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Orla 

 

Hal is young, naive and hungry for adventure: a former ward of the imperial court who has exchanged 

aristocratic privilege for the life of a professional duellist. A chance encounter with a thief leads her 

into the dangerous underworld of Riverside, and to Orla - a battle-weary soldier. Passions flare as 

summer heat bakes the city streets. But Orla is fierce and possessive in her love. Will Hal survive it? 

Find out in Orla, the prequel to Hal. 
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Chapter One: Daggers 

 

"Hey! Give me that back!" Hal had been watching the thief as he worked the marketplace, threading 

amongst merchants and maids, street hawkers and senators, slipping coins from purses, bracelets from 

wrists, handkerchiefs from pockets.  

The boy stood poised, fingers still furled around the jewel-hilted dagger he'd just plucked from Hal's 

belt. "Say that any louder," he whispered "...say that any louder and I'll stick you with it." 

"Give it back and I'll not attract anyone's attention to their empty wallet." 

Uncertain, the thief hovered, clearly weighing up his chances of stabbing Hal and escaping without 

capture from a market place crammed with people; with the soar and clatter of their conversation, with 

the pressure and heat of their bodies, the sweet haze of their perfumes mingling with the ripe reek of 

their sweat. 

"I said..." 

"Alright, alright. I 'eard you." With a grimace, the thief handed back the blade, hilt first.  

Hal breathed out in relief. The lad might have been desperate enough to carry out his threat for all she 

knew. And the dagger itself, a gift from her friend Franc Hannac, was of some value. She'd have a 

hard time explaining to him that she'd lost it after just a week. 

"Bleedin' mean sort, you duellists." The thief turned to go. "Begrudging a girl a weak strip of a blade 

like that one." 

Hal reeled in slow surprise. "You're a woman?"  

The thief's dark hair was cropped short like her own. A pair of dark brown eyes glittered back at her, 

loaded with sudden mirth. "As much a one as you are, yes," she said with a smirk, poking Hal in the 

chest. And with that she turned on her heel and slipped, eel-like, through the crowd. 

"Wait!" 

The thief's head bobbed up again some distance away, as if she'd dived like an otter and resurfaced. 

Hal followed, intrigued. She knew of no other woman who looked as she did. No one else cropped 

their hair short, wore a man's shirt and breeches or passed amongst her fellow citizens with a sword 

strapped to her side. And yet here, in the middle of the market place, it was as if she'd met her shorter, 

plumper double. Hal's fascination thrummed and burned as she trailed the thief away from the market 

and down one alleyway and then the next, until at last the girl stopped, put her hands to her head and 

growled in irritation. 

"Look, just leave me alone, can't you? I gave it back to you." 

"It's not that, it's..." 

"What?" The thief turned to face her. Her cheeks were flushed from running and sweat beaded her 

forehead. 

"It's just...I didn't know people like you existed." 
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"What do you mean?" The woman bent double, rested her hands on her knees and panted. 

"Do you always wear those clothes or is it some kind of disguise?" Hal asked. 

The thief's laughter was a low, loud bark. "Well you tell me, duellist." 

"How do you know what I do?" 

The girl straightened up, folded her arms and released a long, low whistle. "Well you are a thing of 

innocence, ain't you? The Duelling Circle's the most lucrative spot in town for a cutpurse. And 

especially when you're entertaining." 

"Me?" 

"Yeah." She slid a sly hand across her chin, wiping away the sweat. "You're a draw, girl. A woman 

who wields a sword. You're a novelty...an attraction." 

"A novelty?" Hal asked, her pride punctured. 

"Yeah. Well." The woman lowered her hands to her hips. "Not that I'm watching. Some of us have real 

work to be doing." She turned around again. "Which reminds me," she said over her shoulder, "I 

should be getting back to it." 

But Hal's curiosity had been piqued. A new world was opening up before her very eyes, a world so 

different to anything she'd ever known before: those twin, tight realms of the imperial court and the 

duelling academy. Here was a woman who belonged to that corner of Colvé which was always hidden 

from sight: the network of spies and cutpurses, whores and hired thugs against whom she'd always 

been warned. And forbidden to her, it called...it tempted. It sank its delicious, dirty fingers into her 

flesh. She shivered. And then she ran.  

"You don't give up, do you?" the thief moaned, shaking her head. 

"I want to see Riverside." 

The city was already changing, its streets narrowing, the magnificent townhouses of senators and 

merchants giving way to squat, timber-framed workshops and low-roofed cottages. They turned a 

corner and there it was: the murky grey waters of the river Col itself, stinking and sluicing through the 

docks of Riverside. 

"Why?" The thief asked her. "It'll be trouble. For the likes of you." 

"The likes of me?" 

"Yeah." The woman's lips curled into a sneer. "You're one half aristo, ain't you?" 

"I don't know," Hal said carefully, "who my father is. Or my mother." 

"Well you're the only one who doesn't in that case." 

Hal decided against rising to the jibe. She clenched her jaw and fixed her attention on the docks, 

watching the lean-muscled stevedores as they rigged and loaded barges at the quayside. But the thief 

had read her anger for her brown eyes softened, her shoulders wilted and she held out a hand. 

"Name's Jools," she said.  

Hal placed her palm to Jools' and summoned a smile. "Just Jools?" 
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"Yeah...yes," said the thief hesitantly. 

"Then I'm Hal. Just Hal. So show me Riverside, just Jools. There's a few coins in it for you if you do." 

"What about a fine, jewel-hilted dagger?" 

"That, I'm afraid, is out of the question." 

"Shame." Jools jerked her head in the direction of a down-at-heel tavern, its balcony jutting out at a 

precarious angle over the river. "Well let's start here, then. Thieving's thirsty work." 

*** 

In spite of the bright summer light, The Emperor Tavern was a confined, smoke-choked hole. Drinkers 

lay slumped over tables in pools of spilt ale; arm-wrestled, argued, brawled or slapped down cards. 

And when the tavern door slammed shut behind them, Hal steeled herself against the urge to race back 

outside again, for the walls seemed to close in on her and the ceiling was just a little too low for 

comfort. But she was here now. Marc would have been horrified, Beric furious. Up every sleeve, she 

imagined, lurked a concealed knife; a punch lay behind every curled fist. And yet it was precisely that 

hint of danger which lured her on, which promised experience, adventure. And so she trailed on in 

Jools' wake until they were almost at the very back of the tavern where she was pulled down on to a 

bench and a tankard pressed into her hands. 

"Who's this, then?" asked the tall blonde woman who settled herself across the table from Jools and 

Hal. Her face was lean and lined with laughter, her hair caught in a rough knot at the nape of her neck. 

She wore, like Jools, trousers and a loose linen shirt, her sleeves rolled up to reveal tanned, taut arms. 

"You're always bringing strays home with you," the woman said to Jools. 

"This," said Jools, wiping the froth of ale from her lips, "is definitely not an aristo, and definitely not 

anyone's daughter. She is, however, a duellist. And for some reason she wants to see Riverside." 

"Does she?" The blonde woman cocked her head on one side and appraised Hal with inquisitive blue 

eyes. "Well she came to the right place then, didn't she? Seeing as how we are the official guides 

round these parts." Her lips twitched upwards into a smile and she stretched her hand across the table. 

"Kris." 

"I'm Hal."  

"And where do you abide, young Hal?" 

Kris, Hal thought, seemed to be of an age with her, but she decided not to point that fact out. She 

shrugged. "I live at the duelling academy." 

"What do you mean?" Jools leaned forward, forcing her round, flushed face into Hal's. "You ain't got 

no place? What about the palace?" 

That invoked a memory of the wards' dormitories, of a dozen disinherited or orphaned girls sleeping in 

silent rows, dressing each other in the morning, attending prayers and study together, the presence of 

Cara Thæc looming over all of it like an angry hawk, poised to strike. "I don't belong there," Hal said, 

sipping her beer. "I prefer the academy floor. I sleep. I duel. It suits me." 
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Kris snorted. "Sounds bloody boring to me. All those blades around - you might roll over in your sleep 

and get 'urt. Listen, Jools, old Stevie don't need that room of his no more, does he?"  

Jools took a swig of beer, swilled it around her mouth as if in deep contemplation and then swallowed. 

"He's dead, Kris." 

"Exactly!" Kris slapped the table. "That's what I mean. What d'you think, duellist? Riverside pad. 

View of the docks." 

"Smell of the docks more like," said Jools. "'Course you'd have to scrub the bloodstains off the walls 

first. Unless you like them there, that is." 

But Hal's mind was already racing. A room of her own. For the first time, true independence. No 

longer having to peel her cold, cramped body off the floor of the duelling academy, or to wake to 

Beric Thælda's sharp whistling in the morning.  

"Orla!" Jools grinned wildly. "Sit yourself down! Take a load off. Meet our duellist." 

Shaken from her thoughts, Hal watched as another woman seated herself beside Kris on the bench 

opposite. She was tall: almost as tall as Hal herself, and she carried herself with power, with a kind of 

certainty borne of her evident strength. Her long, brown hair was braided and swept back from a face 

which was all contours and hard angles; her eyes a deep, luminous green. The leather vest which clung 

to her torso hinted at worked, hardened muscles and her arms were as corded and sprung as whips. A 

sword hung from the belt of her buckskin trousers: not the fine, twisted steel of the rapier Hal was 

used to, but a cruelly angled sabre. Hal sucked in her breath. 

"Duellist, eh?" Orla stretched her arms along the backrest of the bench, and folded her right boot over 

her left knee. The languid drawl of her voice, the way she took up space as if it were owed to her - it 

all came across as a kind of challenge. "On the Circle? With the men?" her eyes hinted at contempt. 

Hal swallowed, unsure of how much care she should take: of whether to answer the implied insult with 

her own, or to bite back her words. "Yes," she said, steadying her voice. "Accounted one of the best." 

Unaccustomed to self-praise, she downed a hurried mouthful of ale. 

"Ha!" Orla barked. "Duellists. Players. Actors. Entertainers." And the look she threw at Hal was a 

clear challenge.  

This time, Hal struggled to hold back the irritation which pressed against her sides, struggling for 

release. "What do you mean?"  

She caught the anxious glance which passed between Jools and Kris but ignored it, transfixed by 

Orla's cool, contemptuous gaze. 

"I mean that's what it is," Orla said. "A show. If you want to prove your mettle, duellist...if you want to 

show me you can really fight, come down to the barracks. I'll give you a duel which will have you 

running back to your duelling master in tears." 

So she was a soldier. "Why would I want to prove anything to you?" She leaned forward, her heart 

racing. Something about this whole exchange had shifted or altered: she felt the change but couldn't 
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place it. And in the slight gestures that Orla now made: in the way her shoulders shifted and the fine 

muscles of her cheeks flexed...in the way her eyes hinted almost at a kind of hunger, she knew that the 

soldier sensed it too. 

"You're right." Orla pulled out a slim clay pipe, dangling it from her lips as she hit strike to flint and lit 

it. She closed her eyes, drawing down a mouthful of smoke which she exhaled directly at Hal. "You 

don't need to prove anything to me. But to yourself? Now that's another matter." 

Silence balanced between them as Orla smiled, waiting for her words to hit home, and Hal fought 

against the urge to lunge: to seize the soldier by her shoulders and shake her. They'd only just met and 

here she was goading, pressing, prying: with no true knowledge of who Hal was or the decisions she'd 

made, the risks she'd taken. 

"'ere!" Jools' sharp voice cut through the space between them. "That girl over there. Do you know her, 

Hal?" 

Hal forced herself to break her gaze: to turn from Orla and her hard, contemptuous smile. A young 

woman sat a few tables distant from them, dark hair bound up high on her head, nursing a cup of wine 

which she was evidently not interested in drinking. When she realised that Hal was watching her she 

raised the cup to her lips and turned away.  

"No," Hal said, her stomach queasy with unease. "No, I don't recognise her." 

"Well, she keeps looking at you. Perhaps she's an admirer," Kris smirked. 

