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“You need to get out more, uncle,” Garret pointed out, as if it were quite the most obvious thing in the world. 

Rupert eyed his tall burly nephew with affection. Garret had been taking advantage of the brief time until their carriage arrived to primp before the tall mirror in the hallway. 

“You are famous, now, and will be sought out by the fashionable world because of your book,” Garret continued as he turned sideways, the better to admire the dashing figure he cut in his lieutenant’s uniform, sword hanging just so at his side.

“That part of the fashionable world which can read, perhaps,” Rupert replied in his most sardonic tone, “and the gods know how small a group they might be. Besides, I would never have been asked if you were not on the commander’s staff.”

A pair of servants arrived from the back of the manor just as the jingle of harness sounded outside the open door.

Sir Rupert Devero sighed as the wheeled chair that served as his legs was pushed out the wide doors and into the twilight of evening. He was nervous. He had no wish to attend this evening’s fête. But he had no choice. He sighed again as he was lifted into his carriage and his chair was bundled up onto the custom-made rack at its back. The carriage springs settled as Garret swarmed in beside him.

Uncle and nephew said little in the carriage on the way to Sir Charles’s manor. Garret was excited. He kept reaching out to tweak his uncle’s stock, until Rupert snapped at him to be still. 

“Uncle, the commander has read your book,” Garret said. They had reached their destination and Garret was standing outside the carriage, watching their serving men maneuver the wheeled chair into position. 

Rupert made no reply. 

“And I fear you look quite pale, indeed, sir,” Garret pointed out with some concern.

“Nerves,” laughed Sir Rupert weakly as Garret and the servants helped him settle himself in his chair. “So let us get this farce over with, shall we?”
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“I AM SO PLEASED THAT you agreed to appear at my little soiree this evening, Sir Rupert,” Sir Charles Mathering boomed as he pushed the squeaking chair with grave care through the throng and out onto the terrace.

“I pray you, sir, do not speak of ‘appearing’, as if I were some sort of celebrated personage, instead of merely a writer,” begged Rupert in a lower tone. He glanced about and up at the milling crowd, which often promised to stop their progress altogether, from the awkward vantage point of his chair. 

Rupert regretted coming. He had regretted coming since his arrival, indeed, since his invitation. But her majesty had insisted that he appear, and his nephew Garret had promised to keep to his side at all times. 

Still, the evening had gone surprisingly well, he thought with some shreds of satisfaction. He had received compliments from her majesty on his history of the late war and had promised to visit her for a more detailed discussion. He had been assiduously cared for by Sir Charles and was even now being taken onto the veranda for fresh air and quiet, as the soiree whirled and danced about him.

Their progress through the crowd was slow, not least because they were constantly stopped with cries of admiration and interest. Rupert’s life had been of necessity retiring after the accident which had cost him the use of his legs and confined him to the wheeled contraption in which he now spent most of his time. This made the hubbub about him even more distracting. And Garret, after sticking close all evening, had disappeared amidst a crowd of young soldiers— all, it seemed to Rupert, shouting at the tops of their voices.

At last Sir Charles was able to reach the doors to the veranda and rolled the heavy chair triumphantly through and into the cool night air. The noise behind them lessened to a manageable roar almost at once.

“I shall have a servant fetch you some supper, Sir Rupert, if you like,” offered Sir Charles over Rupert’s shoulder as he positioned the chair near a silent fountain. In the center of the inky water rose a statue of a horse, overgrown with green mold that glittered with phosphorescence in the brittle moonlight.

“That would be most pleasant indeed,” replied Rupert with a smile. “I confess, I will appreciate the privacy and the silence more than anything else you might offer me.”

“Oh, there will be that, enough and more, with her majesty still holding court here. Your book has pleased her, you know. She and the commander are fast friends.” Sir Charles checked that the thick rug covered Rupert’s crippled legs, to protect them from the night air.

Rupert waved him away with a sigh of contentment. “Go, I pray you. You have a thousand things to attend to, with her majesty here. I am quite well situated.”

Sir Charles hurried away to his guests.

Rupert gazed out over the gardens that began three steps down from the veranda. The full moon illuminated the maze in the distance and added its silver light to that pouring through the long windows behind him. He was more than delighted to be away from the crush of humanity within. The peace of the scene before him began to soothe his jangled nerves. The call of a nightbird echoed as if in a dream.

“Hallo, Rupert,” came a quiet voice. “It’s been...a long time.”

Rupert jerked his head to the right, his heart pounding. 

There, in the shadows of the lower terrace, a deeper shadow stirred, stirred and moved towards him and the light. At once the shadow revealed itself to be a tall lean woman dressed in simple elegant black. A tight-fitting short jacket showed a hint of lace at the throat. Sleek breeches tucked into high polished boots. A sword, its scabbard thick with ebony inlay, hung from a wide belt. The woman moved as silent as shadow indeed, effortless in the dusk, until she stood between Rupert and the still fountain, her pale hair silver in the moonlight, her eyes hooded by the dark.

