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Lilya stared out at the ocean. The wave tops were diamond bright, and the water was an amazing turquoise. She smiled.

“It is a beautiful view, isn’t it?” Fabian asked softly. “It’s one reason why I chose this restaurant. The other is the quality of the food.”

Lilya turned back to her companion. At over six feet tall, Lilya had found very few men who were taller than her. This had become even more noticeable as she moved away from her Northern homeland, where everyone tended to be taller. However, Fabian stood a good two or three inches over her. 

He had strong features that she had found herself drawn to from the start. His hair was dark, as were his deep, warm eyes. Such a strong contrast to her cloud of chin-length, white hair and her ice-blue eyes. Even her skin was many shades lighter than his.

“I was surprised when you agreed to join me.” Fabian glanced down at his hands, clasped on the table before him. “Pleasantly surprised, obviously,” he added quickly with a lopsided smile.

“I have to admit that it wasn’t an easy decision,” Lilya replied. She found it hard to put these feelings into words, and she threw her arms out wide before dropping them back to her sides. “It probably should have been. But...” Her voice trailed off, and she took a deep breath before beginning again. She owed him some kind of explanation for her hesitation. “I wasn’t exactly welcome at home, and although I found a place in the Ice Guard, I always felt it was because I proved so useful to them that they overlooked my ... differences.”

“There’s no crime in being different,” Fabian asserted.

Lilya couldn’t hold his gaze and turned back to the view of the vast ocean. She didn’t want to mention the rumours regarding her origins, the talk of ‘tainted’ blood and being a bad luck omen. She could still hear the hunter, Dario, telling her that whatever evil befell Pevara, it would be her fault. And then more than twenty bandits had descended on the town and caused havoc. She had been instrumental in beating them back. The townsfolk hadn’t blamed her, though, and there had been no talk of her bringing them bad luck. But she still didn’t want to mention it. Not yet at least.

“I know that I judge people by their actions, not what they look like or where they come from,” Fabian continued.

Lilya brought her head around and his intense gaze snared her. Emotion welled in her throat, and she swallowed. “I will try to remember that. It might take a little while to get used to,” Lilya’s voice barely rose above a whisper as their eyes remained locked.

Fabian blinked and released her, a slow smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I can wait. I will earn your trust.”

Fabian had invited Lilya to join him on a trip to the port town of Florona for a lunchtime meal. Lilya thought that he had not dared to ask her to dinner. Part of her felt glad, for she might well have refused, and then regretted it. Florona lay a three-hour journey by horse and trap to the east of Pevara, where she was currently staying with her great friend, Nuru. 

Nuru, like Lilya, had once been an Ice Guard, although she had retired years ago after the death of her husband. She had created a new life here in the country of Vendisi, where she lived in a lovely villa and sold honey and beeswax products from the many hives she owned. As soon as she had learned that Lilya, too, was considering retiring, she had offered her a place to stay. Lilya, who had no idea what to do with herself or where to go, had accepted. So far, it was turning out to be an excellent decision.

An efficient young waitress brought the food they had ordered when they arrived at the seafront restaurant to their table. They both tucked in, saving Lilya from further conversation for a while. 

“What have you done with Fiola?” Fabian asked. Obviously, he had decided that the conversation should not dwell on deep and meaningful things. Lilya relaxed. She knew she owed him more of an explanation, but she really wasn’t sure she wanted to do it today.

“Fiola is being looked after by Nico. I expect he will wear her out playing all the time.” Lilya smiled indulgently. 

Fiola was a Fremling, a crystal dragon, as some people called them due to their jewel-bright eyes, a creature once thought to be nothing more than a legend. Until a young boy named Nico had gone exploring in the Vigurian Mountains and brought one back with him, along with her three eggs! He had discovered that she required honey to survive those first few weeks after laying her eggs. With good intentions, he had resorted to stealing it, believing that anyone he told about the Fremling might fear her and either try to drive her away or harm her. 

Lilya had uncovered the truth, and Nuru had happily provided the furry dragon with enough honey until she was ready for her usual diet of small reptiles, insects, and rodents. 

Anyone meeting a Fremling would soon understand that the creatures, who were approximately half the size of a wolf, were friendly and not a threat. When the eggs had hatched, one of the babies had a malformed back leg, and the mother had asked Lilya and Nico to care for her. She would not survive her first few weeks up in the stony mountains.

Nico loved the baby dragon yet had very unselfishly agreed that she would be safer at Nuru’s villa than on his mother’s farm. It was quieter there with fewer  sharp tools and heavy equipment. He visited Fiola at least three times a week. The Fremling always slept very well after his visits!

“Her wings are strengthening, and she sometimes flies beside me now rather than riding on my shoulder.” Lilya rotated her right arm which had ached for days after the Fremling came to stay. But her muscles had adapted. “Good thing, too. She is growing like a weed.”

“She must be nearly fully-grown now,” Fabian said.

