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Part 1
Fourth Age: The Wolf




The Prayer
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“Oh stars, not again. Please, not again.”
The words came to my lips as automatically as the air I breathed, but as desperately as if death snapped at my heels. I faced the horizon. Above that stark, cold line, the first pink rays of sunlight were beginning to break through the velvety indigo. As soon as that glowing orange orb crested the horizon, I felt the magic begin to pulse through my veins like a terrible and perfect symphony. It begins in my heart, my very core, and spreads with each beat, circulating poison.
“Please, just once. Just for one day, let me have peace.”
The melody running through my veins soon surrounds me like a warm, gentle wind, but it holds no comfort. It’s filled with grief and sorrow. Soft, unnatural light joins the wind. I can see it as my vision changes, a graceful cyclone of disturbance around me. Then comes the darkness. The sensation of soft feathers whispers against my skin until sight returns to me.
The world has not changed, yet all is different now.




Chapter 1
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Excitement rippled through the nobility that evening as reports of a newcomer to our small court spread. His name was Nicodemus, Duke Gregory’s friend, esteemed guest, and mysterious magus. Dinners at the Ivory Palace were meant for the court only, but who in their right mind would refuse such a rare opportunity? Not our cunning regents, that was for certain.
Magi lived in secluded communities outside of our cities and towns. They communed with nature and went out of their way to avoid contact with the outside world, or so the most common accounts went. The tales I heard whispered that evening seemed ill-fitting and farfetched. He was wealthy, though no one knew how he had acquired his money. He was also reclusive—at least that part was in keeping with the rest of his kind—but he had built himself a dwelling more akin to what one would find in the city. Duke Gregory had only met him because his hunting party had stumbled upon the man’s house when a storm forced them to seek refuge.
“It’s set deep in the woods, surrounded by orchards and gardens,” Countess Melody of the Bladed Mountains and Valley said. “He has a menagerie of animals and a grand estate half the size of the palace.”
“I bet he’s a smuggler, dark and lonely and misunderstood.”
“You’ve been reading too many adventure stories.”
“Do you think he’s looking for a wife?”
I took a deep breath as I strolled through the crowd, holding back the wave of fear rising from my chest. I’d just had a revelation of my own. If I sought to slake my curiosity, I would have to… mingle.
I was just as curious about the newcomer, to be sure. Curiosity is in my nature, but it’s so much easier to learn from books than from people. Books don’t judge you or ask prying questions.
Perhaps I should leave, I thought. I can ask around about him tomorrow. Maybe I can feign sickness.
With such a relatively small court—Queen Gertrude and King Ansel Pendragon, three duchies, six counties, eighteen baronies, and an associated spouse for most—I knew most everyone fairly well. So I shouldn’t have been nervous. You’d think so anyway. I had grown up around all of these people. I knew the names and faces, the quirks and proclivities, and the associated perks and favors owed to serve my people. The categorization of these onto lists and their subsequent utilization were my forte, but the banal face-to-face interactions in between always turned my stomach. Whoever decided small talk was a useful pastime should be shot.
At least most of the rest of the Southern Assembly was not here tonight, as the weather back home was currently turning marvelous. I envied them. I only came to Prism, the capital, because my family was visiting on business. Many northerners were here, however. They didn’t love the harsh winters that blew down from the Bladed Mountains. A mixture of the Midlands Assembly—those in charge of the city of Prism and the regions around it—was here too, plus everyone’s children who were of age.
Yes, I think I’ll catch up tomorrow, I decided.
I had just turned towards the closest exit when an arm wrapped around my shoulders and gave them a friendly squeeze.
“Going somewhere, Cali?” From the corner of my eye, I saw a warm, teasing smile spread across a face I knew as well as my own.
“Uncle Ducky, I think I’m going to be ill,” I whispered.
“Nonsense!” he guffawed. “It’s just nerves. Here, some wine should sort you out.”
He snapped a waiter over to us and handed me a crystal goblet of crimson courage. I sipped politely, knowing I was going nowhere.
“Have you seen him yet?” Ducky asked, his eyes scanning the room like a Gryphon on the hunt.
“No. I think I’ll—”
“There he is!” Ducky thundered so suddenly I jumped, nearly spilling my wine. “Gregory, my good man!”
