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Hallalah | Hallans home planet

Hallan | person born on Hallalah

Bey | Yes; a form of agreement or confirmation

Spada | No; refusal or can be used for vocal displeasure

Mada | Thank you

Zawla | Fated Mate

Mina | Firstborn Hallanborn women with an otherworldly connection to all living beings; knower of Hallans; sisterhood

Crista ceremony | The welcoming of a Hallanborn child by the land, and reading of their fate by the Mina

Gralo | Father

Ralo | Son

Rayna | Mother

Rajun | Brother

Kaja | Sister

Ami | my/mine

Thori | King

Paya | Queen

Loyi | Princess

Waliz | Prince

Stada | a Hallan curse

Kahla | hairless horse-like creature on Hallalah with manes and stubby tails made of pointed, domed feathers that rustle when touched

Mecha | A way of greeting or saying ‘good day’

Onata | Hallan ceremony, preformed with Mina, to end one’s life

Hada | Fate
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Betrayal is on the horizon.

I feel it drawing closer with every breath that I breathe. Only the betrayal will not be the end of me. No, it will end someone who matters so much more to me than myself. Yet, knowing what awaits my mother, even knowing I should be preparing to lose her and that she has contented herself with what is to come, I want to fight fate. I want to rage against it until it changes its course and stops threatening to turn my entire world upside down. I want to cry and beg and plead for fate not to take the one who was there from the moment I opened my eyes and received the name she had always decided would be her daughter’s name, because she knew I was coming to her. Vabila. She had been waiting for me to join my older brother Halun. To be a big sister to Bothaki. To be our family’s next Mina. To be the daughter that my father, the king, presented to our people just as proudly as he did his son.

Now, I’m going to lose her. And there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

“Come now, my daughter,” my mother says. It’s her voice that pulls me from my dark thoughts. “Why are you looking so forlorn?”

“Nothing,” I’m quick to say.

She arches a brow at me. “You were never a good liar, Ila. Talk to me.”

“How can you stand to talk to her?” I sharply question. “How can you stand to even look at her when you know what she will do?”

My mother sighs, and I know it’s because we’ve had this conversation many times.

“There is still a chance that Rachel will turn away from the fate she has chosen. Us being harsh towards her certainly won’t be what helps to sway her decision.”

“It’s a decision no female with any worth would make in the first place,” I snap.

“Sometimes there really is no decision. No choice,” she reminds me. “You have been afforded a life where you always had a choice in things. She has not. All she knows is what she’s been taught and commanded. You ought to have a little sympathy for her.”

“How can you say that to me when you know what she’ll take from me?” I ask low, the pain clear in my voice even to me.

My mother comes over to me and strokes the back of her hand down my cheek. Something she has done for as far back as I can remember; a way of telling me to take a moment, and to think with my heart and not my head. But my heart aches right now, even if I try my best to hide it whenever my mother is around. I don’t have much longer with her, and I don’t want every moment soured with sadness over what will come, but along with the betrayal on the horizon is my mother’s death. It haunts our every interaction, finds a way to come between us during each hug. Even putting my forehead to hers hurts in a way I cannot find words to explain.

My mother is mine. Even if she has been the queen my whole life, and my father’s wife, and the mother to my brothers, she has always, in our own way, been just mine. And now ...

“Let us not waste this beautiful day speaking of such things,” my mother says as if to once again pull me from thoughts I should not be having.

“Beautiful.” I chuckle more for her than because I might feel any sort of happiness right now. I can’t. “Their Earth sun blazes down on us like an inferno the moment we step out of the tent and the air smells foul.”

“Well, really we can thank your brother for that.” She shakes her head. “An altar of skulls, really? What was he thinking?”

I smile. “Well, clearly the other Hallans like it, because they voted not to remove it.”

“We have the sour air you just mentioned as a result, so ...”

“I guess it’s not so bad if you get closer to the water.”

My mother smirks. “The water, or is it that male who’s always with Frances that you think makes the air smell better?”

I roll my eyes. “Do not even mention that insufferable human.”