“Yes. Judging from her mother’s size. Her eyes have become brighter, too. They resemble emeralds now.”

When the Fremling had first been born, her eyes had been a mossy green. As she had grown over the last few weeks, they had deepened and brightened to their adult jewel tone. The young dragon had slowly become more adept at hunting the local rodents and insects, though she would never have the skill and speed she would have required to overcome the more difficult terrain and scarcer food found in the mountains. Plus, there were also predators up there. Something had scared the mother into fleeing with her eggs.

“Nico is a good lad. He helps his mother, and I hear he is courageous and bright.” 

Lilya peeped at Fabian surreptitiously. His tone might be conversational; however, her instincts warned her that this was leading to something.

“You do know that I know he is the honey thief, don’t you?” Fabian said.

Lilya’s hand halted partway to her mouth, and then she placed her fork down carefully on her plate. “I rather thought you would work it out at some point,” she said ruefully. “What are you going to do about it?”

Fabian took a long sip from his cup of wine. “Without an accusation and statement from the victim, Nuru, there is little we can do. And, you and Nuru have been quite persuasive that he is no threat to anyone else.” Fabian glanced up with a wry grin. “I would guess that the Fremling mother needed the honey.” He shook his head. “What I don’t understand is why he felt he had to steal it.”

“He was so focused on protecting the mother and her eggs that he became worried no one else would see them the way he did. As harmless creatures needing help. He thought the townsfolk might harm them or drive them away. If he’d had the money, he would have bought the honey. But he didn’t, so he resorted to thievery.” Lilya grinned. “Ostensibly, that’s why he is working for Nuru. To pay back his debt. We thought he should face some consequences for his actions. And he is proving to be a hard worker. Nuru might take him on in a more permanent capacity when he is a bit older.”

“That’ll be good. Give the lad some structure and purpose.”

Lilya’s grin widened. “He is thinking about joining the Watchmen when he grows up.”

Fabian halted his hand partway to his mouth, as Lilya had done earlier, and he chuckled. “I’m not sure if that delights or horrifies me.”

“He would run you ragged with his enormous energy. Still, he would be a dedicated and courageous Watchman,” Lilya said. She paused. “Talking of Watchmen... I have decided I would like to take you up on your offer of a voluntary position.”

“Really?” Fabian gave an infectious, warm smile, and a bright gleam of pleasure lit his eyes. “Does this mean you have chosen to live in Pevara permanently?”

“I can’t see any reason to move elsewhere,” Lilya told him. “I have found everyone so welcoming, and I think I can forge a place for myself. Nuru has offered to pay me for looking after the bees, and I am sure I can find a few other things to turn my hand to.” She did have a lot to be thankful for. As she glanced at Fabian, who smiled to himself, a faint unease uncoiled in her chest. She did have a lot. More than she had thought she would ever have or deserved. Was she wrong to crave even more? To consider that it might be possible to have a romance, too? Would fate intervene to remind her that people such as her didn’t deserve so much? If she strove to have more, would she lose what she already had?

At the thought, the last mouthfuls of her food seemed to stick in her throat and she gulped down some of the wine. She dipped her head so Fabian wouldn’t catch a hint of the worry that now pervaded her and might show on her face. She didn’t want to ruin his time with her. Especially since she suddenly felt so unsure whether she should ever do it again.

“I am so pleased you have decided to stay. Everyone deserves to find a place to belong. And to find happiness.”

Lilya clutched at his words. Was he right? Did she deserve to have it all?

They finished their meal with talk of her role as a voluntary Watchman.

“Watchwoman,” Lilya said with a wicked grin.

“Watchperson, maybe?” Fabian argued with a raised eyebrow.

“Something to discuss,” Lilya said. “Do I get some kind of badge, so everyone knows when I am officially on duty?”

“We don’t have badges,” Fabian reminded her. “We just announce to the town who has been taken on, and everyone knows us. Though maybe you could have a pennant that you tie to that giant sword of yours since you will only be part-time, so they know when you are on duty.”

“If I have Ice Fang with me, it might give them a clue,” she said dryly. “But I do like the idea of a colourful pennant. Maybe purple to match Fiola.”

Fabian snorted at her comment. “I rather like the idea of badges, actually,” Fabian mused. “I feel we should have something official-looking, even though everyone knows who we are. Perhaps I can petition Lord Bernardi. After all, his soldiers wear a uniform and his crest.”

They discussed what should be on the badge, gently arguing over crossed swords versus the symbol of a lemon, as something the town was well-known for producing.

“A lemon indeed!” Fabian snorted, trying to hide his amusement.

Lilya tossed back her head with laughter. “I was joking. I would much prefer some kind of weapon on it. Although if I don’t get to wear one, I shall vote for the lemon!”

After they finished their meal, which Fabian insisted on paying for ‘since he had invited her’, they strolled along the beach. 