Ducky then whisked me towards the Duke of the North. Trailing him was obviously the man called Nicodemus.
The magus dressed in the same fashion as every other man in the room, but he glowed with power. It rested on the surface of his skin, a halo of light so faint I questioned my eyes. It remained, and so I realized somewhere in the back of my mind he truly was luminous, if only slightly. To be honest, I was so caught up in keeping my composure, I almost failed to notice this marvel.
“Richard!” replied Duke Gregory. “Didn’t think I’d see you here tonight. You’re missing some prime hunting days.”
“Pah, business had to come first, I’m afraid. But isn’t our timing fortunate?” Ducky reached a meaty, enthusiastic hand out to the newcomer. “The man of the hour. You must be Nicodemus. Duke Richard Jones, Lord and Servant-Protector of the Southern Reaches. And this beauty of heart and spirit is my niece and potential heir, Lady Calandra Allen. Currently unattached, if you can believe it. And you?”
I felt my face warm with an unwelcome blush. The villainous plot had reared its ugly head again! My older brother, Carlos, was destined to be the Count of Bone Port and the surrounding Bone Bay territory, thank the heavens. I think everyone in my family was pleased with our birth order, as I had shown little interest in marriage. Ducky, however, had his own aspirations for me and liked to dangle a much larger inheritance like a carrot.
I was nineteen then. Most ladies my age were already married. My parents, shrewd but kind people, weren’t what you would call nurturing, but they also weren’t monsters. They wouldn’t force me into a life sure to make me miserable. Secretly, I think the way every court event exhausted me worried my family. Ducky believed having someone to help shoulder responsibility would fix everything.
To be quite honest, the idea of marriage terrified me. Or rather, I wasn’t interested in anyone we knew, and the idea of getting to know new people was enough to make me run for the hills. People are so very tiresome, you know. Where my parents had begrudgingly accepted this, Ducky had redoubled his efforts and practically threw me at every new and eligible young man we came across. He never gave a copper crown about decorum.
As Ducky ushered me forward, I resisted the urge to point out that he was also unattached. It was possible the magus, like Ducky, preferred men, and I wanted to remove the attention from myself. I wanted even more to stay out of Ducky’s game entirely, though it was a bit late for that.
The cloaked magus chuckled softly and smiled, reaching for my hand. I offered it to him smoothly. That, at least, was something I had done often enough to execute without thinking. When Nicodemus took my hand and bowed, I felt warmth emanate from his skin. That subtle glow limning his figure combined with the sensation of a late spring breeze washing over me, he might well have been a small star. I smiled and, for once, it was not by rote.
“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said. His voice thrummed warmly in the low din of the grand dining room, a sound I both wanted and needed to draw closer to hear. “No titles, I’m afraid.”
“Not even a surname?” I asked. In my periphery, I saw Ducky’s eyes flicker towards me.
I could practically hear the wiry hairs of his beard bristle with excitement. I had broached something like actual conversation with the most intimidating stranger we had ever met! Wonders never cease.
“Not even a surname,” Nicodemus replied. “My people have no need of such.”
“Your people?” I asked.
Nicodemus looked around, and I followed his gaze. Nausea returned as I realized every eye in the room had swiveled onto to us, and I wished to disappear into my bejeweled shoes.
“Lady and gents, would you all mind if we moved this conversation outside? I’m feeling a bit warm,” Nicodemus said.
Stars, yes! Thank goodness, I thought.
We made our way out to a veranda overlooking the royal gardens in the distance. Along the way, Ducky suspiciously managed to entangle himself and Duke Gregory in a conversation with Baroness Leliana, who had half a dozen or so eligible daughters.
I felt people watching us as we made our escape, but no one moved to join us just yet. They wouldn’t risk appearing too eager. Save for Baroness Leliana, that is, but with so many daughters, who could blame her? They’d have to crowd the doorway to spy on us, and that wouldn’t reflect very well on them at all. They may have been a swarm of ogling, goose-necking gossips, but heaven forbid they actually let it show!
I gulped the cool outside air, lightly scented with recently bloomed honeysuckle. My heart immediately slowed without all those faces peering over glasses and whispering behind hands.
“Your… uncle, was it? He seems quite friendly,” Nicodemus began.
