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The end is too important, so I’ll say my thanks here. Thanks to the readers who insisted they step into The Cloistered City once more. Thanks to my husband for supporting my dreams. Thanks to God for a gift I don’t deserve. And remember, dear reader, book two in a trilogy can’t have an ending without questions and happenings in this book may trigger unwanted responses...
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CHAPTER ONE
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Petra stood at the threshold. 

Rand had barely crossed into the mansion before Bartholomew ran to him like a father. From around a corner, her own mother rushed, arms extended and tears making her gently worn face glisten. 

But Petra stood, unable to step inside. 

On the journey from Mynydd, she and Rand had talked about what it would be like to come home. Made love over coming home. 

The wild insanity that had chased them like a hungry predator, nipping their feet, licking the blood from their heels, had been restrained. Its time was over. She and him could look to the horizon now, their view unobstructed by harm. 

Of course, they both understood their return to the Cloistered City was much anticipated. Of course, they both understood that it was unlikely Rand would be granted any length of reprieve. He was a soldier; his duties were unceasing. 

Petra would be sought after. It might take Lindy some time before she returned to the chatty, bright-eyed little girl, smitten by the idea of when she would receive her tassel. 

The intimacy between husband and wife had been indulged, drank from, and gloried in. Petra felt wholly herself in a way she never imagined, and she had never been one to question who she was. Yet now, she was Petra Ondise Tsenturian. A lover to her husband. A lady of rank to onlookers. A daughter, and a caretaker of a child. 

Soon she felt she would be a mother, too. 

Nevertheless... 

She could not walk inside. Her mother embraced her. Seeming to understand the little girl at her daughter’s side was part of the family, she hugged her, too. But the golden dreams she and Rand whispered about, velveteen heat between them, were halcyon now. 

Petra did not see Rand laughing and weeping about how his manservant fussed over him, squeezing his arms and shoulders as if he expected them to need fastening. 

Instead, Petra saw the burn marks that now tattooed his body. Peeking out from his sleeves, they seemed to hover over his skin, taunting her. Reminding her. Even as she proclaimed she would sacrifice herself, turn Eternity on its ear, it was still Rand who sacrificed his body. Worse, it was she who offered him up on those snowy frozen fields. 

And now, taken from the lovemaking limbo they had traveled in, his injuries and her decision showed with painful clarity. 

She did not hear her mother’s voice, but only the chatter of an old woman. Nor did she hear Lindy giggle when her mother tickled the little girl’s chin. It was all noise to her, and it was not fair. She ought to be able to come home. 

Don’t pout. Be a grown woman. Everything you wanted is in front of you. You’re determined to mourn the small reprieve you and him were given after you both had your bodies broken? Grow up, Petra. 

“Winfred,” Bartholomew called. “Your mistress has returned. Draw her a bath and see that fresh clothes are prepared!” 

Into the space, hands folded, moved her friend from what seemed a lifetime ago. Petra recognized her smile, small and bright with gratitude. 

“My lady Petra!” she said. “I am glad to see you again! Please allow me to thank you for this chance to serve in the house of Tsenturian.”  

“Oh, Winfred, you mustn’t speak to me as if I—” 

“You are,” Rand stated, looking over his shoulder. “Your mistress is glad to see you again, maid Winfred.” 

Petra looked at him. Then she looked at the rest of the household looking at him. Bartholomew had pushed his sleeve up and inspected the burns. Winfred had bowed her head. Samual seemed to vanish into the walls. Tod and the cook looked at their feet. They all saw what she did. Stern command. He was a Shivalry captain once more. The rules of this walled-in city were set back into place.

Petra nodded at Winfred and kissed her mother on the cheek. She told Lindy to call her mother Baba and asked Baba to show her her new room. Bartholomew took this cue wordlessly, motioning for Winfred to follow him. 

Footsteps were soon lost in the high ceilings. Then she and Rand stood alone, an expanse of floor between them. 

“I don’t like such high formalities,” she mumbled. “We’ve just come home. Must I be a mistress? I am still myself.”  