Lilya stared in fascination at the people swimming in the water. “Isn’t it cold?” She shuddered at the thought of the icy water she had crossed from her home on Malmjar Island to the mainland in order to become an Ice Guard. All the rivers and lakes in Akurland were frozen over for at least half the year.

Fabian laughed at her astonishment. “The water here is warm! It would be like having a bath, except you float more easily in the saltwater.”

Lilya still eyed the sea with suspicion. The waves washed in and then tugged out again. She wasn’t certain she trusted her swimming skills against that. They tossed a few pebbles into the water, and Fabian taught her how to skip stones.

“It would never have worked on the lake near our camp. It was frozen solid most of the year.”

“Are you coping with the heat?” Fabian asked curiously. “It must be a huge change from what you are used to.”

Lilya shrugged. “I don’t enjoy the middle of the day, but I’ll live. I might head up into the mountains one of these days to take Fiola and see if we can visit with her mother and siblings. It will be cooler up there.”

Fabian said nothing to this, although she noticed the hint of a frown. Was he worried for her safety?

“I’ll take Ice Fang with me. But I doubt there is anything up there as ferocious as a Thunderbear,” she said.

“No. We have nothing as big or fierce as that.”

They headed back to the small horse and trap they had hired in Pevara and left in the stables on the outskirts of Florona. Lilya hadn’t realised Pevara had a courier station, which was where the vehicle had come from. It lay on the northern outskirts of the town, accessed by skirting the town’s edge. Anyone journeying on beyond Pevara invariably changed horses there. Most letters and other documents were dropped there too, either incoming or outgoing. Lilya had met Fabian there for the outward journey; he had thought she might be interested to see the place. Any horses or vehicles had to be collected from the station anyway. However, as they returned, he pulled the trap to a halt at the entrance to the villa.

“Thank you for joining me,” Fabian said with a slightly awkward lift to his shoulders.

“I really enjoyed myself,” Lilya said. She hesitated and then before she could second-guess herself, she leant forward and gave him a quick kiss on his cheek. She noted his astonishment and the broad grin on his face but didn’t linger. She leapt down from the seat, gave him a brief wave and then strode into the villa grounds. After a moment, the horse’s hooves clopped away.

That had probably been a foolish thing to do. Lilya would have given him hope for more when she wasn’t certain she should risk more. She shook the thoughts from her head and meandered slowly up the cobbled path, knowing that Nuru would want to hear every detail. She would also be very enthusiastic about future dates. How could Lilya head them off? She needed time to consider her options.
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Nico and Fiola initially spared Lilya any inquisition from Nuru. The Fremling leapt on Lilya and nuzzled into her neck with a deep hum of pleasure.

Lilya rubbed the cat-sized creature’s soft purple fur and chuckled. “Whoa, I was only gone for a few hours. I bet you had great fun with Nico while I was away anyhow.”

The Fremling chirruped and, using her wings, glided back to the floor, where she scurried over to Nico and rubbed around his knees.

“We have played most of the time. She showed me how good she’s got at catching flies, too,” Nico said with pride. “She must have eaten hundreds!”

Lilya hoped that was an exaggeration. “Well, she won’t need any tea then.”

Fiola turned her emerald eyes on Lilya, who could swear there was reproach in the jewelled depths. “Just kidding. I know how much you enjoy what Cosima prepares for you.”

Fiola blinked and licked a foot. Her claws were black and shiny, and Lilya knew they were quite sharp yet unlike a cat’s, they were not retractable.

“I should be heading home, I suppose,” Nico said, injecting a mournful tone into his voice.

“Yes. I expect your mother will soon prepare a wonderful tea for you, too.”

Nico instantly brightened. “You’re right. Mum’s a great cook.” He turned to the Fremling, who now squatted on the floor watching them both. “Bye, Fiola. I’ll see you soon.”

Fiola chirruped at him, and he giggled. “I’m sure she understands us,” he said.

Nico was joking, yet Lilya thought he might be at least partially correct. Fiola seemed to comprehend a great deal even when Lilya wasn’t joined to her with her Harmoniser magic. 

Nuru returned to the villa a couple of hours later and found Lilya in the gardens running through some of her training drills with Fiola gambolling around her feet. Lilya had changed out of the lovely new clothes she had worn to lunch with Fabian.

“Has she tripped you up yet?” Nuru asked with a laugh.

“She certainly adds an extra layer of complexity to the drills,” Lilya agreed. She did a couple of stretches and then poised cross-legged on the floor. She stared expectantly up at Nuru.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m waiting for you to begin the inevitable questions about my trip with Fabian,” Lilya said calmly.

“I have no intention of quizzing you about that. It’s private!” Nuru’s expression managed to appear indignant.

“Oh, good. Because if you ask too many questions, I shall have to return the favour.”

“I don’t know what you can mean by that,” Nuru said airily. “I haven’t been on any dates lately.”

“No? But I am fairly sure you have been invited. I saw the letter arrive yesterday!” Lilya continued to stare at Nuru until the other woman threw her hands up.