I could tell he was taking care not to offend me, but he clearly had questions too. Ducky was fair with neat ginger hair, and I was nearly as dark as my father with wild ebony locks that barely capitulated to the strokes of a brush.
“He’s not really my uncle,” I explained. “Not by blood, but in every other sense. Apologies. I’m not being clea—.” I blinked at him. “Your glow is gone.”
Nicodemus rubbed the back of his neck and replied, “Ah, yes. That’s a little party trick Duke Gregory requested.”
He gifted me another smile. It sat sheepish and crooked on his face, as if it wasn’t brought out terribly often and therefore unpracticed.
What a shame, I thought, surprising myself with the sentiment.
“I understand,” I said with an answering smile, soft and encouraging. There was a pause, and I sipped my wine.
“I had no idea the court was so numerous.”
I was grateful for the new thread of conversation and picked it up perhaps a bit too enthusiastically.
“There are even more than this,” I told him before explaining about the Southern Assembly. “We’re small compared to the Arnavi, though. Those are our neighbors from across the sea. Their Nish, erm, government, is like a spider’s web.”
“Ah.”
I seemed to have led Nicodemus into another conversational dead end. A tiny cry suddenly peeped from the edge of the veranda. Without thinking, I turned away and walked towards the sound. The sides of the veranda were latticed and overgrown with thick foliage. Carefully hunting through the leaves and vines along the stone floor, I found my prize. A baby bird, half feathered and still blind, sat caught in the exuberant plant life.
“You poor thing!” I cooed. I scooped underneath him, catching up a few leaves as I did. “Come here, darling. I’ll take care of you.”
“It’s probably going to die anyway, you know,” Ducky’s voice grumbled from behind me.
He and Duke Gregory had apparently rejoined us when my back was turned. I suspected Ducky could smell the conversation dying and had come to rescue it.
“Well, perhaps not now,” I replied, almost whispering. “Look at him. He needs me.”
Ducky came into view at my side. A comforting whiff of pipe smoke and whiskey floated towards me as he drew close to my cupped hands.
“Definitely going to die,” he asserted.
“Uncle Ducky, you’re horrible.” Nevertheless, I was smiling.
He always did this to me. I looked around for the nest and spotted a scraggly collection of twigs and straw above.
“Give me a boost,” I said.
Without further protest, Ducky got on one knee and offered himself as a step stool. He held one of my hands for support as I carefully lifted the baby bird, which was cheeping plaintively in my palm, towards the nest. As gently as I could, I deposited the little dear back into it.
Brushing my hands together with satisfaction, I said, “There now. All better.”
“That was very kind.”
I turned, surprised at hearing Nicodemus speak. I had altogether forgotten about him and was thankful for the way the darkness hid my blush.
“I, er, I just hope he’ll be alright. Or she. It couldn’t have been an easy fall.”
“Might I check?” Nicodemus offered, and that uncertain smile reappeared.
“Can you?” I asked. “I mean, um, by all means, please.”
“I have a gift with birds,” was all he offered by way of explanation.
The power rolling off of Nicodemus was palpable as he strode forward. His glow returned, brighter than before, as he reached his hands towards the nest. His dark eyes glinted through a broken wall of dark, messy tresses. This was the most alive I had ever seen anyone. You know the sparks that form in dry, cold weather? Nicodemus seemed made of those. I was honestly concerned he might set something on fire. Nothing nearly so spectacular transpired, however. He merely glowed for a few moments and then stopped. It was there and gone so quickly I wondered if I had imagined it.
“Well, that was certainly… something,” Ducky said.
I burst into laughter. Never, in all the years I had known him, had I heard Ducky at a loss for words.
“If you think that’s impressive, you should have seen some of the wonders he spun for us at his home,” Duke Gregory said.
Nicodemus began to object when Ducky demanded, “Show us one.”
“Ducky!” I scolded. “He is not a trick pony. Nicodemus, I apologize. My uncle forgets himself when he is excited.” I shot Ducky a glare.
Nicodemus shook his head. “It’s quite alright—”
“Then let’s see something!” Ducky pressed. “Just one miracle, eh?”
Nicodemus glanced at Duke Gregory, who nodded once. The magus sighed and gave in. With a graceful twirl of his hand, he conjured the image of a perfect sunset colored rose. Dipping his head, he handed the rose to me.
“It’s real!” I gasped as my fingers grasped the cool stem.