“Are you?”

“I am.” 

“I disagree.” 

She walked over to him and reached for his hands. 

“How can you say that?” 

He reached over her hands, for her shoulders, and cradled her with a heavy sigh. 

“How could you be unchanged? After all this? I watched you drag the deceased across the square. I smelled rotting flesh in your hair when you tended the sick. A little girl has pulled a mother’s instincts from you. The incantation between us transformed you into an angel of light.” He pressed his mouth to the top of her head. “Are you so determined to remain the frightened woman I met late one night?” 

She nuzzled into him, reaching up and down his back. “That was the woman you fell in love with.” 

“Yes. And in my arms is the woman I love now, who she is because of who she was.” 

“You’re the same man.” 

“I am not. The beast you pull from me stays closer each time I revert.” 

“I didn’t expect to feel out of place,” she said, pulling his mouth down to hers. “The ride back was...” 

He kissed her. “Heaven.” 

“I wanted it to last.” 

“Me too. We’ll find fractals.” He kissed her again. Deeper. Opening her mouth. “We’ll create them,” he whispered. “As all precious things are made, through heat and pressure.” 

He tugged her bottom lip between his teeth. Glistening warmth flooded Petra, and she grinned like a fool. 

“A lady of rank is not supposed to be this in love with her husband.” 

Rand straightened. “It’s indecent.” 

She pushed at his chest, fanning her cheeks and pressing the backs of her hands to them. Neither the household staff nor her mother were unaware of affections between men and women, but Petra did not want to see them politely look away when her eyes were liquid. 

Rand teased about her perhaps needing cool bathwater and encircled her arm into his. Taunting words were between her lips when pounding knocks shook the main door. 

Bartholomew came running. 

Rand’s arm went stiff, and Petra squared her shoulders.  

The door flung open, sending the manservant tottering backwards, as Shivalry captains one and two strode through, Larkin in their wake. 

Her instincts collided with one another. All at once, Petra wanted to push Rand behind herself, shielding him. In an instant, she wanted to cling to him while a part of her wanted to run and hide. Her husband had been through enough. She had been through enough. Could they not even have half a day to rest? Could they not have a few hours to find each other again? 

Petra faltered but did not take a step back. Bartholomew sought to bow and block the three men from striding, unbidden, into their home. 

“Captain Rand Tsenturian,” bellowed first captain Eadric, “you are summoned to the palace to stand in trial before your peers.” 

“For what?” Petra demanded. 

“This does not concern you, Madame.” 

“I beg to differ!” 

“Please, most illustrious captains,” Bartholomew began, scuddling forward, bent at the waist, “my lord Rand has only just—” 

“Silence servant!” Larkin barked. 

He jumped forward, waylaying the old man with his arm. Bartholomew fell backwards and Petra ran to him. 

“You have no authority here,” she yelled. 

“Order!” thundered Eadric, and the walls of the mansion shook. 

He cleared his throat. 

“Control yourself, Larkin. Tsenturian, teach your wife how to hold her tongue. Now go change into something the emperor will not be ashamed to see his closest soldier wear. You’re coming with us.” 

With her arms around Bartholomew’s shoulders, helping him get to his feet, Petra did not hold her tongue. “My husband will not go alone! I must come with him.”

“Madame,” second captain, Setrak, began, “your dedication to your husband is admirable and your part in the skirmish of Mynydd has been recorded. But—” 

“Skirmish? The dead were dragged—” 

“Such sights are not fit for a woman’s eyes,” he continued, his tone cool and practiced. “You have endured much. Rest. Let your husband see to his duties.” 

“I am part of his duty!” 

“Hush, Petra,” Rand commanded with restraint and a sigh. “My wife is bold, but she is not incorrect. Do you forget that she is Sacred? I cannot be long without her by me, as these markings indicate.” 

He pushed his sleeves up and the imperious expressions on Eadric and Setrak’s faces mollified. Even Larkin, muddied with ill-concealed envy, looked at the tattooed burn marks in astonishment. 