“Okay! I give in. I want to know how it went. Will you be going out with him again? Did you kiss him? Oh, did he kiss you?” Nuru’s yellow eyes were bright as the questions tripped off her tongue. “And, yes. Enzo has invited us both for dinner, but I haven’t decided if I should accept.” Nuru put her hands on her hips and stared hard at Lilya.

Lilya huffed a half-laugh. “Yes, it went well. I don’t know if I will do it again because it’s complicated. No, he didn’t kiss me; he is too much of a gentleman,” she paused. “But I did kiss him—” Lilya saw Nuru’s eyes grow wide, and before she could say anything, she continued “— but it was just on the cheek.”

Nuru drew her brows down and ‘tsked’. “Why would you only kiss him on the cheek? And why is it complicated? He likes you, you like him... Simple.”

Lilya stared at her lap and ran the faded material of her old shirt between her fingers. The beautiful new clothes Sienna had made for her were far too good just to exercise in. “I could put off your questions by asking why you don’t know if you will accept Enzo’s invite. Though I should probably explain myself first.” Lilya tipped her head back and closed her eyes, searching for the right words. 

“I already have so much more than I thought possible, Nuru.” Lilya at last returned her gaze to her friend. “I have great friends, a welcoming place to live. A place I feel I belong. Perhaps even a couple of jobs. I never dreamed all that was possible. I just fear...” Lilya swallowed past the thickness in her throat. “I fear that if I reach for more, I might lose what I already have. I have always believed that people like me don’t get to have true happy endings. Is it worth the risk?” Her voice sank to little more than a whisper on the question, as if she didn’t want any gods or goddesses to hear and intervene with her fate.

“Yes,” Nuru said bluntly. “Even if it doesn’t work out with Fabian, you will always have me as a friend and a place to stay here at the villa. I can’t think of anything you could do to alienate the townsfolk. You are their hero after saving them from those bandits. And you must stop saying things like that.” Nuru sounded upset, and her mouth tightened.

“Things like what?” Lilya asked softly.

“‘People like me,’” Nuru replied. “As if there is something wrong with you. All that stuff about tainted blood and being bad luck. It is all nonsense. Please try to believe it. You deserve love as much as anyone else, and it isn’t a choice between a place to belong or having love. You can have both. You deserve both as much as anyone else.”

Nuru held Lilya’s gaze until Lilya nodded. Nuru was the second person today to tell her she could have it all. Were they right? Should she agree to date Fabian? Lilya knew one thing; Nuru would let her stay at the villa, no matter what. Perhaps she should take a chance. The thought both thrilled and terrified her.

“What of you and Enzo?” she asked after a moment. She wasn’t about to let her friend off the hook entirely. If she thought that having a romance with Fabian was simple, then shouldn’t it be much the same between her and Enzo?

Nuru chewed at her lip for a moment. “I like him, Lilya. We get on well and he is a good man,” she paused and then sighed heavily. “I just don’t get that same spark I had with Jokull. Maybe it is too much to ask that I have something so wonderful more than once in my life. Perhaps I would grow to love Enzo.” She gave Lilya a lopsided smile. “But do I want to settle for that? I keep wondering whether if I just wait a bit longer that I might find something or someone better. And then I tell myself I am foolish to throw away a chance to grow old with a decent man, all for a romantic dream that may never happen.” 

“I don’t know what the answer is, Nuru. I’m certainly not someone to give out relationship advice.” Lilya gave a rueful laugh. “We’re a right pair aren’t we?”

Nuru shook her head wryly. “We can always just keep each other company into our old age.”

Despite Lilya’s fondness for Nuru, the thought of them both growing old in this villa as spinsters was somewhat depressing.

They popped into The Fremling’s Breath tavern that evening and Lilya found herself ridiculously relieved when Fabian didn’t turn up. Though she knew she couldn’t avoid him forever. Especially now she had agreed to become a volunteer Watchperson. Besides, she would miss him if she didn’t see him for a long while.

On a nearby table was a group of younger people, most of whom Lilya recognised. Katerina sat leaning forward, her hazel eyes bright, expression contented, hanging on every word of the boy next to her, Teo, the young fishmonger. His big brown eyes constantly returned to Katerina with obvious affection. His  mass of brown curls framed his face perfectly. No wonder Katerina couldn’t take her eyes off him! Raffaelo, a muscular boy with large hands – he worked at Nico and Orella’s farm – sat with them along with another girl. Lilya had seen her in here once before and had noted the similarity to Teo. The resemblance was more striking now that they were sitting together. His older sister, Natalia. She nodded at what the others said but appeared to be nursing her drink rather than supping on it. 

Twice, Lilya caught the woman peering over her shoulder at their table. Lilya found the expression on her face hard to read, yet it wasn’t the usual friendly curiosity. She also spent much of the time watching Katerina with slightly narrowed eyes, though the other girl seemed oblivious.