Godric. The male who I cannot seem to escape, as hard as I try to. The moment he enters a room, I can’t help but become aware—far too aware—of his presence. Even when he’s on the other side of that room it feels like he’s right beside me, body brushing against mine, and his voice at my ear even though I can clearly see him speaking from feet away. Every single time his eyes are on me, I can tell. They’re a brand searing my skin wherever they land. I hate it. I’m annoyed by it. No matter how much I try to ignore it, that feeling is always there. It seems like he is always there.

But no, my mother is utterly wrong. It’s not because Godric has made a camp for himself on the water that makes the beach a place where it’s a little bit easier to breathe than the main camp. It’s the water. One of the things I miss the most about Hallalah is being able to find water to touch or laze in at almost any moment. Some of the humans, only males, have begun to make small encampments away from the Hallans now that The New Order is mostly defeated, or only fighting on the offensive. A way to stake this planet they’re reclaiming, I guess. The females, however, all remain behind Hallan gates, and really, Hallan soldiers, where they’re safest.

“To the water, then?” my mother asks.

“Although I’m not thrilled about the trek there, yes.”

“I will get us the things we need so we can stay there for our midday meal.”

“I will inform the royal guards where we’re going.”

Because no, my father would not let us come without them. He couldn’t come since the king cannot leave Hallalah, but he made sure to send an entire contingent with my mother and I, and ten royal guards among them. They are very hesitant to act against their queen, though, when she tells them she wants to go somewhere alone.

We both leave the tent and go our separate ways. I’m sure the forsaken sun here is already making my mother as hot as it is me although we’ve barely been under its rays for more than a few seconds. I go towards where I see the royal guards laughing at something they all look at in the center of the circle they currently sit in.

“Show us again!” one of them shouts in the human language.

I stop short, both at the voice that begins speaking, and at the male raising from the center of the circle.

“And The New Order will rise from the ashes of what the wars and degradation have burned away,” Godric says loudly. His hair is in a strange style as he clearly impersonates the bastard I’ve seen so many pictures of here.

The leader of The New Order. A male we still have yet to find and kill.

“We will lie to the women to make ourselves feel better as insecure men,” he continues. “And we will tell the men that they are God’s gift to this wretched planet because we don’t know how else to make up for having such small cocks.”

“Ah, so you admit it?” I call out.

Godric’s eyes snap to mine. Not even seeking me out. They come right to mine, and the light brown of them strikes through me yet again. As if it’s the first time I’m seeing him all over again, my gaze travels up and down his body. He stands taller than any other human male here, and when he’s not impersonating evil males, his hair, a yellow color I’ve never seen the likes of until I came to Earth, is usually brushed back, the ends of it kissing the base of his neck. His face is angled with sharp cheekbones and a firm jaw. He has broad shoulders, muscles all along his stomach that I have seen far too many times since the humans and Hallan males have begun training together, and long legs.

“What do you think I’ve admitted?” he shouts back.

“That your cock is small?”

Any other male would be offended, or angry, but Godric just smirks at me.

“Do you care to find out?”

“My eyesight is not nearly good enough to be able to see something so small from all the way over here.”

The royal guards burst into laughter and Godric’s smirk turns into a smile.

“Allow me to come closer, then.”

He leaves the circle, and the laughing guards, behind to walk over to me. I am very aware of all the eyes on us as he comes closer, but then he fills my vision, and I can only focus on him. He gets so close that he invades my personal space, but I refuse to move back or to give him even an inch. Instead, I meet his eyes. Me being Hallan lets us be eye to eye when he would be looking down at any human female.

“Were you looking for me, Princess?” he asks.

Princess. He’s called me that since his first time meeting me, when he found out what I am back on Hallalah and to the Hallans here. But he always says it in his tongue even though I know he knows how to say it in mine. I hate that the few times he’s called me by my name, I have longed for him to call me Princess again. I hate that I’ve longed for anything from him at all.

I scoff. “Why would I be looking for you?”

More importantly, I ask myself why I’m so disappointed that he’s here, but I know why. If he’s here, then it means he won’t be at the beach when my mother and I go there. He must be here for an affair with Frances or to train with the Hallans.