"I find that unlikely." 

"Or a forlorn, abandoned lover," Orla said, but though her lips twitched with amusement, her eyes 

clouded. And again Hal felt a heat rise within, but this time it was fused with embarrassment. Hal 

caught the hint of a scar feathering out over the top of Orla's vest, and of the blush which burned 

across her neck. A fine bead of sweat rested at the hollow of Orla's throat, and for the briefest of 

moments, Hal found herself wondering what it would be like to lick it away.  Or to let her fingers stray 

between leather and flesh: to strip away the soldier's hard shell of arrogance and contempt. To cause 

her to gasp and cry out. 

"No," Hal said, her heart slamming against her ribcage. "She isn't. I don't know who she is." 

The ale, the heat, Orla's harsh words, it was all making her dizzy. She longed for the wide, cool space 

of the duelling academy: to roll out her sleeping mat and stretch across its wooden floor. 

"I think I'd better go." She pushed herself to her feet, swaying a little as she clutched the table for 

support. 

"So soon?" Jools grabbed her hand. "I thought you wanted to see Riverside? Stay for one more drink, 

at least." 

"No, I really should...I have to go. Thanks...for not stealing my dagger." She was already pressing her 

way out, swerving between the drinkers and the furniture, and the room really did seem to be closing 
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in on her now, like a crypt or tunnel. She wanted to be outside, to be in the sunshine once again, 

breathing in the silty river air with space around her and clear, pure light. 

She jerked open the door and stumbled, almost falling out onto the docks. That light she'd craved 

assaulted her eyes: she raised a hand against it, feeling her way along the tavern's side, her fingers 

tracing its rough timbers.  

But someone had seized her by the waist; was dragging her around the side of The Emperor and into 

the narrowest of channels, pushing her back against the wall. She sensed their heat, their scent of 

smoke and herbs and sweat. Hal opened her eyes and stared at Orla, her fascination hovering on just 

the wrong side of fear. Orla would overwhelm her, she would lay claim to her, of that she was certain. 

And while she resisted such abandonment with all she had, part of her desired it. Part of her wanted 

Orla to hold her, to gaze at her with those hard green eyes; to let her prove herself. 

Orla sank forward. Her lips were against Hal's neck, brushing and then kissing and then her teeth 

grazed Hal's skin. She winced but gave way, clawing at Orla's vest, easing beneath it, alive to the firm 

contours of her muscles, to the heat and hardness of her body. And somehow, the soldier's mouth had 

found its way to hers, pressing unbidden against Hal's lips. She felt herself slowly falling, craving, 

resisting and then giving way until at last they were locked in an embrace so tight it caused her pain. 

And when at last Orla's hands slid from her body, when Orla's lips slipped from her own, Hal gasped 

and held herself as if she'd been wounded. 

The soldier stepped away into the street, and where her face had been lit with a raw hunger, she had 

now rolled back beneath the shell of restrained contempt. 

"You'll be back here again, duellist." Her lips peeled upwards into the ghost of a smile. And then she 

was gone.  
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Chapter Two: Never Safe 

"You want to live where?" Beric's eyes bulged so far from their sockets that Hal thought they might 

pop out altogether. "Have you entirely lost your wits, girl?" 

The morning was already seething with midsummer heat, and the duelling master dripped sweat across 

the bare floorboards of his study; that inner sanctum from which he kept watch over his charges with a 

practiced eye. His grizzled hair and beard were already damp; his shirt sodden around the armpits and 

beneath the collar. This, Hal realised, had not been the most propitious moment she could have chosen 

to break the news of her move. 

"No," she said carefully, reining in her own anger. "No I haven't lost my wits, Beric. I've been thinking 

about this a lot." 

"Frankly, I find the idea of you thinking at all astounding, Halanya." 

"Don't call me that." 

"I'll call you what I damn well like. And right now, I'm calling you a fool. If you move to Riverside, 

you'll be back here in days needing stitches...if you're lucky." Rubbing his head with disbelief, Beric 

sank into a chair, upsetting a stack of letters which spilled from the desk. Cursing, he bent to pick them 

up and she moved to help him. 

"Leave them alone," Beric snarled. "You've created enough of a mess for one day." 

"What kind of a mess?" she protested, hurt. She peered through the tiny window embedded in the wall, 

catching a blurred glimpse of the duelling hall beyond: men and boys lunging and parrying, locking 

swords, trading blow for blow. It had been two years since she'd left the wards' quarters at the palace. 

This place had given her all the freedom she thought she'd ever need. But there were only so many 

nights one could sleep on a bare floor, waking to the clash of steel. Beric, it seemed, wanted to clip her 

wings once more. And she hadn't left the prison of court life behind her to stumble into another cage. 

"I can't live here forever, and you know it." She folded her arms, jutting out her chin. 

"Yes, but Riverside, Hal!' He stretched his hands wide as if in despair. "Why Riverside?" 

"I...I met some people there." 

"Oh, did you now? So not content with spitting in the eye of the court, you're now fraternising with 

whores, thieves and cutthroats?" 

"They're not murderers!"  

"So just thieves and whores. The kind of people your mother..." 
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"She's not my mother." 

"Just the kind of company your mother's waiting for you to fall into so she can savour your fall from 

grace?" 

"I believe," she said, taking a step towards him, "that you owe me my take on last month's bets." 

"What makes you so sure I'll keep on a duellist who beds down with thieves?" 

"Who said anything about beds?" she cried and then twisted away, embarrassed at her own words. 

"A figure of speech, my girl." He sank back down into his battered old armchair, rubbing at the creases 

and wrinkles of his forehead. "Look, Hal, it's too hot to argue with you. You're like a dog with a rat 

between its teeth once you get started - you shake and shake until..." he fixed her with his metallic 

grey eyes, his face lined with thought. "Go out for a couple of hours and think about it. Try to engage 

your brain for once, and then come back here. And if your mind's made up, I'll not stand in your way, 

there's no point." 

She nodded, already reaching for the door handle, desperate to be free of the stuffy little room and far 

from Beric's bitter taunts. The entire world seemed to be under some obligation to throw obstacles into 

her path. 

"Just be back by midday," he said to her departing back. "You've a duel to train for." 

With a grunt and a nod she left, threading amongst the pairs of duellists until she was out of the hall 

and leaping down the stairs to the street two at a time. Air at last! Colvé was breaking into life, its 

alleyways already thronged with citizens headed for the squares and market places, the river and its 

docks. Yes, that was where she'd go. She'd aim for those rooms on Riverside that Jools and Kris had 

mentioned and remind herself of what freedom looked like: a poky, poorly-lit chamber in a forlorn 

quarter of the city. 

She turned on her heel, heading south. With the money she was owed from duelling, she could buy 

some furniture, perhaps hire a good locksmith...Hal froze. Was that? Could that be?...A woman 

twisted through the crowds up ahead: a woman in a long, blue dress, her dark hair piled high up on her 

head. The same woman Hal had witnessed at The Emperor. And now, sensing that the duellist had 

spotted her, her pace quickened until she was almost running, tripping in her urge to escape. 

Hal ran, spurred on by unease which ripped a cold, sharp course through her body. Who was watching 

her? And why? The spy turned a corner, shoving an old man from her path, his crook flying from his 

hand as he fell. Hal bent mid-flight and hauled him to his feet, handing him back the stick before 

running on, catching sight of a slip of blue silk as her prey reeled around another corner.  

She was moving further from that network of wide, light boulevards which formed the arteries of the 

city and had entered the labyrinth of narrow alleys and back streets which were its veins. And the spy 

too appeared to have lost herself in the confusing knot of little lanes, for the street she'd just entered 

was blocked at its furthest end by the temple wall, its sides framed by the backs of workshops.  
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Hal slowed, watching the woman who backed away, her face gripped with slow dawning fear. "Leave 

me alone," gasped the spy. 

"I was about to ask the same of you." Irritated beyond measure, Hal walked up to the woman who 

flinched, pressing herself against the temple wall.  

"What do you want?" Hal asked. "Why are you following me?" 

"I'm not." 

"Ha!" She grasped the spy by the shoulders. The girl was all bone and thin flesh beneath her fingers, 

trembling as she twisted from Hal's gaze.  

"Look, I don't want to hurt you. But I do hate being spied on, so tell me..." a yellowed fragment of 

parchment stuck out of a pocket in the woman's dress. "What's that?" 

"No!" The spy's hand shot downwards but Hal was quicker, releasing her grip on the girl's right 

shoulder as she plucked out the letter. She stepped back to read it and the spy moved to run, but Hal 

caught her round the waist, slamming her into the wall. 

"You'll stay where you are! I just told you, I don't like spies." 

"Please!" There was a desperate catch to the woman's voice. 

"Especially incompetent spies. Now, let's see what it says, shall we?" 

"Spirits!" The spy swallowed hard. 

"Seen entering The Emperor in Riverside," Hal read out, her blood chilling in spite of the heat. 

"Witnessed in the company of two women noted as thieves and a third, a soldier in the imperial army." 

The woman released a low moan. 

"Witnessed embracing said soldier in the street?" Hal bit her lip, curdling with disgust and fury. She 

grasped the woman by the throat. The spy shrieked, tearing at Hal's fingers. 

"Look," Hal said, her voice tight with anger, "no one's going to hear you. And as tempted as I am, I 

won't hurt you but just tell me who this is for!" 

The girl had frozen, paralysed with fear. Stuffing the parchment into her own pocket, Hal reached for 

her dagger. 

"Cara! Cara Thæc!" The woman blurted out, tears pronounced in her eyes. 

Hal realised that she'd known all along. No one else in the city had any real reason to track her. No 

one, that was, apart from the woman who took Hal's very existence as a personal affront. 

"If I were you," she said, releasing her fingers from the girl's neck, "I'd put Colvé behind me for a little 

while. Cara doesn't take kindly to those who fail her. Believe me, I know of what I speak." 

The woman sobbed, rubbing her throat, bruises already blooming over the pale skin. "She said you 

were a threat to her." 

Hal shook her head, her laughter hollow; bitter. "A threat? The only threat Cara Thæc faces comes 

from her own deranged imagination." She pulled out the parchment and wafted it in front of the spy's 

face. "Run, girl. Run! Once Cara's breathing down your neck, you'll never be safe." 
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The girl hoisted up her skirts and ran. Hal watched her go. "Never safe," she whispered to herself.   

*** 

The doors to Cara Thæc's magnificent court apartments were embellished in gold leaf and carved 

wood. Hal stood before them, her fist hovering over the door knocker: a monstrosity in coiled filigree 

and oak. And then she slammed it three loud times, her heart echoing each thud. 

Silence. Cara must be away. She waited as the minutes ticked by, weighted down with tension. And 

then at last she heard another door squeal open and slam shut within the apartment; the rustle of silk, 

the pad of slippered feet.  

"What is it?" 

Hal barely had air enough to speak. "A summons, Ma'am. From his Majesty."  

Had the country accent of a maid fooled Cara? Would she suspect...had she already observed Hal's 

arrival at the palace? Hal closed her eyes as more time passed and the distant sounds of court life - the 

echo of footsteps; a courtiers high, muffled laughter - receded into silence. But then a key clicked and 

turned in the lock, the door jerked back, and before Cara Thæc had the chance to close it again or call 

out in surprise, Hal was inside, shoving Cara back into the room and locking the door before pocketing 

the key.  

"What..." Cara Thæc's hair was loose, trailing in brown tresses to her waist, her eyes a vicious shade of 

green and her tall willowy frame wrapped in a luxurious silk gown underneath which, Hal suspected, 

she was naked. "What are you doing here?" 

"Leave me alone, Cara." Hal pulled out the spy's list and waved it in Cara's face. "This was intended 

for you, wasn't it?" 

"Where did you get that?" Cara snatched, too late, her fingers clasping thin air. "Give me back my key 

and get out before I call the guards." 

"Oh I'm sure it'll warm their hearts to find me here - mother and daughter reunited at long last under 

the same roof." 

