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“You should do something about this, milady.”

Julia’s words were soft and honest, the adoration the young maid felt for her shining through, and that stopped Isobel from saying something she shouldn’t. The girl didn’t understand, how could she?

“There’s nothing to be done,” She said eventually, trying to keep her emotions out of her voice. She was a duchess, she had been prepared since she was born for the duties that had been expected of her, both as a wife and as a noble, she wouldn’t show weakness now.

It was hard to present a strong façade. She didn’t exactly love her husband, Gilbert, the two had met the day of their wedding, they barely interacted afterwards, not as husband and wife. Since she had married the duke of Livia three years past, the two of them had shared a bedchamber perhaps three or four times, though she could understand why, kind of. They were strangers at first, it took them time to get used to the other’s presence. Granted, even later Gilbert had been somewhat cold, and he never really tried to initiate anything with her, but Isobel found herself somewhat happy with the situation.

Then the war came and her husband left, she remained behind to control the household and the duchy, and she did a good job at that. The day she discovered her husband was coming back she had been ecstatic, and that state of grace continued until he returned, a blonde woman accompanying him. It didn’t take long for everyone to realize Zoe was Gilbert’s lover.

Isobel’s heart ached when she thought about it. It wasn’t as if noblemen having mistresses was anything unheard of, her mother had made sure she was prepared for it, warned her it might happen, but she hadn’t thought Gilbert was the type of man to have a lover. He barely touched her after all, and she didn’t think she was so repugnant as that. She had almost believed he had no want for the flesh. She knew better now. She simply hadn’t been to his taste.

It made her angry, and it hurt. They never interacted much, it was true, but for a time she had hoped there could be something more to their marriage. Her parents hadn’t known each other before they married either, and they had been able to fall in love. She had expected the same to happen to her. Now her husband came back from war with another woman, a lover.

She would like nothing more than for it to be as Julia said, that she could do something about the situation, but what could she do? Despite her ruling in his stead for the last year and a half, Gilbert was the ruler of Livia, and she was only his wife. His word was law, and there wasn’t much she could do to complain. If he wanted to have a lover, he would, and there was nothing she could do about it. Nothing legal at least. Maybe if she was someone else, she might try to harm the woman in some way, but that wasn’t who she was.

Even if she was willing to do such a thing, it would be obvious she was the culprit, and her husband might very well harm her for it.

No matter how it galled her, she couldn’t do anything about Zoe. She could only ignore the other woman’s existence and pretend everything was fine, even if it wasn’t.

“This is good enough.” She said when she let her eyes rest on the reflection in the mirror. Her maid stopped brushing her hair and moved back, and Isobel got to her feet.

The woman she could see in the reflection was tall, her black hair fell down in waves around her figure. Her eyes were a deep blue. She was a gorgeous woman and she knew it, perhaps not as scintillating as the blonde her husband brought back, but she was certain she could draw the eye of any man she wished to. Any man but her own at least.

She tried not to flinch at the thought. She didn’t know what she might have possibly done wrong to make her husband dislike her so, and sincerely, she didn’t much care. Not at the moment. Not since the moment he brought another woman into their home, though the blonde had at least been smart enough to avoid her for now. Zoe wouldn’t be able to avoid her forever though, and Isobel intended to make their encounter occur as soon as possible.

It might be unavoidable that the other woman would live in her home, at least until her husband tired of her, but she would make sure the blonde understood which of them was the duchess, and which was simply the mistress.

Isobel cast a glance over her attire, eyes narrowed, then slowly nodded to herself. She looked refined, powerful, and she would do her best to intimidate the woman her husband brought with him. She didn’t know much about the blonde, but from what her maids had been able to gleam from talking with some of the men her husband went to war with she was some kind of warrior. There were differences between the battlefield and politics however; no matter how dangerous Zoe might be with a weapon in her hand, this was different and Isobel was far more experienced here.

Her handmaidens, who had been waiting at her door, fell in step behind her as she strode out of her room with her head high. Never let them see you weak, her mother always told her, and she took the words to heart.

Maybe she shouldn’t be surprised that she found who she was looking for in the training yard, practicing with some of the soldiers that returned from the war. Gilbert had taken a small force with him when he was called away, but the men he took were all experienced soldiers, many of them former mercenaries her husband had convinced to join their guard over the years.

Isobel didn’t know much about matters of war, or about fighting in general, but when she let her eyes move over her husband’s lover, she knew she was seeing someone who was dangerous. Maybe it was the way her lips twitched into a smile while she faced two armed soldiers, maybe it was the way those soldiers hesitated as they moved her way, as if they were afraid of her.

Her husband didn’t employ cowards, and these men had just survived a war. If they were weary of the blonde, they had reason to be, and a moment later Isobel understood. The men moved slightly closer to the other woman, the blonde grinned and moved forward with a speed that took everyone watching her by surprise, and batted aside the sword that one of the soldiers raised, hit his shield afterwards, hard enough that he needed to take a step back. The second soldier tried to use the opportunity to attack the blonde, but she was faster, moved back without difficulty, out of the reach of his blade, and attacked after he overextended, pressing her sword against his and pushing it down, the motion almost forcing it out of his hand.

The only reason he was able to recover was that his partner moved in again, and Zoe had to disengage.

No matter how much it cost her to admit it, there was something beautiful about the manner in which the blonde fought against the two soldiers. It was almost picturesque in a way, a beautiful woman with a sword, fighting against two armed men, her long, blonde hair tracing paths in the air as she moved one way and the other, the smile in her lips wide and amused.

Something about the situation made Isobel’s heart beat a little faster, and she tried to calm herself, breathe in and out, and she succeeded for the most part. She still couldn’t help the little gasp that escaped her mouth when Zoe maneuvered around one of the soldiers and made him trip. It was extraordinary to see a woman beat two men on the battlefield, even if only in practice. Part of Isobel felt a little jealous of it.

The fight came to an end a short time later, the blonde victorious. Isobel found herself casting a glance over the other woman and wondering if this was what her husband saw in Zoe. A warrior, a physically powerful woman, and she wondered if that was what he wanted. Someone he could almost see as a comrade.

It really didn’t matter. Isobel breathed in, slowly, cast her gaze once more over the blonde, and this time the blonde caught her gaze. A small smile took hold of Zoe’s lips, and she eyed Isobel in turn, which irritated the duchess more than she could explain. Technically she had done the same to the other woman, but it felt different when the blonde eyed her. Isobel looked at the other woman as if she was a rival, an enemy to be weary of.

Zoe looked at her as if she was something the other woman wanted to buy at a market. It wasn’t the first time Isobel had been eyed like that, but it was the first time a woman did so, which only made the situation more confusing. Oh, she knew plenty of women preferred their own sex for company, she never much cared about it, but it surprised her that her husband’s lover would look at her like that.

It unbalanced her, made her doubt her situation and the way she intended to confront the other woman, but before she could think better on the matter Zoe was moving her way, and the only thing Isobel could do was straighten, raise her head high and face the blonde.

“Duchess,” There was amusement coating Zoe’s tone, and she didn’t show any of the deference she should when talking to a noblewoman, especially one of Isobel’s station. Isobel grit her teeth at it, just a little, she didn’t want to appear bothered about it, she wanted to show herself above the other woman, but she shouldn’t let such a
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