“It’s not,” Nicodemus assured me. “It’s easier to see through once you know it’s an illusion.”
I concentrated, telling myself I held nothing but air. Eventually, I could no longer feel the stem between my fingers, and the rose grew translucent, but it still moved with my hand. As I mused on this phenomenon, a wretched, torn sound suddenly ripped through the uneasy peace we had found on the quiet veranda.
The scream silenced the murmuring court within first. I hurried back towards the doors and looked in, though Ducky blocked most of my view as he took a defensive stance before me. Everyone looked at one another, waiting, hoping we had perhaps imagined it. The scream came again, louder and angrier, closely followed by glass shattering above us. We shrieked as shards rained down from the crystalline dome which had, until a few moments ago, topped the royal dining room. What had caused the damage was far more terrifying, however.
A Rukk, one of the enormous, predatory birds against which we had no defense. The creature’s talons were the size of a man, its beak large enough to swallow an elk whole. Looking back, I realize it was a lucky thing its wings were so large. Only that saved us from certain death. The Rukk’s outstretched wings could not fit through the shattered dome. Despite the glass jabbing into its flesh, the Rukk jerked and bobbed, trying to snatch up some delicious human morsels by any means possible.
People ran in every direction, yelping in panic. Carlos and his family were, thankfully, back in Bone Port, but I needed to locate my parents. I had to ensure they were safe. Before I could spot them in the scrambling mass, a voice deeper and louder than humanly possible thundered through the room.
“STOP!”
To this day, I don’t know if he was addressing us or the Rukk. The people, however, obeyed and froze in their tracks. Every head turned, and we saw Nicodemus staring up at the Rukk. His body sizzled with blue and silver light as his eyes shifted between indescribable colors. He made a sweeping gesture for us to get back. We did so without question, pressing ourselves against the walls, unable to tear our eyes from the incandescent magus. The Rukk ignored his commands, and alarmingly deep cracks began to pattern the ceiling around where the dome had been. Bits of it were already falling down around us. Thank the stars no one had been struck by falling debris.
Nicodemus raised his hands skyward and glowed brighter yet. The clouds rumbled above, and a great crack shredded the air as the sky ripped open. Sweat beaded on his brow. We all recognized what he was doing, but I don’t think any of us believed it. Tales circulated about magi calling nature itself to their aid, harnessing the power of the elements, but those were the most fantastical stories of all. Before that night, I didn’t know anyone who actually believed it was possible.
The heavens grew angrier, as did the Rukk. Boulder-sized chunks of stone and plaster dropped from the ceiling. The Rukk had nearly broken through, the combination of its weight and efforts severely compromising the strength of the roof above us. Nicodemus thrust his fists into the air and, with a pained heave, dragged a bolt of lightning from the tumultuous clouds, striking the Rukk with it. The Rukk shrieked so loudly it shook the windows, cracking most of them. Nicodemus grabbed more bolts, quickly pulling smaller ones, spearing them into the Rukk. It was one well-placed—or perhaps just lucky—jolt to the Rukk’s skull which finally bested the horrible beast. As it slumped over dead, the bird’s head slid through the shattered dome, its golden eyes staring blankly at us all.
During the next moments that passed, the stillness crackled with the question of whether or not the danger had truly passed. Nicodemus hunched with exhaustion, looked around him and took in our gaping faces. Queen Gertrude and King Ansel appeared from the crowd and tentatively crossed beneath the hanging head. Nicodemus straightened halfway up before folding over again into a weak bow.
“Your majesties…” he puffed. “I… I apologize…”
Queen Gertrude silenced him with a single raised finger.
“Speak no more except to answer this: is it truly dead?”
“Yes, my Queen. It is.”
And thus was Nicodemus’ introduction to the royal court of Invarnis.




Chapter 2
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From that moment on, the palace buzzed about Nicodemus day and night. What followed surprised no one.
The King and Queen employed him into their service and bestowed upon him the newly created title Grand Magus of the Royal Court. Rumor had it he had humbly refused at first, claiming he had simply been doing his duty as a fellow human being, but their majesties impressed upon him their desire to strengthen and protect the kingdom. How could he refuse such an honor? And so Nicodemus became a prominent member of the court overnight. He received invitations to soirées and galas, mothers practically threw their unmarried daughters at him—Baroness Liliana more aggressively than anyone else—and every hunter wanted him in their party. Despite his popularity, Nicodemus often broke away from his admirers and hid.