Cara froze as if Hal had thrown a glass of cold water at her. 

"I made my choice," Hal continued, pacing deeper into Cara's chambers. The rooms were in disarray: 

clothes draped over ornate furniture, a pair of trousers straddling the carpet, a half finished carafe of 

wine and two crystal glasses resting on a low, gilt table. "I left the court, and now all that I'm asking is 

that you leave me in peace." 

Cara hissed, wrapping her arms around her waist as if she were cold. "They released you from court 

only because your clever friend Remigius is a sly negotiator. And if they'd known you were about to 

run off and disgrace yourself and the entire palace..." 

"Disgrace myself?"  

"Yes. Duelling. In public. Dressing..." Cara waved a dismissive hand at Hal "...like a tavern brawler. 

Brawling in taverns, no doubt. And were it just a question of the shame you bring upon yourself..." 
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"Oh but it's not, is it Cara? In fact, it's really nothing to do with what the court thinks. They couldn't 

care less...one less mouth to feed, that's probably what they're thinking. What matters is what they 

think about you, isn't it? What they think they all know." 

"Shut up!" 

"The fruit of your poisonous womb. The disinherited Thæc heir."  

With a snarl, Cara lunged but Hal jumped out of the way, putting the sofa between herself and her 

mother. "An illegitimate child," she continued. "A stain on your otherwise pristine reputation. Why 

didn't you...I don't know...do what women do in these situations? Drink tansy or visit one of those 

sordid Riverside doctors?" 

Cara whitened with anger. 

"I know why. It was because of your true love, wasn't it? Your real passion, Cara...money. Someone's 

keeping you to keep me, aren't they? Isn't that right? You think I'm the only one who hasn't guessed? 

Who is it? Is it my father? Are you his whore?" 

Cara released an almost animal roar. "You will get out now!" 

"Only if you promise not to spy on me again." 

Cara edged around the sofa towards Hal who backed away, deeper into the room.  

"Sooner or later, Halanya, you'll fall so far that my spies will make no difference. The city itself will 

turn against you. You'll be exiled...if you're lucky. And as for your disgusting insinuations..." with 

surprising speed and dexterity Cara swooped forwards, knocking Hal off balance. Before she could 

recover, Cara had grabbed her wrist and was hauling her towards the dressing table. With one hand 

planted around the nape of Hal's neck, she forced her to look into the mirror. "Look at that, you 

unnatural, freakish excuse for a ward. Look in there. Do you see anything...anything that reminds you 

of me? And you have the gall to call me mother!"  

Cara's nails dug into her flesh. She jerked backwards, catching sight of herself in the glass for the 

briefest of moments: a long, sharp, pale face. Cropped, lank strands of coal black hair. Eyes the shade 

of a June sky and a loping, rangy frame. On one score at least, Cara was right. They were so different 

in appearance that only court gossip cast them in the role of mother and daughter. 

With a gasp she broke free, slapping Cara's arm away. "It's not what I see that's important though, is it 

Cara? You at least taught me that much. It's what others see that counts, and the truth can go to hell. I 

mean the fact that your own behaviour is far from exemplary..." 

And before Cara could drag her away again, Hal had sprung across the chamber and thrown open the 

inner door to the bedroom beyond. 

The energy drained away. She wanted to leave suddenly; to rid herself of her mother and the palace 

and this young man who lay naked across Cara's bed amidst a creased mess of sheets and quilts, his 

long red hair fanning out across the pillows and his pale skin peppered with freckles. He threw her a  
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weak smile and she gulped, slammed shut the door and turned back to Cara who stood, trembling: a 

pillar of pent-up rage. 

"Still indulging yourself, I see?" But Hal caught the hollow ring to her own laughter. 

"Get out!" Cara whispered. 

She was exhausted, sick from her stomach to her head. And somewhere in the city, bells tolled 

midday. "Spy on me again, Cara, and I'll bring you down." 

"You haven't the wit." 

"We'll find out." 

"Or the heart." For the briefest of moments, it were as if Cara's eyes had unravelled Hal: had taken her 

to pieces and reassembled her. But the breakages remained. Unable to bear that gaze any longer, Hal 

fitted the key to the lock and left. 

*** 

Heat now baked the streets of Colvé and the city stirred like a restless, angry dog, ready to snap at her 

heels as she plunged down the hill from the palace and back towards the duelling academy, aware that 

she'd promised Beric to be back by noon. But the main square was a heaving, confused mass of people 

and passing amongst them was like swimming against a tide. Hal squeezed through the crowds, her 

hand to her belt, aware now more than ever before of the hidden threats of cutpurses and thieves. 

"Hal?" 

Her blood quickened at the call of her own name, and she turned in surprise. "Orla!" 

The soldier was sitting by the fountains which looped and cascaded at the heart of the square. Hal bent 

to drink, splashing her face with cool water, ridding the palace from her skin and hair. She rose, aware 

of Orla's gaze and of Cara's words which still reverberated through her head. Unnatural. Freakish. 

Was that how others saw her? 

"You look tired duellist," Orla said at last. 

Hal bit her lip. "I'm alright." 

There was no trace of that arrogant air which Orla had carried at The Emperor, but her eyes betrayed a 

bitter, desperate hunger which stirred something in Hal: a curious fusion of desire and fear. The soldier 

put an arm to Hal's shoulder. "Perhaps you'd care to continue your exploration of Riverside?" 

Orla's touch was like the first heavy fall of rain in a summer storm. Hal sucked in her breath. "I have to 

practice, Orla. I promised my duelling master..." 

The hunger vanished and Orla's lips sealed into a hard sneer. "Well if you must, you must." 

"It's not...it's not that I don't want to." 

"Run along, now Hal. Back to the academy. Back to the Circle. Or perhaps the palace?" Orla's voice 

cut like a blade. "Anywhere you feel safe." 

She recalled her encounter with they spy. "Nowhere is safe, Orla."  
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Hal tore away from the fountains, pushing on again through the crowds back to Beric's insults, back to 

the hard, bare boards of the academy and the ring of steel. She would close the door, she would pick 

up her sword and fight. And Colvé would vanish from sight for a few more hours.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three: Surrender 

 

What Hal loved most about duelling was the way it channelled out the rest of the world. The flow and 

ebb of sound ˗ of people talking, laughing and shouting ˗ shrank to distant echoes. The light and shade 

of the duelling arena with its sawdust-coated floorboards and row upon row of benches disappeared 

from view. As she lunged and parried, blocked and broke away, she lost all sense that people were 

placing bets upon the duel's outcome. Or that Beric was watching, shaking his head or his fists. Colvé 

itself fell away with its sweltering heat, the palace, the courtyards, market places, the duelling 

academy and Riverside. All that remained was the round wooden platform on which she moved, the 

steel ring of rapiers and the space between heartbeats. She worked with her sword, following its lead. 

She leapt and lanced, her body coiling and uncoiling, fluid and boundlessly graceful.  

It was a sense of release which she'd experienced for the first time when the palace guards had, in jest, 

presented her with a sword. Even then she'd known that what she held in her hands was not forged 

metal but freedom itself. Her blades were the keys which unlocked the door to a new life, a world 

away from Cara's cruelties and the taunts and restrictions of the court. She would live, she'd told 

herself, and die a duellist. Nothing else would or could satisfy her restless spirit in the same way.  

But today, her duelling displayed an even finer edge. She took risks which, she knew, would give 

Beric reason to berate or reprimand. Her energy was at once nervous and fierce. Because at the very 

moment that she'd sprung onto the steps of the circle and bowed to the crowds, as she'd turned to 

salute her opponent and take her stance opposite him, she'd caught sight of Orla. Orla, who sat with 

her arms behind her head and a slight hint of scorn playing about her lips. Orla, who offered Hal no 

more than a curt nod in acknowledgement, and who'd proceeded to drag an apple from her pocket and 

bite into it, its juice straying down her chin. Even the way she ate, Hal decided, was a provocation. 
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Hal was incensed. How could Orla turn up here and swagger about the place as if she owned it, 

surveying the duelling with that world-weary expression? Didn't she have anything better to do? Real 

work, like soldiering? Why had she felt the need to come down to the arena and taunt Hal with her 

presence? 

But another part of Hal wanted to prove something to Orla. Another part of her liked the fact that Orla 

was watching her. This irrational, childish part of herself proved so intent on impressing Orla that the 

duel became a wild, whirling dance of steel. She slashed, leapt, span and dropped low, pivoted around, 

delivered hit after clear hit. Her opponent ˗ bulkier and clumsier on his feet ˗ breathed and huffed and 

ran a palm through sweat-drenched hair. In the final round and after her third consecutive hit he 

conceded defeat, shaking his head, stunned by the barrage of blows. Hal offered another sweeping, 

smiling bow to the crowds and to Orla in particular. And was rewarded with another scornful look. 

Crumpled, her pride punctured, Hal clambered down from the Circle, shrugged her shirt on over her 

vest and downed half a pitcher of water. The spectators were leaving, flowing out through the doors at 

the head of the amphitheatre, their conversation and laughter draining out onto the streets. Hal rolled 

up her blades and climbed to where Orla still sat, gnawing at the corpse of her apple. For some reason, 

Hal's legs now felt like lead, and every stride was an effort. 

"Well? What did you think?" 

Orla gazed at Hal, her green eyes running the length of the duellist's body from her head to her feet. 

Hal shivered in spite of the heat. It were as if Orla had seen through her skin; had looked deep within, 

and now understood more about Hal than the duellist did herself. 

"Highly entertaining," Orla said at last through a mouthful of juice and flesh. 

"Entertaining?" 

Orla spat out a pip. "Yes. You fought hard. I was entertained. Isn't that the idea?" 

"I suppose..." 

"How about we head down to the barracks now, duellist, and you give me a fight? Eh? A private duel, 

so to speak." 

"Orla, I'm...." 

"You're what?" Juice clung to Orla's lips. She ran her tongue across them. A braid had worked loose, 

tucked behind her ear. The contours of her muscles flexed as she lobbed the apple core into the pit 

below. "You're tired? Oh, Hal!" And she shook her head with a soft laugh. "Do you think that in the 

heat of a battle or amidst the horror of an ambush, you could complain of tiredness? Just lay down 

your sword and walk back to your comfortable bed and a fine dinner?" 

Hal opened her mouth to protest, but Orla laid a finger across her lips, her hand spanning Hal's jaw. 

Hal flinched beneath Orla's touch, and yet at the same time leaned into it. Orla lowered her hand. 

"Do you think, Hal, that a soldier needs the cheers and applause of a crowd to know she's fought 

well?" 
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Hal shook her head, her skin crawling with shame. "I suppose not." 

"You suppose? I  know." But then Orla seemed to relent, for her shoulders sagged and she sighed, 

peering downwards towards the Circle. "But you did fight well...I saw it. It was...a beautiful thing to 

watch." 

"It was?" 

She should walk away now. Orla was playing her as if she were the strings of  a lute: plucking her 

apart, reminding her that she was no better than any actor, acrobat or street entertainer. And then 

dabbing at the wound she'd opened with poor praise. And yet, Hal wanted to hear more: scorn or 

compliment, she found she didn't care. She just wanted to hear more words fall from Orla's lips. 

"Yes. Like liquid fire, Hal. You move like liquid fire." She rose suddenly. Hal stared up into her face, 

the green eyes now settled and intent.  

"I suppose," Orla said, "your duelling master won't begrudge you a few hours of freedom now? After 

you've put on such a show?" 

Hal peered across the empty arena at Beric, who was busy counting out winnings and pretending not 

to watch her. "I don't imagine he will." 

Orla extended a hand. "Come on, then. Let's feast on the delights of Riverside once more." 

*** 

Riverside carried more threat and menace by night than it had during the day. Drunks swayed along 

the docks, falling or spewing into the waters of the Col. People jostled for space as shadows flitted 

amongst them; cutpurses, or worse. The streets lay heavy with building heat, with shouts, screams and 

laughter; the tuneless dirge of a rusty squeezebox offering a rough counterpoint to their voices.  