Rupert drew a deep breath. “Commander,” he said, his tone formal as though to a stranger just met, and he nodded in lieu of the bow made impossible by his injured legs.

The woman laughed, a short sound as sharp and brittle as broken glass. She seated herself on the wide stone surround of the circular fountain, eye-level with Rupert and within arm’s reach of his chair. 

“A bit distant for old friends, think you not, Rupert?” she observed, leaning back on her arms but never taking her eyes from his. “Surely you could conjure up a little more warmth, even for...me.” And she gave that old mocking smile that once Rupert had known so well, a lifting of one side of her long mouth, a smile that never managed to reach her eyes.

Rupert blinked owlishly, stroked with nervous fingers the rug tucked over his withered legs. “I’m surprised you remember me, after so long a time,” he answered at last.

He heard her sudden intake of breath and knew how he had hurt her. They had been bound to meet again, and Rupert had played the scene over and over in his mind. The reality was not what he had expected. An encounter between old lovers was difficult at best, and when these lovers had parted as they had, what could be done to soothe such a meeting?

“I’m sorry,” Rupert rasped through a throat gone dry. “I did not mean to sound quite so...” His voice trailed off.

“Do not apologize, pray, Sir Rupert,” said the woman in black. “I took the liberty to presume on our old acquaintance. It will not happen again, I can promise you.” 

Rupert had forgotten how her tone could ice the very air around her.

He looked at Commander Ria Hawkmoon for the first time in nearly fifteen years. She was thinner than he remembered, drawn tight with strain, perhaps. He could see faint lines about her mouth and eyes even in the moonlight. A short, jagged scar decorated one lean cheek, white against her bronzed skin. He looked down at her hands, pressed hard against the stone parapet on which she sat. The right was as he remembered, long fingers trained to the sword. The left was encased in a fine-grained leather glove, black as the rest of her outfit. The glove seemed oddly misshapen.

Rupert recalled, with a sudden burst of clarity, just why she wore that glove. This, more than seeing her, more even than hearing her voice, brought back all his old feelings towards her in one great, blinding flash. 

Ria Hawkmoon saw him looking at her gloved left hand. She held it out before his face, flexed it in its warped casing to a tight fist. Rupert could hear the faint squeak of leather in the total silence—and another sound, horrible, blood chilling, as of bones grinding together.

“Yes,” she murmured as though in answer to a spoken question, “we are both cripples in our way, are we not? But this,” she loosed the fist and Rupert winced at the sound, “was not my fault. This...” she leaned forward and laid the gloved hand on the blanket over his legs, “this was.”

“I have never said so,” Rupert reminded her. “Nor has anyone else. But as usual you are too stubborn to listen to reason.”

She gave another short laugh. Some of the earlier brittle quality had disappeared, Rupert was glad to note. She drew her hand back—reluctantly? Or did he imagine it? —as a manservant appeared at one of the long windows with a rattle, wheeling a small cart piled with food and two bottles of wine.

“Ah, Sir Charles is determined to take good care of you, I see, Rupert,” she said as she rose to her feet. “No, no, I shall serve Sir Rupert. You may go,” and she waved the man away.

Rupert saw him back away in confusion, dazzled by the presence of Commander Hawkmoon, of the Queen’s Armies in the West—and no doubt wondering just why she was here.

“That man will go straight to Sir Charles, you know, Ria.”

It was the first time he had spoken her name aloud. The two syllables fell off his tongue easily, as if they had not once had the power to hurt him. Even when researching his book, interviewing those who knew her, he had managed to sidestep those two short but amazingly painful sounds, simply by always referring to her as ‘Commander Hawkmoon’.

Ria took no notice of her name on his lips—or if she did he could not see it. She was involved in pouring his wine, putting her usual concentration into it as into everything. When the task was completed to her satisfaction, she replied, “My dear Rupert, I am attending this hideous celebration by her majesty’s express wish. She had decided that the old troubles between Sir Charles’ family and my own shall cease and is determined to see it so.”

She handed him the glass of wine, then turned the bottle up, downing several great gulps.

“How is it?” asked Rupert in amusement.

“Acceptable. I have heard that Sir Charles has a pretty taste in wine. I am glad to see it so.” 

Rupert sipped his wine, nodded in agreement. “I did not see you inside.”

Ria set the bottle down. 

“I had no desire to fight for your attention with that rabble. I suspected that you would soon tire of them and seek a place to hide. So I lay in wait for you here.” She gave him a lopsided smile. “It is a habit of
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