Lilya decided that if the girl had a problem with her, it was best to reveal it now so it could be dealt with. It seemed unlikely that she would watch Nuru, whom she must have known for years.

Katerina glanced up at one point and spotted Lilya. She grinned and gave an enthusiastic wave, which Lilya readily returned. They had agreed to meet at some point soon for another practice session of Katerina’s Lightbringer magic. She had summoned fire under difficult circumstances when a bandit held a knife to her throat. She had also extinguished the fire. But the girl wanted a safe place to practise and someone with magic to be there with her. Lilya was happy to oblige.

When it came time to leave, Lilya spoke softly to Nuru. “You go on ahead. I want to speak with Natalia.”

Nuru frowned. “What, by the ocean could you have to say to her? You have never met!”

“I rather think she might have something to say to me,” Lilya said. “And I want it out in the open, not festering inside her.”

Nuru twitched her lips to one side and then shrugged. “Okay. See you back at the villa.”

Lilya’s chest warmed with the fact that Nuru didn’t ask her not to cause trouble or to be careful. Her friend trusted her.

Lilya stood outside the tavern, close to the window opening in clear view of Natalia and the other three. Natalia noticed her first. The older girl’s cup paused partway to her mouth as she stared. Then she very carefully placed the cup back on the table and leant over to whisper to her brother. He frowned and then shrugged and returned his attention to his girlfriend, Katerina. Natalia stood and weaved her way to the tavern door. 

“It would seem you are waiting for me,” Natalia said, lifting her chin.

“I just wondered if there was something you needed to say to me,” Lilya responded. She kept her tone and her posture as relaxed as possible. She didn’t want the girl to see her as any kind of threat.

Natalia stared at Lilya, though she didn’t quite meet her eyes. She chewed on a fingernail. “I am just worried,” she said at last. “About Teo.”

Lilya blinked. Why would Natalia want to talk to her about her brother?

“He dotes on Katerina,” she continued. “And she has always been a nice enough girl. Generous and friendly. I liked her.”

“But you don’t now?” Heaviness settled in Lilya’s stomach. Suddenly, she had an idea where this conversation was headed, and she didn’t like it for herself, and more importantly, for Katerina.

“Oh, well. It’s just that now she can do things with fire. It is dangerous. What if she hurt Teo? Or someone else. And you taught it to her.” Now, a faint hint of accusation had crept into Natalia’s voice, though she appeared to be trying to control it. “She was normal before you came.”

Lilya shook her head. “Katerina has had magic her whole life. I didn’t give that to her. What I have done is teach her how to control it. Before I arrived, she was practising in secret with no idea of how to safely summon fire and even worse, no idea at all of how to douse it. She might well have had an accident then. But now she understands how to put it out, and it will only come if she calls it. She and those around her are much safer now. That’s how magic works, Natalia. It is always there and searching for a way out. The trick is to learn control.”

During this speech, Natalia’s lips had thinned, and her brows had drawn down to create a dark expression on her normally pretty face. With her wide mouth and large eyes, it took a lot for her expression to appear pinched and mean. Still, she was managing it now. Her expression had morphed into one of defiance and pettiness. Natalia didn’t want to listen to Lilya and realise she was wrong. She had decided that magic was evil, dangerous and hated to have to change her mind. Lilya had met plenty of people blinkered about magic before. However, she was the first in Pevara.

“Well, I still don’t like it,” Natalia said in a sulky tone.

Lilya nodded. “That’s up to you. But Katerina has always had magic and always will.”

“I want you to stay away from her. You ... you’re a bad influence.” Natalia had her hands pressed against her hips and her chin high. She was making one final bid to keep control over the conversation, over Lilya. To keep up the pretence of being in the right.

“I think that is up to Katerina, don’t you?” Lilya said mildly. “But don’t worry. I will ensure I stay away from you.” With that, Lilya turned on her heel and strode off. She didn’t glance back to discover what Natalia did next. She would either harden her position or cool off and see reason. Lilya hoped it was the second, though she knew she would never receive an apology or acknowledgement that Natalia had been in the wrong. However, if Natalia remained adamant that Lilya and magic were wicked, there could be trouble ahead. Though, as Nuru had said, most of the townsfolk saw her as their saviour, so hopefully Natalia couldn’t do much.
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“She actually accused you of having given Katerina her magic?” Nuru said with a bemused expression.

“Most people have no idea how magic works. They don’t think about it. It scares her, and she likes Katerina, so it was easier to blame a stranger. Me. I tried to explain, but I’m not sure Natalia wanted to listen.” Lilya shrugged, pretending indifference. She didn’t know Natalia, yet it still hurt. Especially as almost everyone else in Pevara had been so kind and welcoming. The only negative experiences she had received prior to this were from Drucilla, the curmudgeonly magistrate, and Dario, the hunter. After being rescued by Lilya twice now, Drucilla had warmed a fraction. Dario would never take to her, but she wasn’t likely to run into him very often.