Hal followed Orla through the crowds, one hand to her wallet, the other to her sword, until they 

reached the Emperor and were assaulted with the familiar reek of sour, spilt ale, smoke and sweat.  

"Well, if it ain't the duellist!" Jools glided up to them through the smoke and haze, already well into 

her cups. "Sit down, the pair of you." She gestured with an unsteady hand to a corner of the room 

where Kris sat, threading a string of gems through her fingers.  

"They're pretty," Hal said, sitting down. 

Kris threw her a grin and tucked the bracelet into her pocket. "Gift. Of a careless young lady with 

more money than sense." 

"Sure they'll look better on you, lover," Jools said, slumping down beside Kris and bestowing a wet 

kiss on her cheek. 

"Leave it out, you drunk!" Kris turned to Hal. "To what do we owe the pleasure this time?" 

"Our duellist just won herself a fight," Orla said, slapping two tankards of ale down on the table. "I 

thought we should celebrate." 

"I believe I was merely entertaining." Hal fixed Orla with a steady look. 

"And I said you fought well." 
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So she conceded that much, at least. Hal's feelings swung between pride and resentment. Why, after 

all, did she need Orla to tell her it had been a good duel? Yet part of her craved that praise. She 

swallowed down a mouthful of ale and then another, and another. It tasted bitter: of earth and dark 

places. And it clung to her throat as she drank.  

The tavern acquired a strange harmony, its patrons swaying and singing; shifting and regrouping. This 

was a world she'd yearned for, she realised. A world beyond rules, with a logic all of its own. Where 

she could hide amongst the crowds and sink into its shadows.  

Orla's arm pressed against her own; the soldier's thigh was warm against her leg. She slid a glance 

over the contours of Orla's bare arms as they flexed and unflexed when she raised her tankard or wiped 

froth from her lips. Against the murky light, the soldier carried the grace and strength of a sleek, wild 

animal. Her skin was tanned and weather-beaten where Hal's was pale. She was a study in raw power. 

"Alright, duellist?" She broke into a sudden smile and Hal turned away, aware of the blush blooming 

over her throat and chest.  

"Yes. Yes, I'm fine." 

"The ale." Jools nodded solemnly. "Strong stuff." 

"Indeed it is." 

"You..." for once, Orla appeared hesitant. "You perhaps need some air?" 

"I...er...perhaps." 

"Come on then, duellist." Orla was already on her feet, even as Hal stared up at her, uncertain. The 

moment that she stepped out of the tavern door, it would be straight into Orla's arms. Everything 

would change. She'd witnessed time and again the desire lurking behind Orla's mask of scorn. And she 

wanted now, more than anything, the touch of those powerful hands against her skin: the brush of 

Orla's lips against her neck. Part of her rang like a chimed bell at the thought of being overpowered by 

Orla: of surrendering her whole being to the soldier's embrace. And yet it also stirred a deep-seated 

fear: an anxiety which would not wash away. She peered down at the table, dragging her nails across 

its soft wood, aware of Orla's gaze, of Jools and Kris now also silent and staring. Slowly, she rose. 

Orla's lips flickered with the barest hint of  a smile, as if this were indeed a duel in which she'd bested 

Hal. And then she led the way across the tavern, the palm of her hand slick and hot against Hal's own.  

They were outside once more, out in the late evening haze, although the heat had barely relented and a 

distant rumble of thunder hinted at the onset of a summer storm. 

"Come." Still holding Hal's hand, Orla headed from the tavern and along the same channel beneath the 

eaves where they'd shared that first kiss. 

"Orla, no." Hal broke away. "No. Not here." On the city streets, to the sounds of broken music and 

human voices? Here, beside a Riverside tavern crammed with cheats and thieves? 

But Orla was already pushing her back against the timbers, her lips to Hal's throat. "I need to have you 

now. I can't wait." 
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And though she thought to resist; to push Orla away and persuade her that this could not end well, that 

they should part now and avoid all pain...because this couldn't be, it couldn't work....she sank beneath 

Orla's kiss. 

Her body rang like a plucked thread when the soldier's hands settled on her shoulders, pinning her 

back; when Orla licked at her teeth, her breath spicy and hot against Hal's face. 

With one arm curled around Hal's back, pressing her into an embrace, Orla slid a hand beneath her 

shirt, her lips still pressed to Hal's own, peeling kisses from her cheeks, her neck and throat as her 

fingers brushed against the bindings on Hal's chest. She forced them upwards, pushing beneath them, 

Hal gasping as Orla caught and squeezed the tips of her breasts and raised the shirt higher still, leaving 

her half naked and exposed to the night itself. And then, as the soldier bent her head to Hal's breasts, 

her hands swept lower, tracing the outline of the duellist's waist and then her hips, sliding between her 

legs, coming to rest against Hal's own heat. 

Hal groaned, aware of the absence of her shirt, of Orla's teeth sinking lightly into her skin as the 

soldier pressed her hands in harder, working them between and around her legs, her tongue slick and 

wet over Hal's skin. 

In spite of herself, Hal drew Orla's head down and closer, groaning once again as the soldier licked 

and bit while she worked at the buckle of her trousers, unravelled the lacing and glided her fingers 

across Hal's stomach, raking them through the thatch of hair between her legs and then, without 

warning, plunging deep. 

Hal bit back a scream but bucked, flattening herself against the wall as Orla pushed and rolled and 

pushed again, her other hand circling and squeezing the flesh of Hal's buttocks: her head dropping 

lower. She dropped to her knees in the street. 

"No!" Hal gasped. "No!" They would be seen. At any moment, a stray drunk or reveller would find 

their way here, would witness her half naked and shaking with pleasure as the soldier kissed her inner 

thighs, working upwards, tracing Hal with her tongue, drinking her, draining her of everything she had 

and was, while her hands continued to lay claim to the duellist's body. 

"No!" Hal gasped again, knowing already that she had surrendered, that she had tipped over an abyss, 

that she was falling, plunging into a void. The coiled heat in her loins welled and sprang upwards, 

ripping through her body as the first stab of summer light racked the sky. 

"No!" But this time it was almost a scream, and she gnawed on her own knuckles to stifle it, her head 

thrown back as Orla almost lifted her from the ground. 

Rain fell in weighty drops. The roar of thunder preceded another flash of light in which she saw Orla 

rise, her face taut with triumph like the hunter's after a kill. That frightened Hal, but she could do 

nothing: could not speak or move, neither groan nor cry. Instead she waited, watching Orla, 

shuddering into the soldier's arms as they kissed once more. But there was no tenderness in Orla's lips: 

no kindness there.  
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Hal felt her heartbeat slow; the pleasure seep from her veins. In its place swam a sharp desire: a 

hunger tinged with regret. She turned her face from Orla's kiss and stared out into the night. A shadow 

stirred beneath the eaves, darker than the night itself, slinking away before another bolt of lightning 

could throw it into relief; could give it shape or form. Hal stared, but Orla's fingers were at her cheek 

and dragging her back into another kiss. She surrendered once more.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four: Beauty 

 

Light penetrated the room: oily, dust-coated light. Hal stirred, lowering her forearm over her eyes. It 

must be mid-morning, for already voices bled in from the streets and docks of Riverside.  

Beside her, Orla moaned in her sleep and shifted position, her arm falling across Hal's waist and 

stomach. Hal settled to accommodate the extra weight: to relax beneath the pressure, alive to the light 

warmth of skin against skin. Then, she gently raised Orla's arm and lowered it, easing herself upright 

and blinking into the light. She turned and watched the soldier as she lay upon the sleeping mat which 

Hal had taken from the academy; their clothes strewn across the chamber or bundled into corners.    

Orla remained fierce even in sleep: her braids snaking out around her head like the sun's rays. Though 

she seemed composed, her eyes worked beneath her lids and her fingers flexed around the air as if 

clutching at an imagined sword. Her body was a foreign landscape: wild territory, uncharted terrain of 

muscles and tendons, skin and scars.  

Hal studied Orla: the steady rise and fall of her ribcage, the taut ridges of her abdomen, the light 

dusting of down between her legs. Lowering her head, she put her lips to the tip of Orla's right breast, 

delivering an explorative kiss. Orla moaned lightly, but did not wake. 

Her skin tasted of salt and danger, of spice and heat. Orla's breasts were rounder and fuller than her 

own. When she trailed her fingers across them, they welled and rolled beneath her palms. She kissed 
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the space between them, licked the hollow at the base of her lover's throat, dragged her teeth lightly 

over Orla's skin. Gasping, Orla woke and entwined her fingers through Hal's hair, pushing her 

downwards. 

It was like travelling along a road with no sense of where she was headed. Hal let her tongue stray 

beneath Orla's breasts, inhaling the soldier's scents, her lips trailing down to her waist and then her 

stomach. Orla sank beneath her, her fingers still wound in Hal's hair, until Hal sensed the growing heat 

beneath her face and buried her mouth in the soft dense sweetness between Orla's thighs. She edged 

lower to a place of darkness which slipped beneath her tongue, which carried a musky warmth, which 

rolled under her mouth. 

Orla drew her hands away suddenly and Hal looked up, watching as the soldier pressed her own palms 

to her breasts, her head thrown back and her spine arched like a cat's. Orla tasted of liquid silks; of 

desert flowers, of drugs which might deceive or poison. Desperate to drink, Hal forced her tongue 

deeper and Orla cried out and cursed. Rising without warning, she pulled free of Hal's grasp, pushed 

the duellist onto her back and knelt above her, gliding down until she brushed against Hal's mouth, 

burying her in dark warmth. And now Hal groaned, resting beneath Orla's thighs, her breath flickering 

across them. She drove upwards, plunging as deep as she dared; drowned in Orla, lost herself to the 

rhythms, to the motions of Orla's swaying body, lost herself to the world, surrendering once more to 

hot, wet skin until at last the soldier shuddered over her, releasing a long, almost feral call...and then 

sank to the floor leaving Hal breathless, scorched, bereft of words.   

They lay for sometime on their backs: speechless and panting, Orla's climax seeping from their pores. 

Having recovered her breath, Hal rolled onto her belly and tugged at a pewter jug of water, passing it 

to her lover who drank and handed it back. Hal swallowed the rest, relishing the way it spilled down 

over her flushed, feverish skin, rolling over her stomach and dripping onto the floor. 

"Spirits," Orla said. "You're beautiful." 

She choked on a mouthful of water, nearly spraying it across the room. "What?" 

"I said..." Orla slid a hand over Hal's stomach, wiping away the water, "that you're beautiful. I knew it 

from the first moment I saw you." 

"Orla!" Hal shook her head. "Many things I might be, but beautiful has never been one of them." 

"You may smile but it's true. You can't escape your own beauty, Hal." Guiding her to the floor, Orla 

bent down and kissed her. "It's in every fibre of your being: in your muscles and your skin. In the way 

you incline your neck or in the way you walk. It's written in the creases of your eyes." 

"Stop it!"  

Orla gazed down at her with grave, green eyes. "I  mean it." She straightened up and looked away. 

"My battalion leaves tonight." 

Something held Hal pinned to the floor, too stunned to move: a deep, sudden, desperate thirst for Orla 

coupled with the slightest, finest breath of relief. Disturbed, she pulled herself upright. "Where?" 
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"To Yegdan. To the southern provinces. To fight for the Emperor in his glorious war." Her voice 

trailed irony. "To reclaim land for the empire from the desert and citizens from its people. It's a 

different world down there, though." She closed her eyes, fastening back her braids as she 

remembered. "We sleep beneath vast skies, wake to bird call and the wilderness. It...it helps a woman 

understand herself; it reveals her to herself, Hal." She seized Hal's hands suddenly, squeezing them 

between her own. "Come with me. We'll fight together, train, eat, sleep. You'll be free...free of Colvé, 

of the court and the city with its prying eyes and wagging tongues." 