“These are unprecedented times,” murmured the first captain. 

“As you say,” Rand replied. “I will change and be with you directly. Lady Tsenturian will accompany me. And you, Larkin,” he continued, sudden vinegar laced with poison under his words, “remove yourself from within these walls. You undress my wife with your eyes and strike my manservant. Do not darken my doorway from this day forward.” 

Larkin snarled and moved forward but Setrak’s hand shot out. 

“He is your superior, Maltencent. Heed him.” 

*** 
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PETRA DID NOT FEIGN civilities. She did not offer her guests refreshment or recline. She was more than gratified to let them wait in uncomfortable silence with her. However, Samual appeared with a command from his lordship that she change clothes. 

With a perfunctory curtsey, Petra moved to ascend the loft stairs when Winfred scurried over, as fast as decorum allowed. 

She cleared her throat. “My lady, I have a gown ready for you.” 

She bowed as she spoke but did not lose the chance to make distinct eye contact. 

Of course. Man and wife do not dress in front of one another. They, each of them, have their own apartments. Such intimacy would be frowned upon. As a wife, I am called upon when my husband wants my body. Only the lowly sleep together. It will be secret that Rand and I are humble in this way. 

Already, gossip waited for them. 

When she and Rand emerged, he clad in black velvet trimmed with red brocade, and she dressed in a long, pale blue woolen gown trimmed in white rabbit fur, onlookers did not conceal themselves well. At the steps of the covered carriage, Petra saw eager expressions. Eyes wide enough to sink dumplings in and chins trembling to wag. 

Yes, Rand was right. She must set foot out of doors the mistress of the mansion. The wife of Shivalry. No longer was she the woman of the people, washing dishes at the fort. She must be a woman of rank with unblemished hands. 

He was right. I am changed. I must be. I do not know what awaits us now. 

When Rand offered his arm at the steps of the carriage, she touched it like her bones were a bird’s and climbed inside without acknowledging him. She took the folded blanket from the seat and draped it over her legs though she was not cold and laced her fingers together. 

Eadric, Setrak and Larkin rode separately, flanking the vehicle from their mounts. 

The windows of the vehicle were not covered. From the corner of her eye, she saw necks crane and fingers point. There were a few unsightly gestures, though they were flung quickly in fear of being accused of defaming the emperor’s elite. 

Rand was right. She was not unchanged. Much had been said about her, assumed of her. She could not be the brazen girl who dug her heels in. Everything in the royal city gleamed and she must be pristine. 

*** 
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AT THE PALACE STEPS, the carriage halted. It was but a moment before the door opened and she took her husband’s arm in descent. 

A lifetime ago, she had raced up these steps wearing Augustine’s robe. They were as polished now as they had been, just as wide and steep. Although she would ascend them now with a measured step, her authority not literally flung about her shoulders, she still felt the same. 

I don’t belong here. 

Guards at the entrance not only stood down but turned their backs at the sight of four Shivalry captains and bowed to the walls, acknowledging that if Shivalry is present, then no other fortification is needed. 

Swirling wind cast flakes of snow in all directions. At the grand entrance, Rand bent near her ear. 

“Courage, dear heart.” 

She squeezed his forearm and kept an exhale in check. 

Bastian, followed by four servants, walked with the swagger of a beloved servant to a powerful hand.  

“Captain Tsenturian,” he said, bowing, “our most illustrious emperor has decided he will sit in on the Shivalry hearing of your actions at Mynydd.” 

A muscle in Rand’s jaw spasmed. “His majesty does me an honor I do not deserve.” 

“His benevolence is expansive.” He turned to Petra. “Madame, though I commend you accompanying your spouse, and I am sure Vale owes you thanks for your part in the skirmish, you, of course, understand, that with His Majesty’s presence in the council, you cannot possibly attend.” 

I don’t but I cannot argue. 

She inclined her head, though she wanted to jut out her chin at him. “Of course. My husband’s first duty is to his country.” 