“I need a place to… catch my breath,” he told me one day not long after that harrowing evening.
I had, unsurprisingly, tucked myself away in a corner of the royal library. Whether he had tracked my movements or truly stumbled upon me by chance, I don’t know. Either way, I smiled in return.
“I understand. Please, have a seat.”
Stars, how I wish I had turned him away.
He accepted my invitation. This was the first of many such occurrences. We split our time between talking and long stretches of companionable silence. I told him about my life, and he told me of his.
“I’ve always been curious by nature,” he confessed. “It has long set me apart from my people. Magi are… very traditional, but they have never judged me for it. Rather, they permitted me to indulge my inquisitive mind.” He chuckled. “I’m afraid my discoveries have occasionally proven painful.”
“How so?” I asked, leaning forward in my chair, my book forgotten.
“I was quite badly burned as a child during a Phenix cycle ceremony. I understand your people are unfamiliar with the truth around their fire, correct?”
“I don’t know. We’ve heard tales, of course, but I don’t know of anyone who has actually seen a Phenix alight. You’ll have to enlighten me.” I allowed the barest hint of a smile to tug at my lips.
Nicodemus chuckled at my pluck. “You know people who have hunted them, yes?”
I nodded. Uncle Ducky fell into this category, though that particular success occurred when I was young. It was the only Phenix he’d ever shot in his life.
“Please understand, I do not condemn hunters. I simply believe the creatures are more spectacular alive than stuffed. For instance, Phenixes only ignite when they die of natural causes. When the time is nigh, they begin to drop their tail feathers in quick succession. We build pyre-nests for them, contained within a ring of stones so the fire won’t spread. When the time comes, we all gather and celebrate the marvel of the bird’s death and rebirth. It is a beautiful sight. Unfortunately, my curiosity got the better of me. I got too close, and the bird’s final death-flares caught me. Nothing our healers couldn’t fix, of course, but it was enough to make me question myself for a while.”
“Oh my goodness! Bless you. Truly, your parents didn’t pull you away?”
“No. We don’t have family units as you do. Our circle, all of those we live with, is our family. And once we reach a certain age, we’re expected to remember what we’ve been taught and take responsibility for our actions. That may seem harsh, but I certainly learned from my mistakes.”
I sat stunned. So much to digest. One question after another flew through my head, and I decided to leave off the issue of family dynamics for now.
“How do you convince a wild Phenix to roost in a man-made nest?”
Nicodemus smiled again. “I admit we entice the creatures with food, but the Phenixes trust us. We live alongside them, sharing our space and our food with them.”
“They are domesticated then?”
“Not in the least, but we and they know we are no threat to one another. I wish the same could be said for all creatures. Some of my kinsfolk have attempted to make peace with the odd Gryphon. It is a noble but… ill-conceived venture.”
This was the way of our conversations most of the time, and we quietly grew close. Away from prying eyes and gossiping lips, I grew comfortable speaking to Nicodemus about all subjects. He asked about my family, especially curious about how Ducky had become my adoptive uncle, and my upbringing in a place like Bone Port. He showed as much curiosity about my alien way of life as I did about his. As one might expect, I often asked about his magic.
“Magi have different specialties just as everyone has different talents for art or singing or mathematics,” he explained in his usual soft-spoken way.
I scooted forward in my chair. “What are your specialties? I mean, how do your abilities compare to those of other magi? For instance, can they all summon lightning the way you can?”
“I do not mean to boast, but I am better with elemental magic than most of my peers. I am… perfectly adequate in other areas such as healing and ward spells.”
“I’m sure you’re just being modest,” I said with a smile. “Is it very strict, the… process of magic?”
“Once again, everyone feels their power differently. Some access it better after completing a series of rigid steps. I have always been a bit more relaxed in my methods. I enjoy pushing the boundaries of my power, experimenting with different ways I can use it.”
Given how close we became over time, I suppose I should have had an inkling of what Nicodemus was about when he asked my father and Ducky round for drinks one day. I was utterly clueless, however. They returned in the highest spirits I had ever seen, bursting into my mother’s formerly quiet sitting room like a pair of drunken water buffaloes.