“Because you always seem to find me,” he points out. “Whenever I’m here, you always end up not too far away from where I am.”

“Only because I want to know how annoyed I’ll be when I leave my tent.”

“I do so love the way you try to cut me with your words,” he says.

I grin. “I could always cut you with something much sharper. A dagger, spear, sword. Take your pick.”

“Your nails,” he chooses. “Leaving scores down my skin while I—”

I throw my head back with loud laughter. “There is not a thing you could do, human, that could have my nails on your skin, let alone digging into it.”

“Oh, but don’t you want to find out, Princess?”

“Why waste my time?”

With those words, I slip past him, walking towards the royal guards I came out here to see to begin with. This is exactly why I detest him. Always distracting me. Always in the way. Always making comments that have my body heating up. I don’t have time for such things. I’m here to ensure there’s peace between the humans and Hallans, and that The New Order gets defeated. Bantering with Godric isn’t something I can give any time or attention to.

“My mother and I are going to the beach,” I tell the guards.

As one, they all begin to stand, but I put my hand up, stilling them as I continue. “Alone. We will give a warcry if anything happens.”

They all bow their heads at the same time. “Loyi.”

Before I even turn around, I know I’ll find Godric’s eyes on me. I’ve felt them on me the entire time. On my ass. They travel up my body far too slowly with me facing him now, then meet my eyes once again. I narrow my black eyes on him, and he smiles.

“Make sure this one stays away from the beach,” I tell the guards.

They laugh, but I also know they’ll do as I say.

“Now you’ve just made it my mission to get to you, Princess!” Godric shouts as I walk away.

Why does the thought of him showing up at the beach make me so excited? Only because I know he’d take more than a few hits from the guards to get there. Yes ... that’s why.

When I find my mother, I have to pause to try to gain an ounce of composure. She’s talking with Rachel ... again. The very female who will kill my mother. She smiles with Jozay now, thinking we don’t know her true cause in all the kind things she does for my mother and the other females here. To gain our trust, only to use it to trick us later on. My mother takes the basket Rachel offers her, probably with our midday meal in it. Will that be how she kills her? I have foreseen that Rachel will end my mother’s life, but not the exact way. How cruel fate can be. To show me so much and so little all at once. My mother says she has seen her end as well, but not the specifics and only signs to know that it’s fast approaching. That the female standing before her will hasten it.

My mother’s words drift through my mind again; that we must be a friend to Rachel if there is any chance of turning her away from the dark decision she has made. Only that allows me to put a smile on my face as I begin to walk towards them yet again.

“Hello, Rachel,” I say.

“Vabila.” She smiles at me. “How are you?”

“I am well. Will you be joining us on our outing?”

“No, no. I just added some fruit to the basket I saw they were making for your mother. It’s freshly picked.”

“Oh, you go outside the camp to pick fruit?”

Rachel’s eyes fly wide at the question, and she stammers out, “I-I don’t go far. I know I n-need the safety of the camp.”

Does she think we’ll toss her out if we thought she would be fine beyond the camp gates on her own? Surely that would affect whatever plan she has, if we were beyond her reach. I wish I thought my mother would allow me to put her as far away from us as possible. To tell the royal guards exactly who she is and let them imprison her. But I know she won’t. I know because I have asked.

“You are safe here, Rachel,” my mother says, placing her hand to Rachel’s arm.

At my mother’s kind touch, Rachel’s eyes well up. She nods and quickly walks away. I wish I felt that was guilt instead of shame. I wish I thought it was enough to change fate.

“Let us leave now,” my mother tells me. “So, we can enjoy the sun for at least a few hours. It gets dark so quickly here.”

I nod, swallowing around the emotions thick in my throat, and place my hand into the one my mother extends towards me.