Bastian’s grin was made of grease. “You are a dutiful daughter of Vale, Madame.” 

“She is also a dutiful wife,” Rand stated, “and will be welcome to wait for me.” 

“Of course, Captain! Of course. It was my intention to offer your wife a tour of the palace.” 

“I’m sure you are kind,” Rand mumbled, looking hard at Bastian. 

He raised Petra’s hand to his lips and pressed a brief kiss. 

“Come, Tsenturian,” Eadric said, snapping his fingers. “We will not keep our emperor waiting.” 

The four captains moved into formation, their long legs striding in unison. Eadric and Setrak walked in front, Rand behind, with Larkin following. 

Petra did not hide watching her husband walk away. Nor did she conceal her admiration. His steps were the heaviest with the weight of strength and muscle. His shoulders and thighs were more powerful, denser with capability, than his contemporaries. He had done what they had not, faced an army without one behind him. Not a sacrifice but a hero. 

Yet, a fracture cracked her vision. Her husband walked with two men in front of him and one behind. He was not standing with his officers but being escorted. 

Petra shivered and Bastian’s wide, flat hand fell on her arm. 

“Are you cold, Madame?” 

She jerked away. “No. I thank you.” 

“Permit me to begin our turn about the palace.” 

Caution whispered in her ear. But its warning was vibration and frequency. She felt infantile hairs on the back of her neck lift without words to explain why.  

His face was a slur of guilelessness. “You hesitate, Madame?” 

The flawless hustle of palace servants tread on her skin like gooseflesh. Surrounded by those who made their lives between the walls, she was an imbecile. Simple-minded and easy to fool. No longer could she speak freely for rank silenced her. Those she moved with now did not have their hands close to the ground, paving their lives. Those she stood shoulder to shoulder with now had their noses in the air and their hands bathed in perfumed creams. 

Without meaning to, she exhaled. 

Bastian tipped his head. “Have you such little faith, my lady? Do you think I would try something when it’s known your husband is a beast who can tear down walls to get to you?” 

“I...” 

“Come, Madame. Come see what the public only dreams of.”  
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Lead on,” Petra said. 

It was not decorous that Bastian should walk completely in front of her. With a generous sweep of his arm, he stayed to the side of Petra’s left shoulder. Of course, he did not dishonor her by looking back when speaking.

His oratory began with extolling the second emperor of Vale. The air at that time in Vale was poor. A mountain range long believed to house grumbling giants erupted, spewing smoke and liquid fire into the air. Although the people of Vale praised Heaven, for such an event destroying another nation and sparing them, there was still much placating to Eternity. What the mountains had discharged hung heavily in the air. Clouds were weighed down with ash and debris. 

It clogged lungs. Apothecary tonics, methods of breathing out of only one nostril, and women’s tales of not venturing outside during a moon cycle ran rampant on the streets. Nothing worked and the population was thinning. 

Inside the palace, the emperor was sealed into one wing. 

And it was his illustrious grandmother who pondered a solution. Could not the mythical beasts be made to help? Their saliva, blood, fur, and feathers contained more healing properties than all the medicine in the land. 

From her lavish chair, cradled in silk pillows and blankets made of wool brushed one hundred times before it was woven, she called for a virgin adolescent. No older than fifteen, the girl was left nude in the wilderness. The grandmother was convinced even creatures of another realm would not abandon such an innocent. 

Soldiers with long spying glasses watched from afar. It took seven days and six nights. The girl was plagued by insect bites, thirst, hunger, and cold. Her skin was raw from itching and her extremities were stiff and infected. She wept until she passed out from exhaustion. She cried for mercy, unaware she was bait. 

On the sixth night, just as the sky’s ink blue dome faded into the fringe of dawn, petite fawns appeared. Smaller than a dog but larger than a cat, their fur shimmered with the fluctuating colors of the sky, like the surface of water on a windy day. Three fawns with three ears each. 