Lilya and Nuru savoured a breakfast of bread, fruit and cheese in the private dining room. Sunlight poured through the window opening along with a gentle breeze that brought with it the perfume from the flowers outside. Somewhere out there, Fiola happily chased lizards, or flies, or something. The Fremling would reappear when she got bored, hungry, or wanted a nap.

Lilya had already done the rounds of all the hives, checking on the bees. Benvolio was training her in how to harvest the honey and even Lilya found the work hard. The bees were usually given a dose of harmless smoke, and Benvolio had to wrap himself up in thick cloth so the bees didn’t sting him. But with Lilya there to ask the bees’ permission to take some of the honey, they allowed Benvolio to do what he needed without aggression.

“This is so much easier with you here,” the skinny boy told her with heartfelt emotion. “Bee stings hurt! And no matter how convinced I am that they can’t find my skin, they always do.”

The honeycombs had to be lifted out of the hives, the wax caps carefully removed, and then they were hung over a bucket on a special frame so that the combs could be spun around to draw the honey out. Nuru had told her that initially, she didn’t know how to do this, and she cut the honeycombs and melted them. The wax would float to the surface to be collected, and then the honey was sieved through a fine mesh before being stored in sealed clay jars. The beehives nearest the house were easy to gather honey from, while those further away required the equipment to be lugged to the site. When Nico had taken honey, he would only have managed to gather a small amount that he could dig out of the comb, or that dripped out naturally, since he had none of the necessary paraphernalia.

“But eventually the man who sold me the bees informed me of this newer method,” Nuru had told her with a smile. “I don’t think many of the other Vendisian keepers were particularly receptive to his newfangled idea. But this leaves the comb intact, and the bees don’t have to use large quantities of honey to make new wax. My yield is improved this way.”

Nuru was very proud of having discovered this ‘secret’. “A lot of the beekeepers are stuck in the old ways, but I want to do what is best for the bees and for my business.”

Lilya was all for that. She also learned that some unknown ingredient in honey kept infection away. Nuru always kept some at the villa for minor scrapes, cuts and burns. Now Lilya kept some with her bandages just in case.

A gentle knock on the door signalled the entrance of Antonella, the efficient housekeeper. Her dress draped just so over her figure, not a hair sat out of place, and her smile beamed as warm as always. Lilya had only ever seen her flustered once, when she thought Nuru was in danger. Still, even then, she had rallied when her skills were needed.

“I am sorry to bother you, but there is a courier with a package. He insists that it must be handed directly to you, Mistress.”

“A package?” Nuru dabbed at the corners of her mouth. “How exciting. However, I am not expecting anything.” She stood, and Lilya followed her from the room. She had finished eating and was intrigued as to what unexpected item had come for Nuru. Particularly from a courier – having visited the courier station the day before to collect the horse and trap with Fabian, she had developed a curiosity concerning their workings.

A young man stood at the door impatiently shifting from foot to foot. He wore a dark green shirt and trousers with a half cape in a lighter green. His black shoes were dusty, though the underlying shine was visible in patches. He also had a brooch depicting a flying horse which held his cloak closed. He cradled a small package tied up with string, a scrap of parchment attached to the top.

The courier thrust the item at Nuru. “I assume this means you.”

Nuru’s brows drew down as she reached out for the parcel and turned it to face her.

“To the Beekeeper of Pevara,” she read aloud. She glanced up at the courier. “That’s all the address you got? Where did it come from?”

The courier shrugged. “It has come from courier station to courier station. I don’t know where it originated though someone must. If you really need to know.” His tone indicated that he wasn’t sure why you would care, and it would be a lot of trouble. “Besides, it probably says inside.” The courier stared at Nuru expectantly. She blinked back at him.

“Officially, I need you to accept or reject the package,” he prompted.

“Oh, I see.” Nuru frowned down at the package. “Well, it states Pevara, and no one else around here keeps bees.” She then turned a grin on Lilya. “Though I think I officially named you my beekeeper.”

The courier cleared his throat.

“Sorry. Yes, I accept the package,” Nuru said.

The courier bobbed his head. “Great. I’ll be off then. Lots more to do.” With that, he spun on his heel and strode away.

“Very odd way to address something to you,” Lilya mused. “Almost as if they don’t know you personally. But then why would they be sending you a package?”

“Let’s go and open it and find out.” Nuru glided back to the inner courtyard, where the chairs were more comfortable than in the public lobby, her pale kaftan swishing elegantly. The colour set off her dark skin magnificently. She also seemed to be trying something new with her hair, lots of intricate braids which revealed the pointed tips of her ears. Since she had revealed that she had a Soul Song – a song that could put men to sleep and came from her heritage as a descendant of the People of the Sea – she had been revealing her ears and teeth far more often. As if it had become pointless even trying to pretend she was something she wasn’t. Lilya’s differences didn’t feel quite so extreme when she stood next to her friend and so far no one had commented, or reacted badly. 