“Didn’t I tell you, Felipe?!” Ducky roared, slapping my father on the back. “Didn’t I tell you she’d surprise us all? I always said so!”
My father threw back his head and guffawed. “I gladly eat my words, old man.”
I stared at the two like they’d gone mad. My mother, meanwhile, broke in more sensibly.
“I take it my suspicions were correct?” she smirked.
“Indeed, my dear, Isabella. Indeed they were. I shouldn’t have doubted you for a moment,” my father replied with twinkling eyes.
“Wonderful news, but let us not forget there’s still a piece missing,” my mother added. Her smile remained, but her eyes sparked sharply in contrast to her husband’s.
My father and Ducky stopped and blinked at her, their arms still wrapped around one another’s shoulders. Though my father was of the Arnavi people from across the sea and therefore much darker—not to mention far less round—than Uncle Ducky, the two resembled each other uncannily as they stared at my mother. She gestured towards me.
“Our daughter has yet to agree to the match.”
My father and Ducky turned towards me, and I blinked back at them for several moments.
“Match?” I finally said stupidly.
My father appeared to gather his senses again as he stood up straighter, breaking away from Ducky. He tried to give me his stern business face, but a grin kept peeking through.
“Calandra, my darling. Nicodemus has made you an offer of marriage.”
“When?” I replied automatically. “I don’t recall being present for one.”
My mother mumbled something under her breath as she sipped her tea, arching an eyebrow at the two men. She turned her gaze onto me and glowed with the same pride she’d had when I’d negotiated my first business deal.
“See?” Ducky said. “I said the lass’d have something to say about it.” He turned to me and playfully narrowed his eyes. “Everyone thinks you’re a wee meek mousie, but you’re a sleeping bear. One wrong poke and YEEARGH!”
Ducky then mimed an enraged bear attacking with teeth and claws. My mother pinched the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger.
“Circumstances surrounding it aside,” my father said, almost having to shout over Ducky’s growls, “what do you think of the idea?”
I looked away and considered it, separating feelings from information. Yes, I was furious. Nicodemus, bartering with my father and Ducky as he would for a prize cow. I was peeved with the latter two as well, but I knew their hearts better. I would address that issue later, and I expected it to be a rather easy conversation. Ducky’s apology would likely involve food. Regarding the match itself, the idea shocked me. Nicodemus had become a comfortable friend, someone in whom I could confide. As a husband… I had never considered the possibility. I knew I didn’t love him, but I liked him immensely. I looked to my mother.
She, Isabella Allen, had married for love. My father was a successful trader, having joined a ship’s crew as a lad and worked his way up. He’d met my mother after striking a rather lucrative and mutually beneficial deal with her father, who had been Count before her. Not long after, he gave up his name for hers—as was common in our day to keep family names consistent—moved his business’ home base to Bone Port, and left the rest of his family to start his own.
I knew I wasn’t likely to receive such a grand offer again. I had to play in order to win, as they say. More than that, however, the possibility of marrying anyone at all shrank with each passing year. Not that I much cared about that for myself, but I knew my family worried about me and, given Nicodemus’ new position, the match could be beneficial. And after all, I believed Nicodemus and I would be happy together. Not in the same way my parents were, but content. I shifted my gaze to Ducky.
“Have you offered him a title if we marry?” I asked.
Ducky gave me a knowing half smile. “I told him that was your decision. If you do not want the position, I understand.”
I relaxed in my chair. Politics was something which didn’t concern me in this case, as Nicodemus already seemed overwhelmed by one title. He may yet be disappointed, however. I had often considered what good I could do for the Southern Reaches as Duchess, but I’d never been willing to take on the role alone. Given what I knew of Nicodemus, if I wished to be married, he seemed a fairly safe option. And who knew? Perhaps our fondness would one day transform into love.
My expression deflated into a grimace as I considered the social responsibilities which might be required of me as wife of the Grand Magus, nevermind if I accepted the title of Duchess. I knew Ducky wanted me to take it, and I suspected he believed I could handle anything that came with marrying the Grand Magus too. He’d always spoken highly of my potential, citing talents from my father and mother and my own inborn shrewdness. I would be required to attend court functions as was already the case, but perhaps the higher rank would also afford me a certain leeway for what some might describe as my “eccentricities.” That was the word I had heard used to describe Uncle Ducky’s proclivities anyway. The upper classes do have a way with words, don’t they? Especially when they’re judging others. It was those proclivities which had kept other men from seeing Ducky as a threat and also prevented him from having any blood heirs. My gaze drifted back to my father as all these thoughts coalesced into an ordered set of pathways.