They approached the girl on all fours, but when they were close enough to touch her with their noses, they stood up. On hind legs, walking with little awkwardness, they danced around her and rubbed their ears on her arms and legs. 

“And that is when the men rushed forward,” Bastian finished. 

“I am surprised the creatures did not flee.” 

He shook his head, pulling one of dozens of keys from a braided leather strap around his neck, under his vestments. “Mythical beasts carry sympathy for the innocent. The grandmother knew this. She knew the girl would not be abandoned.” 

Petra was led down numerous corridors, turning left and right and back again too many times to count. Eventually, this brought her and the servant to a room not hidden behind tapestries. Inside was a bird cage tall enough for a human to stand upright and round enough to contain all the wardrobes of the Mansion of Delicate Petals. Curved bronze bars stood close together. 

“They have slipped through in times past,” Bastian whispered. 

Six fawns. Three white, one black, and two brown. Each had three ears but the ears of the black and brown rested downwards. The ears of the whites stood tall, bobbing gently as the creatures meandered inside the cage. All boasted human blue eyes and, at the sound of Petra’s steps, looked at her with human comprehension. 

She knew her lips parted in astonishment. 

Their fur seemed denser than a grass field at the height of summer. At the same time, Petra might have sworn each strand of those coats was liquid and rippled across the creatures’ backs like water. 

Amazement at unexplainable wonders threatened to transform her into a country girl once more, bare-footed and pointing. As it was, she bent forward. 

“Are they...?” 

“Tame? No indeed.” 

“Do they not eat hay and green leaves?” she asked, staring at small, sweet cakes strewn about the cage.  

“No indeed. And we would not dishonor them so. We feed them according to their stature. Their ears can cure breathing ailments. A brush of their pelts closes deep wounds.” 

It was said with such aplomb. The conversation might have been about breeding elk or sifting tea leaves to get rid of dust. Yet, she stared at animals spoken of in bedtime stories Babas told their daughter’s children! 

She knew she showed too much interest. However, Petra moved towards the cage and bent a little further. The black fawn lifted its snout, taking in her scent. 

If that man, whose lips are looser than a gossiping woman’s, did not stand behind me, I would speak to you. I would ask you if you can understand me. You look at me with such focus. It’s difficult to explain. You have seen more than me. You, of the fantastical realm. 

The fawn blinked and bobbed its head. 

“Come, Madame Tsenturian. If deer charm you, then a mermaid will astound you.” 

Petra gathered herself before she turned around. 

On the inside, she stood in the fields with her mother, asking about the reality of half fish, half human beings. The wealthiest family in the village had sent their daughter to live abroad with relatives in the hope she would assume some charm and quality. A further aspiration was she be taken to a larger village and a matchmaker would find her a husband. 

At the time, Petra wanted to be above the fascination of her return; still, she found herself sitting cross-legged, listening to “stories from abroad.” 

She had been by the sea. When the relatives were not taking her to parties and dress fittings Petra never believed happened, the young woman spent all her time on the shore. Day and night, she swam with the tides, diving for sea glass and coral. She boasted of listening to the waves and understanding the stories they brought to shore. 

One day, one such story was rumor of a mermaid. The diver must stand where the sandy bank dropped off and be ready either just before dawn or right at the last moments of dusk. 

Petra remembered the other girls sitting spellbound. She also remembered how high their “friend’s” nose was and thinking she might get a nosebleed. 

But even all these years later, Petra remembered the description of the magical encounter. A flash of a red tail from behind a rock. An aquiline body, covered in scales and light green seaweed. Round eyes like freshwater pearls. Raven hair decorated with seashells. Devastatingly beautiful but timid and quick to disappear into deeper depths. 

Petra had lost track of what Bastian babbled about. 

Melodies from places unseen that lilted and lifted as if they might transform into ballads but never resolving, swirled around Petra’s thoughts like eddying water. When she walked down these halls before, she assumed minstrels played at their leisure and for the chance pleasure of Cyprian. 