Nuru perched on a deeply cushioned bench. Fresh cut flowers in vases dotted around the area drenched the courtyard in a heady perfume. Nuru expertly unpicked the string from the package and dropped the cloth wrapping to the floor. Inside rested a hexagonal box of inlaid olive wood. The mother-of-pearl inlay shimmered with greens and blues. There were also strange symbols carved onto every surface. A peculiar sensation ran through Lilya’s bones as she gazed at the box. Something else stuck out from beneath it. 

“What is that?” she pointed to the item.

Nuru drew it from underneath the box. It was a tightly wrapped scroll, only about five inches long. Approximately the same length as the width of the box. Nuru turned it until she found a deep blue wax seal. Her hand shook, and with a cry, she dropped the scroll to the floor. Her other hand went slack, and the box tilted. Lilya grabbed it before it could hit the tiles. 

Her nerves tingled on contact, and she let out an involuntary gasp. The box held magic! Imbuing objects with magical energy was a tricky proposition and quite rare.

Nuru’s eyes were wide and blank, and her mouth partly open as she stared unseeing at the scroll. Lilya tucked the box onto her lap, so she didn’t have to touch it and picked up the scroll to examine the seal.

Pressed into the wax was a symbol. A stylised serpent coiled into a figure eight. Although a serpent with gills. A sea serpent.

“Nuru?” Lilya spoke her friend’s name softly. The package had come as a shock to Nuru, and Lilya wasn’t sure why. Though something told her with an image of that nature, it probably had to do with her past and her people. A people she had run away from to join the Ice Guard, so very far away from her home.

Nuru blinked and raised a lightly trembling hand to her mouth. She rubbed her lips and then raised her troubled eyes to Lilya.

“That is the symbol of my people,” she said. “Each important House has a slightly different sea serpent. This one I recognise. I knew a man from there a long time ago. We were ... friends. Until we weren’t.” Nuru sucked in a breath and then released it. 

Lilya knew from Nuru’s hesitation that the man had been something more than just a friend. But she wasn’t about to press for details.

“I suppose I should find out why they have sent me a pretty box.” She held out a now steady hand for the scroll. Lilya handed it to her.

“It isn’t just a pretty box,” Lilya said. “I can feel magic in it.”

Nuru’s eyebrows rose. “How strange.” She glanced at the seal and then smiled wryly at Lilya. “Could I borrow one of your knives? My openers are in the office.”

Lilya handed over one of the knives secreted within her clothing and then took it back once Nuru had slit the wax seal. For a moment longer, Nuru hesitated, and then she unrolled the parchment. Her eyes flicked down to the bottom.

“Oh,” she said on a breath. “It is from Akida.”

With the way Nuru spoke the name, Lilya suspected that this was the man she had known. What had he meant to her? Nuru’s tense body and tightening facial muscles indicated a lot of suppressed emotion.

“He says he didn’t want to use my name in case it brought trouble to me, and to him. But he had heard of the Beekeeper of Pevara and was convinced it could only be me. The box leads to a treasure, and some unpleasant people are after it. They must not arrive first. He says ‘I believe they are tracking me, so I sent it away. To someone I can trust. Please, locate the treasure and use it wisely. I am certain you can find an expert in magic symbology to open the box in which lie the directions to the treasure. I hope we can one day meet again. Yours, Akida.’”

Nuru fell silent, her eyes misty with reminiscences. Lilya wanted to ask a million questions yet kept quiet while Nuru contemplated her past. But a treasure. How exciting! Would Nuru wish to go and find it?

Nuru closed her fist around the scroll, crumpling the parchment. She stood abruptly and dropped it onto the bench. She shook her head vigorously. “No! No, no, no! I will not be used in this way. Destroy the box and burn the scroll.”

With that, Nuru rushed from the hall towards the back of the villa and disappeared. Lilya stared after her and then gathered up the parchment and the box, which again caused her fingertips to tingle. There was no way she was going to destroy any of it. If Nuru wanted nothing to do with it, then Lilya would find someone to help with the symbols. Still, Lilya hoped that in time she could persuade Nuru to come on an adventure with her. A treasure hunt! How could she resist the temptation? Plus, she needed Nuru to understand the real possibility that the other people searching for the treasure might work out where the box had been sent, which could put Pevara in danger again. The people would ask questions, try to find Nuru, maybe threaten the townsfolk. Unless she and Nuru found the treasure first and made sure no one else could ever own it. Whoever they were.

Lilya decided that her first port of call would be Sarafina and her bookshop. There might be books on magical symbols there, and if not, Sarafina might know where she could find one. Lilya carefully tucked the small box into a pocket, placed the scroll into her wardrobe, and then hesitated. Should she tell Nuru what she planned? Nuru probably wouldn’t have calmed down enough yet. She had been quite upset by the whole episode. Lilya really wanted to learn who this Akida was and what he had meant to Nuru. But again, that would have to wait. She decided she would try to find Antonella instead and let her know she aimed to head to Sarafina’s.