It’s a short walk to the beach, but still, I’m grateful for the moment my feet sink into damp sand, providing some relief from the heat. It’s cooler here and the water takes away some of my worries. There are more Hallans here than humans. I’ve found that the humans don’t value the water as much as we do. They don’t seem to value very much at all. Only those with Frances seem to even value the very ones who give them life, those that their species could not survive without. The other males have been ... accepting of the changes because they have no choice. The New Order isn’t here to protect them, anymore, and the actions that were acceptable, even encouraged, under them earns the males harsh and sometimes deadly punishments under Opposition and Hallan laws. I must admit that I like going to the very public punishments.

“I think this spot is best,” my mother says.

Right by the rocks. A place to still be with our people, but to also have some type of privacy.

“I agree.”

We sit in the sand and my mother places the basket to her side, not between us. She moves closer to me and then leans her head back, eyes closed while the sun shines down on her. My eyes move over her face, trying to memorize every bit of it. The tiny wrinkles from a lifetime spent laughing. Her lips slightly curved up at the corners, ready to smile and spread her kindness to everyone she comes across. Her hair, pinned up in an intricate style even though we were only coming to the beach. She loves her hair styles.

This is how I will remember her. No matter what comes, this is how.

“Well, hello, Princess.”

My head whips around at a voice I know all too well but wish I didn’t. I smile to hide the shock at seeing him though. The smile comes easy when I see what he had to go through to get to me. His right cheek is cut with blood dripping down from it. His bottom lip is busted, and he leans to the left side so much that I’m sure his ribs will showcase a bruise tomorrow. But still ... here he is, having gotten past the royal guards to find his way to the beach. To find his way to me.

“Don’t I get a reward for making it here?” he asks.

“You want a reward when I told you not to come at all?”

“Of course. A kiss will do.”

My mother giggles beside me and I turn to glare at her.

“Well, he did make it here,” she teases.

“You beat the guards, not me,” I say as I stand. “If you want a kiss, you’ll have to win it from me.”

“What game would you like to play?”

Oh, the excitement that lights up his eyes. I tilt my head, considering.

“A race,” I state. “From here to the field. If you win, I’ll kiss you. If I win ...” I look him up and down. “You walk back to the camp naked.”

“Deal,” he agrees immediately.

“Vabila,” my mother warns because she knows.

“A deal is a deal.” I smile at her.

Godric and I go to the rock, both setting one hand to it so neither is ahead of the other. My mother shakes her head, I’m sure at me, as she rises. She calls out in our tongue to the Hallans on the beach, telling them about the race and what the stakes are. They all laugh, at Godric, because they know, too. A Hallan steps to the point my mother’s told them we’ll race to.

“First one here,” he calls out.

“What do humans say?” my mother asks. “To begin a race here?”

“Ready, set, go,” Godric answers.

My mother nods, gives me a warning look, but with a smile she loudly says, “Ready. Set. Go.”

We take off and I let him rush ahead of me for just a little while. Allowing him to think he’ll win for just a few seconds. But when he has the nerve, the audacity, to look at me over his shoulder, smirk in place, I decide he needs to know why my mother laughed. Why all the Hallans laughed. I pump my arms and legs to rush to come up alongside him. I hear him curse as I pass him, and the grunt that leaves him when he tries to catch up. But he won’t, because what everyone else knows but him is that I’m the fastest runner on Hallalah. Faster than my brothers, or any of the males and females on our planet. And clearly, Godric sees that now, as I pass the Hallan standing at the start of the fields much faster than him. I count two full seconds before he passes the Hallan.

“What the hell was that?” he pants out.

I shrug. “That was me winning.”

He wags his finger, trying to catch his breath. “You ... you ...”

“I won, so strip.”

“Vabila, you mustn’t,” my mother says as she joins us at the finish line.

“We made a deal,” I point out.

But Godric straightens, takes a deep breath, and begins to bring his shirt over his head. He pauses, though, and looks at my mother. 

“Can I at least ask that the queen not see me this way?”

My mother quietly chuckles and begins to turn away. “I’ll be walking ahead.”

“Thank you,” Godric states.

Then, he resumes undressing. Shirt off, and yes, there is the beginning of a bruise forming there, but the muscles quickly draw my eyes away from that. Next, his pants are pushed down and with none of the undergarments I know these humans prefer to wear on, his cock is plain to see as he steps out of his pants. It’s hard and large between his thighs.