Hal bit her lip, working at it nervously. She'd always wanted freedom, it was true. Always dreamed of 

releasing herself from the limits which life imposed. But was that what Orla was offering her? Would 

she really let Hal follow her own path and walk away, if she chose to, into those vast nights? And 

besides, there was nothing about strict military discipline, about the blind following of rules and orders 

which appealed to Hal. 

She let go of Orla's hands. "I can't." 

The energy in Orla's eyes withered and died; the muscles of her cheeks bunching as if she were 

chewing on Hal's words. 

"I can't, Orla, just give up all I have here..." 

"What? All of this?" Orla mocked, her gesture taking in the tiny room with its cracked, dirty window 

pane, the once whitewashed walls now filthy and stained. 

"You know it's more than just this. My friends are here, the life I've built. I can't just...roll up my 

blades, turn my back on Beric and leave it all behind." 

"But you can," Orla said, her tone now icy. "At least, you could do, if you wanted to. Well...it's a 

shame." She rose, tugged on her vest and slipped into trousers and boots. "Perhaps I expected more of 

you." 

"What do you mean, you expected more?" Hal struggled to her feet. How swiftly the morning had 

soured; she could almost taste her own grief and rage. "Who are you to judge me, Orla? Or to tell me 

what I may or may not do?" 

But Orla infuriated her further with sullen silence as she fastened her belt and dropped her sword into 

its scabbard. "Goodbye, Hal." She was already pulling back the bolts, her face set in its habitual mask 

of scorn. "I don't know when I'll be back. Or if I'll be back." 

The door flew open with a rush of stale air and Hal stepped back to hide her nakedness from the streets 

beyond. And then Orla was gone. Hinges squealed shut, the latch dropped back into its place and she 

was left alone, staring at the space which the soldier had just occupied. 

With a rising howl of anger she hurled the pewter jug at the wall, seized her clothes and dragged them 

on. Orla couldn't leave like that! She would demand an apology. Orla wanted too much too soon. Hal 

would make her see it. She would wait for Orla, of course she would wait. But she couldn't...not 

ever...salt water welled in her throat and behind her eyes. She swallowed hard, rubbed her sleeve 
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across her face, pulled on her boots and choked back another brittle bout of tears...and then froze. 

Three long, loud raps shook the door.  

Had she already returned then? Had she regretted her words; realised how rash her request had been? 

Would they now find cause to enjoy one final, longing kiss before she left? The anger drained away; 

she swung open the door ready to haul Orla back inside, to slip into her arms...and stared in bitter 

disappointment at the man standing in the street before her. 

"And hello to you too, Hal," said Marc, tipping his hat to her as he pushed her aside and entered the 

room. Her mouth slack with surprise, Hal stared out into the street at the senator's carriage which 

waited on the docks, already attracting undue attention from the stevedores and smugglers; the driver's 

face contorted with worry as his horses pawed the ground. 

Marc pulled off his hat and mopped at his thinning hair with a handkerchief. Dressed in sober, 

senatorial robes, he still exuded a hint of debauchery, as if he'd just stepped away from one of his 

extravagant parties for a brief moment; slightly drunk and dizzy from dancing. 

"So..." he turned around, his expression souring as he took in the bare walls and floors, the unfurled 

sleeping mat and upended pewter jug. "This is where you've been hiding." 

Wearily, she righted the jug and sank down on the floor, her back resting against the wall and her 

knees drawn up to her chest. "I'm not hiding, Marc. To what do I owe this...honour?" 

He peered down at her. "I can't say you're the most welcoming of hosts...spirits, are those blood stains 

on that wall? Why on earth did Beric agree to this?" 

Closing her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose. "It wasn't up to him. Listen, is this a social call, 

because it's not...not exactly the best time, you know?" 

"Why?" he crouched down in front of her, wringing his hat between his hands, his grey eyes grave. 

"What happened?" 

"Nothing. It's just..." she swallowed hard. "Look, I can't offer you anything to eat or drink, Marc. As 

you see, the place is empty. I'm sorry." 

"Well, in that case," he put a hand around her elbow, grunting as he dragged her to her feet, "my 

carriage awaits." 

"I ought to train." 

"I'll take you to the academy." 

"I can walk." 

He wagged a warning finger before her face. "This is important. I need to talk to you." 

She caught the hard ring to his voice and knew better than to argue. Marc used such a tone unless he 

had serious business to discuss. Gathering her blades she followed him out and onto the street, shoving 

her way through the crowd now surrounding his carriage. Once within its silk covered interior, the 

driver set off at a nervous pace, keen to be free of Riverside.  
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Marc studied her again, settling back against the cushions and plush upholstery. "What's the matter?" 

he ventured at last. 

"Nothing," she muttered stubbornly. She watched the streets roll by, her heart leaping every time they 

passed someone who resembled a soldier.   

"By the Emperor himself, you're a bad liar. Still, I have neither the time nor the patience to argue with 

you, so I'll lay things out for you as briefly as I can. Cara is out for your blood." 

Hal snorted. "She's always after something, Marc. You know that." 

"Yes. I do. Which is why invading her private apartments was perhaps not the wisest course of 

action."  

"Invading? Is that what she said?" 

"She made an official complaint to the Marshall of the palace. They said that without proof..." 

"And of course she couldn't let her lover speak." 

He frowned. "Her lover?" 

"There was a young man in her bed. As always." Hal shook her head. "And she accuses me of 

depravity." 

"Among other things." He stroked his stubble-glazed chin. "Listen, she can and will do anything to 

have you thrown out of the city, Hal. To have you exiled from Colvé for good." 

"I know. I know! Spirits!" she chewed on her lip. "Because I'm a disgrace to the court, am I right? An 

ingrate. A...a freak." 

"Well you don't exactly help yourself." 

She threw him a sharp look. "You think I'm a freak?" 

"No!" he said hurriedly. "No, of course not. But try to look at things from the court's perspective for 

once, Hal. They were prepared to tolerate your duelling because they thought it would be a brief 

phase. The fad of an eccentric young aristocrat. They didn't expect you to make a career out of it. And 

now you're living in some hovel amongst the dregs of Riverside..." 

"Stop! Can I just stop you there, Marc?" Orla's departure had left her close to tears. Now she felt 

hotter, more exhausted, her irritation mounting with every word. "We both know why Cara's angry. 

Those idiots at court...they couldn't care two shillings what I do. She stirs them up. She wants me out 

of Colvé so that she never has to look at me again. Don't pretend it's a question of court propriety 

when it's really a question of my mother's sordid past."  

She peered out of the window. The high, pale arches of the guildhall swung into view; the academy 

perched above them like a nest. The carriage crunched to a halt over rough cobbles. 

"Look, Hal." He caught her arm as she rose. "I'm just warning you, that's all. Don't feed Cara what she 

wants." 

Hal opened the carriage door and then turned to clasp his hand. "Maybe it's a feast she'll sicken of." 

"She won't. It's what she lives off. And one day, she'll devour you whole. If you're not careful." 
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She jumped from the carriage and into the road. "I'm always careful." 

"Is that so?" He slammed shut the door and peered through the window at her. "If that's what you call 

careful, I'd hate to see carelessness." 

Marc banged on the ceiling of the carriage and the vehicle ground away. Hal turned towards the 

academy. From over her head came the ring and thwack of swords. She ran towards it with relief.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five: Letters 

Summer tipped over into autumn, dying out in a squall of storms and dark clouds. Rain lashed the 

windows of the academy and lightning tore apart the sky, throwing into relief the duelling hall with its 

racks of swords, its long, bare stone walls and panelled floors and those few remaining duellists who 

trained until the dusk, Hal amongst them. 

One by one they left, muttering their goodbyes until she was alone with her aching muscles; with the 

whirr of her rapier as it sliced the air and the panting of her own breath.  

At last Beric emerged from his little room with the smoking wick of a candle, watching her for a few 

moments before shaking his head. "I believe you've got a home to go to." 

"You said yourself ˗ Riverside's a dangerous place after dark." She lunged at an imaginary duellist, 

twisted around and sprang back again. 

"I'll have to lock you in if you're going to stay for the night." 
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With a sigh, she lowered the sword. 

"Don't like giving in, do you Hal?" He grinned, but his eyes carried no mirth. 

"Who does?" 

"Sometimes you have to...you know. Let things go." 

Beric was sly. She'd learned that by now. For all his rough edges, he was quick to observe how his 

duellists weathered. A professional interest, perhaps: a troubled mind never fought well. But over the 

two years she'd known him, she'd discovered that behind his roughness lay genuine concern. 

"And what would I need to be letting go of?" 

He spread his hands wide and shrugged. "Well something's eating at you, girl. When you're not 

training, you're moping. Is it your mother?" 

With a hiss, she slid her rapier back into the rack and rubbed her hands across her shirt as if trying to 

clean them. "My mother...whoever she is...is no concern of mine." 

Beric swung open the high oak doors at the far end of the hall, ushering her out onto the steps. "Lying 

to yourself, Halanya." He shook his head as she stalked past. "An ugly habit." 

"Prying, Beric," she called back. "An even uglier one." 

The rain had eased but the streets now ran with water and the chill evening air seeped beneath her 

shirt. She shivered and ran, skidding lightly over wet cobbles as she turned corner after corner, headed 

for her tiny room so that she could bolt its door against the world and sleep. But somehow, in spite of 

her exhaustion, Beric's words still raced around her mind like a dog chasing a rabbit.  

It had been two months since Orla left and no word. Not a letter...and Jools and Kris had heard 

nothing. Was she lying now in a ditch, drained of blood and her dead eyes fixed on those vast skies of 

which she'd spoken? Had she found a new love out there in the desert lands; was Hal a mere shadow, a 

distant memory?  

I expected more of you. The jibe resurfaced, pricking at her thoughts like a needle. I expected more of 

you. 

She let herself into the cramped chamber, throwing herself down on the bench which now served as 

both bed and chair. Hal closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep. But though her body craved it, her 

mind resisted and she spent a fitful night of scattered dreams, in which she fought Orla on the Circle to 

jeering crowds, until Orla became Cara who slashed and wounded and finally killed. 

The next morning, however, she climbed the stairs to the academy to be greeted by Beric wafting a 

letter before her face. Sealed with red wax, it had obviously endured a long and difficult journey. The 

address was blurred, the paper curled limply at its corners and it was specked with dirt.  

"Here." Dangling the missive between thumb and forefinger, he dropped it into her hands. "This came 

for you." 

"A letter...for me?" 

"Aye, lass. And I'll thank you for reading it in your own time. This isn't a library." 
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She stuffed it into her pocket. "I had noticed." 

"If, that is, you can read. You can, can't you?" He followed her into the training hall. 

"Very funny."  

She duelled all day with the letter crumpled in her pocket. It wasn't from Franc Hannac, her only 

friend outside the city ˗ of that she was certain. The address was worded in neat, tight characters, and 

she'd have recognised Franc's scrawl immediately. It could, then, only be from Orla. Impatient to read 

it, she ran the distance from the academy to Riverside, threw herself onto the floor of her chamber and 

tore it open. 

Hal 

Forgive me. These last few months, I've thought of nothing but you. Your name was on my lips when I 

woke in the morning to barren rock and dull sky. I saw you in the flames of our campfire before I lay 

down to sleep. And in my dreams, I was still beside you and we made love time after time.  

Hal rubbed nervously at her lips, whispering Orla's words to herself as she read them. 

Now I understand that I wanted you to give me too much, too soon. I realise it, and I'm sorry. But you 

see, Hal, From the moment I first saw you I knew I had to have you. And not being with you now is like 

leaving a piece of myself behind. You think me cold, contemptuous of what you do, but that's the only 

way I know of masking my true emotions. If you knew what I truly feel you'd be shocked, Hal. I'm 

afraid for myself at times. The strength of this desire...it overwhelms me. 