“Firstly, Papa, I beg you to remember your own words: circumstances always matter.”
He twisted his lips around in an expression of chagrined pride. I wondered if he was trying to keep from laughing. Ducky apparently had no qualms about it and shook my father’s shoulder.
“Secondly, I have some terms,” I continued. “If he agrees to those, then I accept.”
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It should surprise no one that direct conflict is not my forte. In business dealings, I can use facts as my shield. I gather information and mold it into the correct hooks. When it came to Nicodemus, however, I debated with myself about how to proceed. My communications with him would require delicacy. We were both members of the court now, after all, and therefore forever doomed to travel in the same circles whether or not we married. And I didn’t know if he held secret romantic feelings for me or if he, like me, saw this as a safe bet. I suspected the latter, as he had eligible young ladies clamoring after him at every turn. Marrying me, marrying anyone really, would solve that problem to some extent.
On the surface, my terms were simple. I wouldn’t accept anything less than the sort of marriage my parents had. They had always been equal partners, but how to succinctly explain what that meant to someone I had only briefly known? Again, possible help lay within information I didn’t have: what my acceptance meant to Nicodemus. My father and Ducky were infuriatingly unhelpful on the subject.
“What did he say when you met?” I asked, pacing the floor of our shared office.
It hadn’t been but a few hours since the news came, and I had already written, crossed out, and rewritten several responses to Nicodemus. A small mound of scrunched up paper sat in the corner of my desk as my father perused some accounts with Ducky.
“He said he desired your hand in marriage,” my father replied, not looking up from his work.
“But why?” I pressed. “For what specific reason does he want to marry me?”
“Expecting a sonnet, are you?” Ducky gibed.
I rolled my eyes.
I wished I felt comfortable enough to address Nicodemus as I had my family, but he and I had never seriously debated an issue. Most of our interactions had been educational with some light banter in between. We’d shared our feelings with one another, often commiserating about our shared dislike of small talk, but we’d never outright argued. That was something else entirely and carried a different set of fears and consequences. I considered writing a strongly worded letter to express my umbrage at the way he had handled the situation. I preferred this solution, to be perfectly honest, but I knew from personal experience how much a simple statement could be misconstrued when presented on paper. Blast it all! I’d have to address the issue in person.
After several more drafts, input from my family, and a night to sleep on the words, I penned a request to discuss the proposal. Nicodemus and I agreed to meet in his rooms two days after the initial offer had been made. In my note, I pointedly avoided giving him any indication as to which way I was leaning and dressed just so for the occasion. And by that I mean I wore not a formal gown, but a pair of wide, swishy trousers traditional in Bone Port, topped by a waistcoat and short-sleeved business jacket, all in bright jewel tones. It wasn’t in keeping with the current fashion of Prism—midlanders liked dresses and cloaks and slippers, none of which were practical in Bone Port—but it made me feel confident. Nicodemus seemed taken aback by my attire. He had dressed formally for the occasion and pulled uncomfortably at his high collar.
“Good afternoon,” he greeted, giving me a low bow.
I curtseyed in response, the lightweight material of my trousers billowing on the air like Fae wings. “Thank you for agreeing to see me.”
I knew I wasn’t being fair, retaliating to how Nicodemus had conducted himself without addressing it, but I found I couldn’t help myself. My insides simmered with indignation and anxiety in equal parts.
Motioning towards a table piled high with refreshments, he asked, “Shall we sit?”
By the lavish spread before us, I saw Nicodemus had been listening that time I’d told him the way to my heart was through my stomach. No matter how badly this conversation went, at least there were sweet rolls to be had. I bobbed my head approvingly and took a seat.
We sat for several uncomfortable minutes in silence, Nicodemus pulling at his collar again while I sampled the treats before us. He opened his mouth several times and, apparently thinking better of it, closed it again without saying a word. With each passing minute, I grew more uncomfortable even with the food to occupy me.
Think of it like a negotiation, I told myself. It’s only business.