My eyes snap to his. He smiles.

“Not so small then, huh?”

“Does racing make you excited, Godric?”

“Racing you? Yes.”

I ignore the way those words do treacherous things to my body. I turn away from the sight of his smirk and his cock and try my hardest not to see them in my mind as I begin to walk away from him. And I damn sure do not at all give any consideration to the desire rushing through me. It’s only because of the physical. I know that. Because the rest of Godric only irritates me to no end.

“Well, then,” I say without turning to look at Godric again. “Follow me back to camp, loser.”

I hear him laugh behind me. How can a laugh do such inexplicable things to me, especially when it’s from a male I despise?
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“Where is the Princess?” I ask the Hallan guards who stand post not far from Vabila’s tent. Exactly where I expect her to be despite my question to the gray-skinned men. “The ships are waiting to disembark—they’re here.” 

And she is not. Which is my main problem currently. 

Frances should be the one standing as the face of The Opposition at our very important meeting of minds—and more importantly, powers—today ... but no. It is just Vabila and I here to stand as the voices for those on Earth while her mother and Frances left for a last-minute attempt at peacekeeping between participants willing to talk from a group of rebel women working for The New Order stuck with unworthy men amongst their ranks. A group which they were unwilling to eradicate as easily as they have every other because of the number of females within the ranks.

A useless attempt, I thought. Not that I said as much out loud. I’m not stupid enough to think that women under the complete control and demand of The New Order will be so easily swayed even if there are a select few willing to break the rules for a clandestine meeting with a Hallan queen and a human man with different ways of thought than those they know all too well. 

No, each of those women have a reason for being exactly where they are whether it be a warped sense of self and brain that knows nothing else, or an actual thing they desire to protect. Whatever the cause, they have already chosen their path. 

But, not everyone thinks like me. 

Something else the thirty years of this godforsaken life has taught me. 

“Is she not well, is that it?” I ask. 

The two guards pass a look between one another before their black orbs cut straight back to me. I swear, it’s only my clear affection for, and interest in, their princess and our mutual desire to wash the Earth of every man who doesn’t deserve to breathe its air that these Hallans give me any ounce of respect. That they, mostly, treat me like one of their own despite my clear differences standing up against them. 

It probably helps that I’m willing to take a good punch, too, without complaint. Usually. And shit, can they ever throw one of those. 

A proper one, too. 

“Well?” I ask. 

Neither Hallan answers. 

I grind my teeth as my gaze travels beyond them to the closed flaps of Vabila’s tent. If what I heard to be correct, she hasn’t taken a leave from her private haven since her mother left on her peace-keeping mission with Frances the morning before. 

I don’t need to add how we’re running out of time here before something looks not very good to a double pair of alien species who both traveled a very long way to meet with us today. Conversing and living with the Hallans was one thing for me, but I don’t think I’m up to a solo meeting with creatures they call the Tall Whites and Big Greens. 

Their monikers are enough for me to pause. My mind, on the other hand, way too overactive and imaginative, does the rest. 

My bastard father always did like to call me too smart for my own good. It was only when it changed to him calling me a smartass that I knew to get the hell out of the way, and fast. Well, if I wasn’t protecting someone from him. 

Fuck that noise. 

Vabila is doing this. 

“Let me pass,” I say to the guards. 

Kotay, the one on the left who shared a meal with me the night before, arches an eyebrow. The other, Reevr, his face never changes from its stoic state as he says, “The Loyi will join you for the meeting when she is ready.” 

“She needs to be ready now.” 

In fact, we’re already late given my long trek back through camp to retrieve Vabila, and the same travel we’ll need to take back. Still, my words have no effect on the Hallans guarding their princess, and very likely, doing what they have been told by her. 

I appreciate their loyalty. 

I understand their devotion. 

I even respect that I can not possibly comprehend any of it the same way they do because we have lived entirely opposite lives, but today is important. I know it, they know, and even Vabila knows it, despite whatever has kept her hidden inside her tent. 