Hal closed her eyes, resting her head back against the cold, bare wall. Was it possible that Orla had 

written the truth? That after mere days, she could experience such fierce passion, such need? Of course 

Hal had dreamed of Orla too...at night her own hands had strayed between her legs at the memory of 

their love making. And in her own way, she'd longed for Orla's rough touch. But she'd never woken 

and called out Orla's name, or seen the soldier in every passing shadow. Orla's words worried rather 

than relieved. Where would such passion end? 

My pride was wounded. I couldn't write. I took your refusal to come with me as a rejection. But it 

wasn't, was it Hal? Changes take time, now I understand that. When I return, we'll talk about it once 

more. You're made to be a soldier. You'd love this life.  

Hal swallowed hard. Would I? 

When I come back, I'll take you in my arms. I'll kiss your lips, your face and hair. I'll... 

She read on. Each word carried greater heat. Each word stoked a fire beneath her skin, until she found 

herself sweating, despite the cold. Orla wrote of all that she would do to Hal when she returned. She 

wrote in detail and at length, until Hal could bear it no longer. She cast the letter aside, splashed her 

face with water, lay down on the bench and tried to sleep. But rest wouldn't come and instead she 

passed another night of fretful dreams, in which Orla came to her and took her and then left her time 

after time; her face twisted with scorn. 
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It wasn't the first letter. Now there was one waiting for her at the academy every fortnight, sometimes 

more often. Beric handed them to her, silent and bemused. Hal was grateful that they were sealed, for 

each time Orla wrote it seemed her passion had grown more intense, her desperation sharper, her 

descriptions more explicit. Occasionally, grains of red sand would spill from the parchment when she 

cracked the seal, and the letter would be stained with dirt as if Orla had written it while lying on the 

ground beneath those vast desert skies.  

And then, one day, they stopped: the torrent of language dried up. The nights had grown colder; the 

first wisps of snow floating on the air, transformed to slush on the city's streets...and there were no 

more letters. At first, Hal thought nothing of it, almost relieved that she no longer had to bear the 

weight of Orla's passion. But then a slow, creeping anxiety took over. Where was Orla now? Images of 

her lover...of her glazed dead eyes and stiffening corpse resurfaced and intermingled with those 

feverish dreams. Was she lying in a lonely ditch, as Hal had once feared, drained of life and hope? A 

bitterness formed at the base of Hal's throat when she thought of that: a regret that she hadn't been 

beside Orla in her final hour. Hal shed silent tears and thought of what she'd lost: of what might have 

been, of the soldier's hard, longing gaze. 

Until one day when the snow was piled so high in the streets of Colvé that carriages could not pass, 

and people shuffled with their heads down, buried beneath mounds of furs. And in a desperate effort to 

keep herself warm, Hal either fought or drank wine, draped in blankets and tanned hides. That was the 

day when someone thumped at the door to her chambers, causing her to leap up in surprise and pull 

back the bolts with caution, Franc's dagger gripped behind her back. And into the room Orla almost 

fell, still dressed in her gambeson and leathers and far thinner, her face far more drawn and pinched 

and shadowed than Hal ever remembered. 

Hal found herself shaking, not with cold but with shock. And as she stood and stared at Orla, the 

soldier reached for her, threading her arms around Hal and drawing her close. Orla's hair and face 

were wet with melted snow, but her lips were dry and cracked. Hal cupped her chin and drew her 

close, bathing in the soldier's hot, sour breath before kissing her and drawing her into the room. 

But Orla shook her head, her eyes haunted and distant. "No, Hal." Even her voice had faded, as if she 

were speaking from the depths of some great cavern or well. "Just...please...just hold me." 

Hal nodded, guiding her to the floor amongst the pelts and blankets. And they lay until the morning in 

each other's arms, Orla wracked with tears.  
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Chapter Six: Chaos 

 

The sun cast no warmth, its weak light pushing at the greasy window pane, the room now sliding into 

sight. That meant the morning was well advanced and Hal was already late for training. Extending a 

hand beneath the heap of blankets and furs, she touched Orla's shoulder, shaking her awake... 

...and within seconds found herself pinned to the ground; the fine edge of a knife blade nicking at her 

throat. Hal stared up at Orla, paralysed with shock. The soldier seemed not to see her, her sleep-blind 

eyes wild, her fingers clutched around Hal's neck. 

"Orla!" Her voice came out as a strangled whisper. "Orla! It's me!" 
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Orla grunted lightly, but didn't let go. A thin skein of blood trickled over Hal's skin, spooling onto the 

floor. 

"Orla!" 

The soldier shuddered as if she were being dragged from one reality and into another. Her eyes 

sharpened and focussed and the knife hit the floor with a metallic ring as she loosened her fingers from 

Hal's throat. The duellist breathed out hard in relief. 

"Hal?" Orla's face crumpled with grief as she sank back. "I'm sorry." 

"No, it's..." Hal put her fingers to the tiny wound, stemming the pulse of blood. "...it's alright," she 

lied. 

"It's not alright. I could have killed you." She cradled her head in her arms, her entire body rocking.  

Warily, Hal watched until compassion overcame fear and she slipped an arm around Orla's shoulders. 

"Orla, what is it? What's wrong? What happened to you?" 

With a low moan, Orla rested her head against Hal's shoulder. "We're not to say." 

"What?" 

"We're not to speak of it." 

"Orla..." but she couldn't frame another word. The soldier had staggered back into her arms: 

weakened, changed, and now alluding to...what? A crime? An event too awful to be spoken 

of...something which had drained her of her very self; which had chipped away the hardness and the 

scorn to reveal the brittle, damaged woman beneath. 

Slipping from Hal's embrace, she unlaced her gambeson. Hal stared: horrified, transfixed. A fresh scar 

ran from Orla's hip to the base of her ribs: a livid stretch of flesh, butchered and then healed with 

rough stitches. 

Lowering her head, Hal kissed the wound before turning grave eyes on Orla. "What happened?" 

"You...can't speak of it. You can't tell anyone." Orla swallowed another sob. Her face was red with 

weeping. A string of mucus clung to her nostrils. 

"Here..." Hal passed her a handkerchief. "Dry your eyes, Orla. Tell me what happened. I have to 

know." 

Orla blew her nose, sat up and buried her face against her knees. "They were just children," she said at 

last, raising her head. Her lips trembled as she spoke. "Just...children. They told us there'd be rebels 

there, but there weren't. It was just..." 

"Spirits!" Hal stroked Orla's hair. 

"A village. Just a village, like any other. They told us it was a nest. That the rebels would be there, 

hiding. Armed. They said not to spare them...that it would put an end to their resistance." She howled 

with sudden violence, her entire body shaking. "We surrounded it, cut off their escape. Threw in 

brands onto the thatch of their crofts. Waited." She raised her face, her cheeks shining wet with tears 

and her eyes once more fixed on the past. She was no longer with Hal in Colvé. She was back in 
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Yegdan in dry, dusty lands as flames caught and ate at the straw rooftops of a few makeshift huts: as 

sparks whisked upwards into the dull afternoon sky and children began to scream, running, their hair 

and clothes aflame.  

"Oh, Hal!" Orla cupped her hands over her own mouth. "They said it was too late, it had been a 

mistake. They said that in any case, they were the children of rebels. I rode..as fast as I could...away." 

She swallowed. "I couldn't look, couldn't stay. I couldn't bear it." 

"And how..." Hal ventured to speak but the words dried in her throat, her own eyes clouding with 

tears. She pressed a light finger to the wound on Orla's side. 

"We found them, eventually. We caught up with them...the parents. And I...I wanted to blame them. 

For leaving the children. Not me, not us. It was their fault..." words tumbled from her lips now. A 

confused torrent of sounds. She made little sense. Hal understood only of a fight, of great losses to the 

army and the enemy. The Yegdanians fought with axes, spears and knives. When they'd opened Orla 

up they left her for dead, to bleed out into the sand and dirt. But the wound had not been so deep and 

she'd crawled her way out of that nameless ditch. Dragged back to life by her fellow guards, she'd 

spent months lying on her back, tipping between life and death. And eventually, she'd recovered. 

The room felt somehow stale; the air weighted with Orla's memories. Having cried herself dry, she lay 

slumped in Hal's arms. Hal lowered her gently to the floor. "I must go, Orla. Just for a moment, but 

stay here. Sleep. I'll be back soon. I promise." 

Orla wrapped her fingers around Hal's wrist. "Don't go. Stay with me. Please." 

"Orla, I have to. I'll race back here to be with you, I promise. You need to rest. Here..." she draped 

blankets over Orla, wresting free of her grasp. "Sleep," she said. "Sleep now." 

The soldier's eyes closed as if consciousness were too great a burden for her to bear. Dragging on her 

clothes, boots and greatcoat, Hal slipped outside into the icy, snow-laden city, trudging forwards with 

her hands buried deep within her coat pockets and her eyes fixed on the slush and mud of the streets; 

her mind and heart numb.  

*** 

"You're late." Beric glared at her from the top of the stairs with indignant eyes. "And you've got blood 

on your face." 

"I have?" She wiped at her skin, staring in dumb surprise at the thin red streak across her palm. 

"What's the matter, Thæc?" someone called over the clash of steel. "Cut yourself shaving?"  

A chorus of harsh laughs rippled around the duelling hall. Hal stormed forwards towards the voice. 

Orla's reappearance, her tale of horror, the way she'd clung to Hal's wrist and begged her not to 

leave...it had left her raw, nervous, on edge. She unsheathed her sword. The laughter dried up. 

"Hal!" Beric caught her arm. "I've told you before, I'll not have common brawling in my academy. 

Leave them," he added under his breath. "You should know by now that no good'll come of rising to 

the bait." 
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She bit her lip, staring in blind fury at the small group of men and boys huddled in a corner of the 

room, quaking with suppressed laughter. And then she relented, lowering her blade.  

"You'll train with me today, Hal," Beric said, releasing her arm. "I need my duellists intact." 

She nodded, shrugging off her coat and throwing it into a corner. 

"And wipe your face, girl. I don't want blood on the floor." 

Though she duelled, it was with little enthusiasm. She could think of nothing but Orla lying in her 

Riverside chamber, and of the gash which someone had opened up in her side. She thought, too, of 

how Orla ˗ powerful, arrogant Orla ˗ had been so reduced that she had clung to Hal as a drowning 

woman might cling to driftwood 

"For the spirits' saintly sakes, woman! You're duelling like you'd never set eyes on a sword before. 

What's wrong with you?" 

Hal bent to retrieve the blade she'd just dropped, and caught sight of Orla leaning against the doorway 

to the hall. How long had she been standing there, watching? Unease stabbed and ground away at the 

base of her stomach as the soldier walked towards her, and her fellow duellists turned to watch. 

"Who is she?" Beric hissed. 

"A friend." 

"She's drunk." 

"I can see that." 

Orla listed slightly to one side, surveying the room with a half smile twitching at the edges of her lips, 

her eyes bright with scorn. 

"Get rid of her, Hal," Beric growled. "Take her out of here. And don't..." his fingers settled into the 

flesh of her arm until she winced. "Don't bring your problems here again." 

"Hal!" Orla reached her, throwing her arms around Hal's shoulders. "So this is where you're hiding 

from me!" Her breath was thick with the reek of alcohol. 

"I'm not hiding, Orla. Let's...let's take a walk." 

"You said you'd come back." 

"And I will be!" 

"It's been hours." 

Hal glanced back at Beric's scowling face. "Come on, Orla," she said quietly. 

Gripping the soldier's arm, she dragged her outside. Orla stumbled as they headed down the steps and 

once in the street, she tried to kiss Hal.  

Hal broke away. "Not here...not now." 

"Why?" Orla slurred. "No one's watching." 

"You never know." 

But Orla pressed Hal against the wall, smothering her with another kiss "You promised me a fight 

once." 
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"I did?" 

"Yes. A real fight. Not this...playacting that you learn here." She flicked her fingers dismissively in the 

direction of the duelling hall. 

"I'm not sure that now would be the best time." 

"Why. Are you scared?" 

