as she feigned considering his suggestion.

“What I want …” she trailed off and tapped her finger against her lips in exaggerated thought. “I want answers.” Annika smiled up at him, then abruptly turned, and walked over to the door.

Fin rolled his eyes to the ceiling, annoyed. This woman and her games …

“As long as you don’t pry into my privacy, I’ll be glad to give them to you. Oh, and Lady Jenoure?” Annika turned, feeling confident, until she saw what was in Fin’s hand.

“Maybe knock instead of throwing knives at me next time, hm?” The black handle of a superiorly crafted blade was pointed toward her to take, and while she blanched for a single second, she lifted her gaze with a concerned frown.

“That isn’t mine. Though it is good to know you’re making new friends.”

Then without a second glance back, she left.

Fin shook his head after the door clacked shut, and he placed the blade on the table.

He still didn’t believe that it wasn’t her, but if by some act of the Gods it hadn’t been … Why in the world was she asking him so many questions?

The cloaked figure stood on the ribbon of lawn that ran between the king’s forest and the royal rose maze in the chilled May evening. Their black cloak shielded their face, while they waited without moving a muscle until the glint of plate armor caught their eye coming through the mist amongst the trees. Despite the overcast night, the large man wasn’t hard to spot … or hear, for that matter.

“Idiot,” the figure hissed quietly before their guest
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