So, fuck them, too. 

“Move,” I mutter, cutting straight between the middle of them and grabbing the handle of each Hallan spear that attempts to block my way. They’re quite used to me taking the hits from their spears but the shock that greets them from my instant fight to shove them both apart from me turns the situation into an incident in an instant. 

One grabs the collar of my jacket while the other throws a punch into my left kidney. Fine, if that’s how it has to always be between these Hallans and I. So be it. I use my grip still on the one’s spear to snap him in the face while my elbow crashes into the other’s. They rarely wear their safety suits inside the camp, although Vabila has warned them repeatedly to do so, anyway, and perhaps after today, they will know why. 

It is the first time I watch a Hallan bleed, and it is at my own hand. 

I realize then that their blood is red. 

Like mine. 

Kotay’s injury, a busted mouth, doesn’t offend him too much if the dark laugh he responds with is any indication, but I sense the change in their nature, in the air around us, without question. It happens instantly. Their next hits against my body will hurt. 

I earned it. 

Just like my father always said. 

Only soft crying—filtering out from within the flaps of Vabila’s tent now waving in the light breeze whispering through the camp—stops us from taking this further. 

Each of us. 

They still, tensing and heads turning in a way that tells me they’re sharing a look that says this isn’t the first time they’ve heard that sound coming from Vabila’s tent. It’s the way her pain, unknown to me, cuts through my body painfully that surprises me the most. 

Something is wrong. 

With the princess, something is very wrong. 

“Stop, release me,” I snarl, or try, at the guard to my left and I shrug his hold off far too easily. Maybe it’s the sudden hoarseness in my own voice, or whatever he finds staring back at him in my eyes that I don’t recognize reflected in his own, but the Hallan lets me go. That pain cutting through my heart now, however, hasn’t left me. 

I no longer hear her crying. Except for inside my soul. There, the sound lives on all too well. I never want to hear her make it again, but there isn’t a single part of me that can explain why. 

“What the fuck was that?” asks the other as I walk away, now seemingly free to go to the tent, and to the princess.  

The human language has, humorously, started to weed its way through the Hallans’ everyday conversations. Most commonly, the f-word. 

But my amusement at their use of the word and their confusion is practically non-existent as I head for the tent, and neither of the guards attempt to stop me while I go. 

“I ... I just ...” Kotay struggles to explain to his comrade but comes up with nothing. 

It’s too late. 

I’m already at the tent. 

Jostling the entrance flap with the rap of my knuckle, although it doesn’t do much, Vabila must hear something from my interruption. 

“Just a moment,” I hear sniffled out. “I’ll be right out, I am almost—” 

“What is wrong?” I demand, entering the tent before she can allow me to or otherwise. The jump of Vabila’s brow and her widening eyes in the reflection of the mirror situated in front of her, but directly across the tent from me, says she hadn’t expected it to be me outside the tent. Typically, I wouldn’t mind catching the Hallan princess off guard. I usually get the best results from her that way, but not today. 

Not after what I heard. 

“You again,” Vabila mutters, almost annoyed. 

Maybe a little dejected instead. 

I was right. 

Something is wrong. 

“Princess?” I ask quietly. 

She pretends as if I haven’t said anything. Like I can’t see the shimmer of wetness on her cheeks that she quickly wipes away. As if the tremor in her hands keeping her from being able to finish her last braid doesn’t exist. 

But it does. 

Her sadness radiates around me in a way I have never felt from anyone or anything. That says a lot considering I’ve watched a good majority of the people I love dearly be ripped from my grasp time and time again, almost always violently or cruelly. Sadness, I know. 

But I had never known hers. 

It permeates the air. Every breath I breathe, really. 

“Nothing is wrong,” she eventually whispers. 

I don’t believe that for a second. “Was there some news or—” 

“No.” 

“Are you unwell?” 

At that question, Vabila sighs shakily. “No.” 

“No,” I parrot back slowly, trying to understand how to make her words match with her tone and the feeling in my own chest. I find no way. 