"No. But you've just recovered from a serious wound. And besides, you're..." 

"I'm what?" Orla exhaled another breath tainted with spirits. 

"It doesn't matter. We can go back to Riverside and talk." 

"No!" Orla yelled suddenly. "No, Hal!" She buried her face against Hal's shoulder. "I want to go back 

to the barracks. I'll teach you how to fight. How to really fight." 

A few faces turned in their direction: curious, amused or disgusted. Orla was broken. The soldier 

hummed half-remembered refrains from marching songs as she leant against Hal. She laughed to 

herself and then sobbed, tears freezing to her face. And at times, she dragged the duellist into an 

embrace, kissing her openly and fiercely. Where once her passion had been tempered, now it ran wild 

and unchecked. And as they neared the barracks ˗ a solid sandstone block of dormitories, training 

grounds and armouries ˗ Hal started to sweat with worry. 

"Come in," Orla said, pulling her towards the gate tower. 

"I don't think..." 

"I said...come inside!" she snarled, shoving Hal in the back. A pair of barracks' men pulled open one of 

the iron barred gates and Hal found herself propelled into a courtyard surrounded on every side by 

high, pale yellow walls and the tower bolted shut behind her. 

She scanned the practice yard. A few soldiers sparred with swords, spears or axes; tilted at sandbags 

hanging loose from poles or fired arrows at wooden targets. The snow had been cleared to reveal the 

wet, brown gravel beneath and the place smelt of horses, damp earth and leather. Hal's breath spooled 

into patches of vapour before her face. She rubbed her hands together for warmth, and stamped her 

feet. 

"Well, duellist..." Orla slapped her shoulder. "We don't play with rapiers here. Either a sabre or a 

broadsword. You choose." 

"Orla," Hal swallowed, "this is not a good idea. Perhaps when you..." 

"When I what?" Orla eyed her unsteadily. 

"Sober up." 

The soldier snorted. "You're worried I'll beat you even when I'm drunk?" 

"No, but..." 

"Hal, you're not leaving here until I've had that fight. Here.." she drew a fine hilted broadsword from a 

stand and thrust it into Hal's hands. "Take this...and this," she said, forcing a helmet and visor down 

over Hal's head and face. 
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"Orla..." 

"The duellist promised me a fight!" Orla yelled out to all those in the yard. Heads turned; weapons 

were lowered. Hal's heart thumped against her chest. To leave now was to lose face, but Orla was in 

no state to fight. And neither was she. 

"Brave woman!" a mocking voice called out. The guards encircled them slowly: jeering, jibing, 

placing bets. 

"Orla, why? You're barely healed!" Hal stared through the visor's dark mesh at the soldier who slashed 

at the air with her sword, taking wide strides across the practice ground.  

With a smile, Orla slipped on her own visor. "When you're ready, duellist." And then, without giving 

Hal a chance to prepare, she lunged. 

Hal blocked, testing the weight of Orla's sword arm against her own. In spite of her injury, the soldier 

was strong; her muscles taut and trained. They broke apart to sneers and catcalls. 

"Take her, Orla!" 

"Stop playing, duellist and fight!" 

The soldiers crept in ever closer: a mass of bellowing mouths and shaking fists. Frustrated, her anger 

brewing, Hal attacked...and found her blows blocked again by Orla's might and muscle. 

But, she realised, the soldier was already tiring. Half drunk, half crazed, crushed by the horrors of 

what she'd seen and heard, by fire and children's screams and her own grief, Orla's strength waned; her 

sword arm shuddering as she held the block. With the lightest of moves, Hal drew away and arced her 

sword towards Orla's waist. The soldier leapt back, slipping as she moved, and their audience lapsed 

into silence. Hal would win this duel: she knew it now. But to humiliate Orla in front of her comrades, 

in front of the men and women with whom she lived and fought...that she couldn't do. She lowered her 

sword. 

"Enough, Orla. Enough." 

Orla froze, her sword poised. And then, with a harsh cry, she ran at Hal who twisted with lithe, supple 

grace out of reach before swinging her blade upwards and into a frenetic volley of blows. Orla was 

breathing heavily: mistiming, misjudging the angle and sweep of her movements, until at last Hal cut 

upwards to conclude with the tip of her sword hovering before Orla's throat. 

"Enough," she said quietly. 

The soldier stood, wavering, her weapon sliding lower as she conceded defeat, silence mingling with 

the snowflakes which fell to land at their feet. With heavy, uneven breaths, Hal tugged off the visor 

and handed back the sword. She had no wish to stay: no wish to speak to Orla's broken spirit once 

more that day. It was too much: it cut her to the quick. It rested like the weight of lead upon her own 

heart. Turning, she headed for the gates without another word...when a sharp pain cut across the backs 

of her knees, and she sank onto the sodden earth of the training ground. Orla stood over her, one fist 
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raised, her visor up and her face fixed in fury and despair, her fist hovering just above Hal's right 

temple. 

Hal stared up at her, unsure of how or whether the day could descend into any further chaos. And then 

she caught Orla by the wrist and rose. 

"Don't come near me again, Orla. It's over between us, I swear." She didn't look back. She couldn't: 

even when Orla howled out her name as she slipped through the gates. 

Out on the streets again, the bolts clanged into place behind her and snow soaked the leather of her 

boots. She shivered, swallowing down bile, tears, fury. She would have extended a hand to Orla; she 

would have enfolded her in her arms and held her until the pain had drained from the soldier's 

memories and she could sleep once more without terror. Instead, she'd found relief in violence and 

drink. That rejection struck Hal like a blow to the body. 

A cold whisper of wind tugged at her coat and hair. She hugged herself, walking between the silent 

rows of houses, putting as much distance as she could between herself and the barracks. But another 

figure moved up ahead, emerging from behind the side of a warehouse in a blue cowl and dress 

sodden with the slush of the road and her dark hair piled high up on her head. Hal cursed and ran. 

"You...what are you doing?" Her voice shook with suppressed rage as she seized the spy by the 

shoulder and span her round. 

This time there was no fear in the woman's eyes. Her smile was slow to rise, and insolent. "Your 

mother's bidding. It turns out she's more forgiving than you thought. She's watching you, Halanya. So 

go on...threaten me. Do what you will. She's anxious to hear all about it." 

"Just leave me alone. I thought I made that clear." 

"When things are getting so interesting? I don't think so. The soldier returns from war...makes her way 

to your door... and then turns her sword against you. But where will this end?" She ran a gloved finger 

down Hal's cheek and turned to look back towards the barracks. Hal followed her gaze. Orla was 

standing at the gates, staring down the street and watching them.  

"There," said the spy, and before Hal could push her away she'd drawn the duellist into a kiss, her lips 

cold and her breath warm. 

"Stay away from me! Please!" Hal broke from her, rubbing her mouth. 

"And now you kissed me. I wonder if she saw." The spy nodded towards the gates. Orla had gone. 

"Your mother, I think, will be fascinated to hear that you tried to seduce me. But of course, I resisted." 

"Just leave me alone!" Tears clouded her eyes as she ran, until the street became a blur of snow and 

stone. And behind her, the spy's laughter rang in peals, like cracked bells.  

 

Chapter Seven: The First Fight 
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Early spring and the first thaws saw water cascading from gutters and rooftops; slabs of snow thudding 

to the ground and splintering to be trodden beneath passing boots into a grimy mush. The river rose: 

there was talk of flooding, and Hal wondered whether to seek refuge in the academy. But she had 

grown to love her little refuge too dearly. And eventually the Col sank back in upon itself, as if it had 

stirred briefly like a restless animal and was now lying back down to sleep. 

She sought to push thoughts of Orla far from her mind; rarely visiting The Emperor in case their paths 

crossed. A part of her still yearned for the soldier's embrace, but she couldn't allow herself to be swept 

up again in all that fury; all that rage and pain. Hal felt for Orla; for the wounds to her mind and body 

which the desert had inflicted. And, the duellist told herself, she would have done all she could to help 

heal those wounds. But Orla had seemed intent on turning her own anger against Hal. And that was 

more than she could bear.  

So Hal channelled her own energies into duelling, surprising herself and Beric: delighting those who 

crowded into the arena to watch her fight, her fame spreading as word leaked out of the courtier who'd 

exchanged wealth and privilege for a rapier and the duelling circle. Until one evening, when the sun 

had almost bled out and the streets were rich with shadow. And someone rapped hard three times on 

her door. 

Weary after a day of training, Hal hauled herself up off the bench and padded barefoot across the 

floorboards, easing aside the door. 

She stared into green eyes and cursed. "I thought I said it was over between us." 

Orla had regained some of the muscle she'd lost after Yegdan. She was dressed not in gambeson and 

leathers, but in linen shirt and canvas breeches; greatcoat and boots. And her gaze was cool, not 

crazed, as she leant against the door frame with her hands in her pockets, her lips sealed and fine and 

her face unreadable. Hal shivered. 

"I suppose I owe you an apology," Orla said. 

"You suppose?" 

"Yes. And I'd rather not deliver it out here in the street." 

"I'm not sure I want to hear it anyway," Hal said, closing the door.  

The soldier wedged her boot between frame and threshold. "Just give me a chance." 

Resting her head against the hard, damp oak, Hal sighed. "You set out to hurt me." 

"I didn't! I didn't know what I was doing. I was injured; torn apart. I'm better now. I'm whole again." 

"Are you?" 

Orla paused and turned to look back up the street, chewing on her lower lip. "Yes," she said after a few 

moments. "I am." 

Hal sucked in her cheeks, deliberating. She had the strength to kick Orla's foot out of the way, slam the 

door in her face and bolt it fast. But part of her had tensed under Orla's gaze. Part of her wanted her 

lover back; the woman who had drawn her on with hard words, who'd made love to her in the street, 
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whose body had curved into her own. With a groan, she pulled open the door. Orla's smile was brief 

and tight as she pushed past Hal and into the room. 

"Still living in this dump, then?" 

"And where else would I be?" Hal asked, closing and locking the door. 

"Well, I'd have thought...with all your renown...I heard you're drawing in the spectators." 

"But it's a mere performance," Hal said through gritted teeth. "Isn't it?" 

They stared at each other, the silence prickling Hal's skin. And then Orla lowered her head. 

"I am truly sorry," she said at last. "After...after all that happened...down there in the south. I wasn't 

myself. I ... came loose for a while. I fell apart." 

"And now you're back?" 

When Orla raised her head, Hal saw that her eyes were glistening. "I've stitched up the holes," the 

soldier said. 

"I see." Hal folded her arms across her chest, sinking back into herself, unable to look at Orla. The 

soldier stood and she stood as if waiting, hovering on a mountain ledge or cliff, daring each other to 

jump. 

"Hal, I missed you. I understand why you walked away..." 

"You hurt me, Orla! You humiliated me; and yourself." 

"I was at a loss! I needed you, but my mind was a wild place. I had such thoughts, Hal...such dreams 

after....after it all. Just the thought of sleeping filled me with dread. My dreams were full of horrors." 

A single tear spilled, inching down her cheek. She trembled. And without thinking, Hal took her in her 

arms. Against herself, against her own will, she revelled in the heat of Orla's body; in the hint of sinew 

and muscle beneath her fingertips, in the brush of Orla's lips against her ear. 

"I'm sorry. I truly am." 

Hal framed Orla's face between her hands. "Don't hurt me again, Orla." 

"I won't." Orla spoke through a kiss. "I promise." 

They stood for what seemed hours, locked into the embrace, tracing the scape of each other's body 

with palms and fingertips, tongues and lips until Orla slowly, deliberately, walked Hal towards the 

wall. 

Hal shivered, sensing rough, cool stone against her back as Orla's kisses grew ever more feverish; as 

she nipped at the flesh beneath Hal's jaw, toying with the opening of the duellist's shirt front. And 

then, without warning, she tore at the linen and the garment ripped down the middle. Hal closed her 

eyes, gasped and groaned. 