Lilya discovered Antonella in Nuru’s office, drinking a cup of tea when she popped her head round the door. Nuru must have headed for her bedroom when she left the hall.

“That package Nuru received has given her a bit of a shock,” Lilya said. Antonella’s face immediately filled with concern.

“Will she be all right?” the woman asked.

“Yes. Nuru just needs a bit of time to herself. But I am heading out to Sarafina’s to do some research on the item that arrived. If she asks where I am, please let her know.”

Antonella’s features crumpled, upset at her mistress’s distress. “I will check on her later if she doesn’t appear,” she said decisively. “What was in it that gave her such a shock?” Antonella asked hesitantly.

Lilya wondered where the young woman’s imagination had taken her, since they both knew that Nuru was not one to shock easily.

“Just a name from her past.” It wasn’t Lilya’s place to say too much.

Antonella nodded sagely. “She has deep emotions about things from her past,” she paused. “But you know that better than me.” 

Was that a hint of wistfulness in Antonella’s tone? That someone else knew more in regard to her employer – someone she thought of almost as family – than her?

“Hopefully, she will be fine. I’m off, then,” Lilya said and left the office before Antonella could ask any more questions. Although, she was probably far too polite to enquire into Nuru’s personal business.

Lilya located Fiola in the garden, stretched out underneath a tree in dappled shade. She opened one eye as Lilya approached.

“I am going into town. Do you want to join me?” Lilya used her Nature Harmoniser magic to connect with the Fremling so that Fiola would understand properly what Lilya asked of her. What she received in return was clearly a ‘no.’ It came across as a sense of sleepiness, contentment, and enjoying the shade under the tree. Lilya smiled indulgently, said goodbye to the cosy dragon, and headed off.

Lilya strode into town. The strong sun beamed down bright and sweat broke out on Lilya’s upper lip and her back before she even reached the town. She looked forward to reaching Sarafina’s shop, which would be much cooler down its narrow alley. A few residents greeted Lilya as she passed; others simply carried on with their business. No stares or people watching her. The townsfolk all knew who she was by now and her height and paleness no longer drew the attention they once had. Lilya pressed a hand to her breastbone, moved by the acceptance these people showed her. So much more than her own folk had offered her as a child.

The sudden appearance of Marco ahead of her distracted  Lilya from her mission. He had come stumbling out of a side alley, a familiar bag slung over one shoulder. It clinked as he hurried up the street. Lilya firmed her lips and followed him. She had time to spare.

Before she had caught Nico stealing honey, she had discovered Marco, the baker’s apprentice, smuggling covered jars in just such a pack. Just the sort of jars often used to carry honey. She had followed him then, too. However, he had entered the bakery with Carissa, and she hadn’t wanted to make accusations in front of her friend. Since then, so much had happened that she hadn’t had an opportunity to follow up on the mystery. She decided that today she would learn what exactly Marco carried in his jars.

Again, Marco appeared to be heading towards the bakery. This time, Lilya was determined to enter and find out the truth. Perhaps she could buy something to hide her true purpose? Carissa’s cakes were delicious; it wouldn’t be that hard to believe.

The warm aroma of fresh bread, sugar, and cinnamon wafted to Lilya as she approached the front of the shop. Lilya gained on Marco as the open door of the bakery came into view, only a few feet ahead of him.

An idea popped into her head. She quickened her pace and jostled him as they both attempted to fit through the door. As she had hoped, the bag slipped off his shoulder.

“I’m so sorry!” Lilya said, grabbing at the bag. She fumbled it on purpose, and it slid to the ground. Two clay jars rolled out. Lilya’s shoulders slumped. The jars were empty.

“What is all the noise?” Carissa came out from behind the counter at the front of the shop and stared. She planted her hands on her ample hips. “You are lucky you didn’t break those jars, Marco. Then where would we be?”

“It was entirely my fault, Carissa,” Lilya managed. ‘Where would we be?’ Clearly, Carissa knew what the jars were for. Lilya blinked in bemusement. She had thought Marco must be up to something dodgy, but surely Carissa wouldn’t be involved? And she wouldn’t implicate herself in front of Lilya, who was about to join the Watchpeople. Would she?

Carissa tipped her head to the side as Marco muttered an apology and snatched up the jars, stuffing them back into his bag before hurrying towards a door at the back of the shop. A blast of warm yeasty air exited – it must  be the kitchen. 

Lilya put on a bewildered expression, easy to accomplish as she felt very confused. “Why does Marco bring empty jars to work?”

“I let him take home a few of my spices and different flavourings,” Carissa replied. “He is wonderful at concocting new combinations. We are due to launch a new range. I might even name them after him. Marco’s Marvels.” Carissa chuckled. “Those jars are not
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