She wondered differently now. Perhaps fae lingered nearby. Caged, perchance? If mermaids were real, then did a dove with a lace tail and the sigh of a woman sit on a bejeweled dragon egg? Maybe the strings and flutes waltzing around her were not the prowess of ethereal hands but the sighs and calls of turtledoves, peacocks, and fenghuangs. 

Why is he showing me all this? I cannot imagine Cyprian instructed his man to show me hidden wonders. I must curb my enthusiasm. Like the melodies, there is more here than I can see. 

Through a conservatory dense with vines and deep green potted plants they walked. The air was thick with verdant perfume that might have been what the first summer day smelled like at the beginning of time. They passed an atrium housing white ducks with long necks and curling feathered tails. Beyond a room where a hunched old woman sat behind a loom with eyes like an owl and fingers like a monkey spinning pure silver thread, they walked into a dark, shrouded space. 

Bastian’s voice sounded hollow off the walls. She could hear water lapping and splashing. 

“Wait one moment, Madame.” 

Petra heard a gritty scratch. A large torch hissed to life. It revealed a tank of incalculable size in the middle of the room. At the top, two men sat churning the water with paddles as big as them. The water inside was cloudy as if milk had been poured in. 

“Step closer, Madame Tsenturian. She will come near the glass now that there is light. She is drawn to it.” 

Her inner child squealed with delight. Mermaids were real! Nonetheless, Petra did not rush forward.  

Is there an unspoken bargain here? I fear there is. I am being given a secret and secrets are not holy in this city. It will come around to shackle me. Or worse, enslave Rand. I should not have agreed to this.

“I am afraid,” she began. “I was not prepared for such splendors today. I feel overwhelmed. You step forward, that I may admire her from here.” 

Bastian frowned but did as bidden. 

Atop the tank, the paddlers slowed and the clouds in the water mollified. Petra saw polished quartzes and what appeared to be gold rings strewn amid thousands of blue marbles lining the bottom of the tank. Toys? Did mermaids play? 

She had no sooner wondered than a violent whip of a thin tail scattered the marbles. Less the tail of a fish and more of an eel—narrow, with spiny fins along the top and bottom. Webbed fingers pressed onto the glass and the face Petra saw was far from what the village girl had described. 

It was not a human face. The skin was sallow and flecked with dark green scales. The nose was flat, and its eyes were opaque. A cloven tongue lolled out from its mouth. 

Although the creature looked like an unsettling mystery from the deep, it stared directly at Petra. An amphibious entity with the ability to recognize, to hold focus.  

She shivered. 

“Can it...speak?” 

“Not in our language. Her language is guttural and full of smacking sounds.” 

“She seems aware,” she furthered, fascinated at the macabre spectacle. 

“She is. She has been trained to remain still long enough for us to draw blood.” 

The mermaid pawed at the glass, her digits sticking to it. She swayed her body back and forth, with unblinking focus. 

“How do you train a mermaid?” 

“You give it what you want.” 

“Blood?” 

He nodded. “These men,” Bastian continued without looking up, “are immune to her bites now. When we must have her remedy, they stick their arms or legs in the water, and she latches on.” 

“Does it hurt,” she asked, watching knotted, coarse lengths of hair part and reveal sagging breasts. 

“They are compensated for it.”  

“I see,” she mumbled, not hearing herself. 

Not only did Petra not hear her own response, she also failed to see Bastian’s gaze flick away from her. 

However, she registered his greeting. 

“Lady Sunniva! You honor us with your presence.” 

The glass tank could have cracked, and the mermaid spilled forth, writhing around Petra’s feet. She would have felt the impact less than the cold metal knell that dropped through her ribs now. 

There it is. This is why I have been given a tour of wonders. The final dazzlement is Sunniva, daughter of Bessarabiah. How soon will she be the empress of Vale? Will such an honor wipe her memory of the blood of her people? I doubt it. She will see me as an enemy. Rand an enemy. I would give much to know if this is only Bastian’s mischief. But I am not so dim that I imagine Bastian does little more than breathe, without Cyprian’s knowledge. 