But what good will calling out her lie do? 

“It’s not today,” I hear her say so softly, and under her breath, that I strain to make out the words. “It is not today, Ila. It is not today.” 

The fact I hear nothing outside the tent means the Hallan guards have decided to allow me the chance to talk to Vabila, at least. Although, I’m positive if she even as much as hissed for one of them, they would finish our earlier encounter with matching smiles. 

I don’t plan to waste my opportunity. 

“Our—” I wince, correcting myself because it was not the humans on this planet that brought those other aliens here today. “Your allies have arrived, Princess.”

Vabila only nods where she sits at a makeshift vanity of sorts, and her gaze lifts to meet mine in the mirror once more. “I know.” 

“They’re expecting us to greet them off the ships, are they not?” 

“I’m coming.” 

“Now?” 

“Yes,” Vabila replies. 

Again, her words just don’t match her actions. Or perhaps, she can’t get her fingers to do the work of finishing that last braid because no matter how many times she tries, the princess ends up missing a weave or swoop, and needing to start over. Twice, three times, and then on the fourth, she lets the rope of hair go to curse in Hallan under her breath while her hands fall uselessly to her lap. 

“It is not today,” she says again, louder. 

Firmer. 

As if to make herself hear it. 

Helpless to know what to do to either make the strange, overwhelming sadness surrounding us go away, or to find the right words to get Vabila out of the tent, I hesitate between staying or leaving. Even if I did ask her to explain her words, or offer my help for whatever troubles her, I have a better chance of the princess telling me to kick rocks, or choke on them, than getting a real answer. 

I’ve accepted we just have a way about us, between us, and it’ll all make sense eventually. 

I kind of like it. 

If only now was the right time for any of that, though. 

“May I help you finish that?” I ask as I finally come to a decision on whether to stay or go by taking a step toward Vabila. Her widening eyes tells me that she expected me to make another choice. Who knows, maybe I should have. 

Oh, well. 

“I-I ...” 

She’s just as unsteady as I am, at the moment, if her lack of a cutting, or even reasonable, response fails to come. I’m acutely aware of her gaze following me in the mirror as I stand beside her and reach for the thick lock of hair loose over her shoulder. The simple fishtail braid, one of many to cascade down her back, is a technique I’m familiar with. Enough that I keep her braid tight and neat all the way to the end where I use one of the leather-like cords sitting in a pile on her vanity to tie it off. 

All the while, she watches me in silence while I wrap the cord repeatedly around the end of her last braid. 

“Who taught you to do that?” she asks after a quiet moment. 

“Braid hair?” 

“Yes.” 

“I had four sisters and a mother, all who loved long hair. And no brothers, so being the oldest, I had some responsibility to help get my sisters ready and rounded up in the mornings when my mother, Ana, could get away with using my help.” 

Should I be in good enough physical condition to do it, anyway. I don’t mention that. 

“Had,” Vabila murmurs softly. 

“I have one sister remaining. One alive—Elizabeth. Lizzie.” 

Or she should be. 

Wherever she is. 

I’m working on that ...

Not wanting to get into those things, or for Vabila to question me much deeper on the topic of my lost mother and sisters, I finish tying off her braid and let it fall down her back with the many others. 

“There,” I say. “All done.” 

“My mother usually sits with me to do this. I didn’t realize I couldn’t ... I’m a little off today,” Vabila admits.  

Yes, I noticed that the Hallan queen enjoyed her braids. Typically, a different style week to week, but the way she styled her braids changed day to day. Vabila, less often. 

“Is that why you were sitting in here sad?” I ask. 

I’m stunned to get an answer. 

“Yes and no,” the princess mutters as she suddenly stands. “Thank you, but I will finish getting ready now, alone, and I’ll be out in a moment, Godric.” 

Whatever our moment was, whatever the reason for her sadness, it’s seemingly gone the second she’s on her feet and gathering the many ropes of fishtail braids at the nape of her neck where it appears she’ll keep them tied back with a larger leather-like cord. The sharpness in her eyes, and that edgy curl of her lip as if she might snarl at me
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