“I’m… I am here in regards to the marriage proposal you made.” I bit off each syllable as I forced out the words and then internally winced at how harsh it sounded. This wasn’t how I liked to conduct myself with potential business partners, so I capped my statement with a softer and rather awkward, “Please.”
“Yes, I, ah… I suspected as much.” I didn’t respond at first, so Nicodemus continued. “I confess, Lady Calandra, I don’t understand… this… whatever is happening at the moment. Your demeanor puzzles me.”
I took a deep breath to steel myself. “I am offended, your lordship, that you proposed this potential engagement to my father and uncle instead of to me.”
“I-I understood in your society parents give approval for such… con-tracts.” From the way he hesitated on the last word, Nicodemus clearly wasn’t certain it was the best one to use.
I wanted to present several arguments, starting with the fact that my mother had not been invited. I considered each one, envisioning the potential ramifications and rabbit trails they could lead down and already felt exhausted by them.
“For future reference, customs vary between families and circumstances. It would behoove you to discover those beforehand…”
Heavens, I sound like my parents, I realized.
I shook the thought out of my head. “In any case, I am my own person. This choice is mine, no one else’s, to make.”
Nicodemus’ eyes grew wide. I assumed he now saw the size of the offense he had committed.
“I am deeply s-sorry, Lady Calandra,” he stuttered. “Truly, I was trying to be courteous. In no way did I mean to… to insult you. I have nothing but the deepest respect for you.”
I softened and sighed inwardly as Nicodemus continued on, complimenting my intelligence and independence and so on. Respect was all I had been after, and I moved us along as soon as Nicodemus finished with his current, faltering stream.
“Thank you. I accept your apology and your proposal.”
“I hope… wait. Sorry, what?” He looked positively flummoxed.
I giggled. “I accept your proposal of marriage.”
Nicodemus’ face split into a glowing smile—literally, he began to glow—and he fumbled around in his pockets for something.
Producing a bit of folded cloth, he said, “I understand rings are also traditional, yes?”
Within the fabric laid a ring of expertly crafted silver, fashioned into the shape of intertwined vines with minute leaves.
“It’s lovely,” I told him and held out my hand. “Thank you.”
He slipped it onto the correct finger, looking at me once as he did. Things were even more awkward after that, if you can believe it. We stood, and he looked as if he wanted to embrace me, but I made no move to close the space between us. That put kissing out of the question. Instead, he bowed and asked if I would accompany him to inform the King and Queen. I nearly backed out of the room right then but swallowed hard and nodded.
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King Ansel and Queen Gertrude agreed to our union after only a few questions, and we held our nuptials on the shores of my beloved Bone Port a month later. The long waiting period allowed for my father’s relatives to be informed and arrive for the ceremony. Since magi did not observe marriage as we do, Nicodemus’ circle was not invited. Several weeks later, after many discussions with Ducky and Nicodemus, the former named the latter and I co-heirs of the Southern Reaches dukedom. We had leaned on one another for strength before their royal highnesses and during the wedding planning and come out stronger for it. Therefore, I concluded we would rule southern Invarnis well as a team. Nicodemus agreed more easily than I expected, and I assumed this came from a place of wanting to make me happy.
On the day we made this decision official, I couldn’t help but laugh as Ducky proclaimed our inheritance from his vast receiving hall.
I use the words “receiving hall” generously here. Hunting trophies of every type and size, from wee golden hind antlers to a stuffed bear poised forever in mid-attack, bedecked the walls. The chandelier in that room… good heavens, the chandelier. It was made of common deer antlers. Ducky had the rack of anything below ten points added to this monstrosity. Over the years it had mutated into a gargantuan abomination of style. And yet, as ghastly as the thing was, every time I visited the Duke’s manor, I looked up to see how much it had grown. I had grown with it—though far less hideously, if I may say so—as I spent many a happy holiday there.
And the ravens! Ducky was especially fond of ravens for both their intelligence and usefulness. He had his own rookery and had given a few favorites free range of the house. An especially large one called Diamond was ever on his shoulder or nearby when he was home.
After the inheritance ceremony, Ducky threw a grand party, which neither Nicodemus nor I were particularly happy about. Everyone had come to celebrate us.
Imagine our horror.
We only just managed to survive without outright abandoning the guests.
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