Petra locked her shoulders in place. She forced her senses to take in the weight of the gown she wore and what that meant; her collar was high and her sleeves long. Her greeting to Sunniva was one woman of equal rank to another. 

For now, anyway. 

Sweeping her hand against her skirt to make it furl, Petra turned around. 

Technically, I stand above her as a wife of a Shivalry captain. I must claim that standing with all my might.  

“Lady Sunniva,” Petra began, “I am pleased to meet you, at last.” 

The returning curtsey might have been a shifting of weight from one foot to the other. “Lady Tsenturian, I welcome you on behalf of the Cloistered City. Your actions at Mynydd have been the talk of many.” 

I can only imagine. 

“You are gracious, my lady.” 

Her smile might have frozen boiling water. “I wonder,” she began, “since you wait on your husband while he is in conclave with our beloved emperor, will you not walk with me? I was on my way to the solarium.” 

I suppose you don’t care whether I believe you or not. 

“I would be delighted.” 

“Excellent.” She closed the distance between them and took Petra’s arm through her own. “Leave us, Bastian. I know my way.” 

The majordomo bowed and extinguished the torch.  

*** 
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HER PERFUME WAS STAGGERING. Oud and frankincense. Her hair had been dipped in musk and her clothes stored amid pine incense. Her gown was embroidered with fine gossamer thread; the fabric did not appear to have any embellishment at all. However, in the light of the palace halls, the needlework revealed supple floral designs. 

“Supple” was a fitting word to describe Sunniva. She did not have the modest, classic beauty of Theophania. Sunniva was a white peony—Bai Mudan. A tempter of men. Her eyebrows were full, above deep-set, hooded eyes. Men without restraint would see her full lips and succumb to lascivious thoughts. She did not hide her bosom, and the sway of her hips was bell-like. 

Sunniva’s conversation was well-rehearsed. She talked about the weather, commenting on the unique beauty of the season. She asked Petra’s thoughts on the new fashion trends coming in from the West. For hidden ears listening to their conversation, two elevated women chatted with all the pleasantry of their sex.  

Servants floated by, eyes down, hands folded, as close to the walls as possible. As much out of the way as possible.  A constant flux of motion that ebbed or flowed whenever an outside force neared. 

Petra lost count of the number of halls they passed through. After an age, they reached the sun parlor. 

The size of a small mansion, the solarium had been crafted from thick glass and contained its own perpetual summer. Ponds in huge stone basins were heated from underneath by hot coals, changed and stoked every hour. Such moisture set into the air grew tropical vines and blossoms in jewel-tone shades of purple and yellow. Fountains pumped, stirring the thick atmosphere with whispered zephyrs. Maidenhair trees grew, their trunks so yielding they might respirate like humans. Pine trees suffused their scent beside plum trees, spicy and sweet, green and ruby. Oleander, Goldenrain, and Jujube offered branches for small white butterflies, pristine amid such brilliant colors. 

Petra allowed herself to admire, resting on the edge of a woven hammock, suspended between two gingko biloba trees. 

“Surely, this paradise could exist nowhere else, except for Vale.” 

“Did you imagine such things before you arrived here, Lady Petra?” 

Sunniva had settled beside one of the ponds, dipping the ends of her hair into the water with relish. 

“In my dreams.” 

“I think you came here as a courier,” she stated, wringing out her hair before dipping it back in the water. 

Petra became aware of the humidity under her fur collar. “Yes. I wanted to be like my brother.”  

“He was a favored courier, I think. I often saw him in the courtyard of the Mansion of Delicate Petals.” 

“Yes.” 

“Lady Melisende preferred him to others of the hall. Did not I hear that he died rather suddenly?” 

How casually she spoke, a pretty picture of femininity, sprawling beside a pond. To an onlooker, she was innocence and youth. Conversely, her careless tone drove needles under Petra’s fingernails and her words stung like salt on broken skin. 

“He did,” Petra replied, pinching her knees together. “And when I learned the particulars of his
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