"You're not wearing bindings," Orla breathed. Unable to speak, Hal swallowed back a cry as Orla bit 

down on her nipple; the pain acute and delicious. Circling the ravaged flesh with her tongue, Orla bit 

again, kicked Hal's legs apart and slid her knee up between then until her thigh rested against Hal's 

heat. 
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"I'll not let you go again." Her words tumbled into Hal's ear: hot, humid breath. They kissed again, 

drinking each other. Wetness and pressure mounted at her base. Orla picked open Hal's belt, drawing it 

from her hips and stepping away to watch as Hal shed her trousers until she was leaning, panting 

against  the wall; naked, her shirt ripped open to the waist and the chill evening air kissing her body. 

Orla moved back in, the calloused skin of her palms trailing over Hal's shoulders, her breasts, her 

waist, stomach: over the firm flesh of her buttocks, between her legs, sinking in and then withdrawing 

before wiping soaked fingers across Hal's face and lips. And then, without warning, she span Hal 

around, pressing her against the wall, the stone grazing her breasts and stomach as Orla locked around 

her neck with one hand while letting the other run free over heated skin, squeezing and slapping and 

then taking her; taking her without further word or sigh or kiss; filling and releasing. 

Hal scrabbled at the wall for balance as Orla held her up, pressing between Hal's shoulder blades. She 

strove and pushed, unrelenting, maddening, laying claim to Hal and her body in a way that no one ever 

had...or ever could. Sweat dripped slick beneath Hal's breasts: beaded and rolled down her forehead. 

She thought to turn, to persuade Orla to gentleness, into tenderness, into long hours of soft kisses and 

quiet words. But the stronger part of her, the wilder part didn't want that. And she saw herself, in her 

mind's eye, with her clothes shed or torn and her fingernails scratching at bare stone as Orla took all 

that she had to give and demanded still more, pushing her on and on until there was a sudden flash of 

light.  

She lost consciousness for the briefest of moments, and then she was falling into an abyss; into a void. 

Someone was screaming; a voice cried out into the darkness. It took some time for her to realise that 

the voice was her own. 

Collapsed on the floor, sprawled and sated, she lay in the remnants of her shirt as Orla crouched beside 

her and ran her fingers through Hal's hair. 

"Alright?" Orla asked. 

Hal struggled to tame her breathing. 

"I said..." 

"Yes, yes. I'm alright." Reaching up, she slinked an arm around Orla's neck and drew her into a kiss.  

"I want no more pain, Hal. For either of us." Orla peered down at the duellist with a look which might 

almost be described as tender. 

"No more?" 

Orla leant down to kiss her once more. "I promise." 

*** 

Spring in full flourish at last, mopping up the residual sleet, drying out the puddles, bathing the city in 

fresh, tepid light. The days lengthening, the streets awakening, citizens streaming into markets and 

squares, exchanging furs for linen and leather; shiny faced and smiling. 
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And Riverside no exception. Winter had been a lean season for thieves, who struggled against the cold 

and layers of coins to snatch a coin here, a fine bracelet there. But now they celebrated with the first 

hauls of jewellery and money, blades and handkerchiefs; drinking into the depths of the evening and 

leaving Riverside through secret tunnels and channels to steal yet more. And most skilful amongst all 

the cutpurses were Jools and Kris who now made Hal laugh until she cried as they described how and 

when they had relieved the good people of Colvé of their possessions.  

"She didn't even turn around, did she Jools?" Kris swung a fine gold necklace before Hal's face like a 

pendulum. "By the time I'd finished with her, we'd got her purse and a silk handkerchief as well." 

Hal swallowed, her humour fading. "Doesn't it...worry you sometimes, though?" 

"What? That she'll be sobbing at home for want of her valuables? You suddenly developed scruples, 

duellist?" Jools eyed Hal with amusement from over the rim of her tankard. 

"No...no. It's rather...you'll get caught, the pair of you. One day. And you know what they do to 

thieves." 

"Nah. We're the best, me and Kris." Jools snaked an arm around Kris's shoulders, drawing her close. 

"And why would you worry about a pair of Riverside nobodies like ourselves?" 

"Because....you're my friends," Hal said, surprising herself. But she was right, she realised. Their 

safety mattered to her. She spent and hoped to spend long nights in their company, talking, laughing, 

drinking. They were unlike anybody she'd ever met, for here were women who lived beyond all laws: 

who actively rejected them. And she loved them for it. 

"And me?" Orla threaded her arm around Hal's waist and kissed her neck. "Am I your friend?" 

"More than a friend," Hal whispered, returning Orla's kiss. But who...or what...Orla was, she couldn't 

say. As winter had thawed, as the ice had melted, so too had Orla's reserve. She never spoke of 

Yegdan again, but neither did she provoke Hal into any more fights. They saw little of each other 

during the day, disappearing off to academy or barracks. It was only at night that they came together, 

making love with a ferocity and energy which left Hal breathless, sore and exhausted. She thrilled to 

Orla's touch, to the pressure of her fingers, the bite of her teeth. 

But there was always something there; something which pricked at the back of her mind, almost like  a 

physical ache or the memory of  a bitter dream. As close as she was to Orla, she dared not get closer. 

And she knew the soldier sensed that wariness. 

"More than a friend?" Orla teased, nipping her earlobe. 

"Orla..." she was aware of a chill running up her spine, of an inexplicable dread which curdled and 

hardened in the very pit of her stomach. The solider laid her hand on Hal's thigh and squeezed. Hal 

sucked in her breath. "Not here." 

"Why not here?" Orla breathed against her ear, her hand sinking lower. 

"'ere! Hal! Your admirer's back." Jools' voice seemed to reach her from another world. 
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"What admirer?" That same chill fear gripped her on the insides and twisted. She struggled free of 

Orla's embrace. "Who?" 

"Her." Jools nodded in the direction of a small table in a far corner of the room. Hal strained to peer 

through the poor light. "Blue dress," Jools said. "Top knot." 

"Yes. I see her." Her heart sank. The spy raised her tankard to her, her smile thin, tight and triumphant. 

Beside her, Orla stiffened. "Her!" 

"You know her?" Jools asked in surprise. 

"Your admirer," Orla sneered. "Jools is right, isn't she, Hal?" 

"I think you may have misjudged the situation, Orla," Hal muttered into her ale. 

"You kissed her in the street that day outside the barracks. What exactly did I misjudge?" Her fist 

curled around her own tankard, her knuckles white. 

"She kissed me. I pushed her away." 

"Was she how you passed the time while I was lying half dead down in Yegdan, Hal?" 

"No!" 

"I waited for you." 

"As I did for you. She's no one. She's...where are you going?" Hal leapt up to drag Orla back, but the 

solider was already half way across the room, spilling chairs and pushing into people as she made her 

way towards the woman in blue.  

The spy paled but didn't move. Whatever happened now would reach Cara's ears eventually. Public 

disturbance, brawling lovers, fraternising with thieves. It would be enough to disgrace Hal for good. It 

would see her exiled from Colvé. Her future flashed before her eyes: lonely, wandering, begging or 

stealing for food.  

Reaching out, she laid a hand on Orla's shoulder. "Orla, please. Just leave her." 

"So I can share you with her?" 

"For the spirits' sake, you don't understand!" 

But Orla was already looming over the spy, her hands planted squarely on the table. 

"Can I help you?" There was shock in the woman's eyes, but there was something else: satisfaction. 

Victory. As if she too registered in this one moment her work done and Hal's fate sealed. 

"I saw you." Orla's voice was a low growl, her lower lips flecked with spit. "I saw you with her." She 

indicated Hal with a mere flick of the head. "What were you doing?" 

The spy broke into a delicate, measured smile. "What did it look like?" 

"You liar!" Orla turned to look at Hal and for the briefest of moments, Hal thought she'd never seen 

anyone so enraged: so consumed with intense, absolute fury.   

"You believe her before me? Orla ˗ no!" For the soldier had turned back, her fist raised and the spy 

shrinking into the corner of the room. All eyes in the Emperor were now trained on them. Desperate, 



40 

 

she grabbed Orla's wrists, yanked her around...and felt the sudden weight, shock and dazing pain of a 

blow to her own face. 

Hal staggered back, aware of a single trickle of blood leaking from her nose. She continued to stare, 

leaping away just as the soldier lunged again. Orla crashed into a table, clearly winded, but pivoting 

around with her fists raised. 

"What are you doing?" Hal stammered. 

The Emperor was on its feet, the air ripe and crackling with shouts and jeers. Even Jools and Kris had 

clambered onto a table to holler support ˗ whether for herself or Orla, she couldn't tell.  But this was no 

duel. It was not public entertainment staged for the benefit of a few spectators. This was the end of 

everything; of any passion she'd ever felt for Orla. Of her reputation in the city. Possibly of her life as 

a duellist. The rage Orla now displayed had always lurked, barely concealed below the surface. In fact, 

Hal realised in a sudden flash of clarity, it had been precisely that danger which had fascinated her in 

the first place. She'd been playing with fire all along. 

Growling, seething, Orla punched forward. Again, Hal sidestepped, but then ran at the soldier head 

first, balling into her until they were on the floor together, a writhing knot of arms and legs. She 

gripped Orla by the throat, but the soldier swung a fist into her ribs, sending her flying, landing hard 

up against a table leg in a puddle of beer. She kicked out just as Orla crawled towards her, stamping 

the sole of her boot into Orla's shoulder. Orla roared backwards in pain, and Hal staggered up and onto 

her feet, recovering her breath.  

For a brief moment, Hal saw a flash of blue as the inn door opened and shut: a scrap of azure silk 

disappearing around it. Well, the spy's task was complete now, after all. There were enough witnesses 

in the Emperor to confirm this horror. And as she stood, swaying and breathless, Orla brought her 

down and they were on the floor once more, fists flying, Orla's teeth bared wolf-like as if preparing to 

bite...Hal shielded her face with one hand, reaching for her belt with the other, her fingers curling at 

last around the jewelled hilt of Franc Hannac's dagger. 

Orla was lost. Lost to her memories, retreating into a world of sand and heat and violence, to burning 

huts and children's screams, her eyes glazed, her fists falling  ˗ monotonous, rhythmic. With one swift 

sweep, Hal worked the dagger free and brought it up to Orla's neck. 

The inn quietened, the cries dried up, the confusion stilled. Orla stared down at her with eyes which 

saw once again into the present, not the past. "Do it," she hissed. 

"Just stop. Leave me alone." 

"Do it." Orla lowered her neck closer to the blade. Hal closed her eyes, bit her lip...but Orla's weight 

shifted and was gone, the air seeming to lighten, as if free of the soldier's mass. 

Hal scrabbled on a tabletop for purchase and then hauled herself to her feet. Orla hung suspended 

between the two thieves, her braids hanging loose around her face, an angry welt emerging across her 

cheek, and her eyes wild and haunted. 
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"You will leave me alone," Hal said quietly, her anger simmering even as the shock bled out of her. 

"You will not touch me. Ever. Again." 

Orla stared at her, a fine string of drool spooling from her lips. 

"C'mon  now, Hal." Kris summoned a weak smile. "This got a bit out of hand. Just...just shake hands 

and we'll drink to the pair of you." 

"Just shake hands?" Hal was smoking, shaking with rage. "You have no idea what you've done." She 

punctured the air with her finger. "No idea." 

She couldn't bear to look at Orla. But as she turned on her heel; as the inn resumed its chatter and 

backs were turned, ale raised and drunk, she span back round to face her once more. "I'm no one's to 

be owned, Orla. I'll live and love who I please, and if I wish to duel, then that is what I'll do. Do you 

think you can just summon me back with a whistle, like a dog? I'm not yours. I don't belong to you, to 

the court...to anyone. Leave me alone, or I swear, next time, I'll kill you." 

This time she left. Into the darkness, out onto the docks, racing home, pushing past strangers in the 

street until she had the door locked and bolted behind her and was on her knees, howling with shame 

and grief. But free. But free.    
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Chapter Eight: Breaking the Rules 

 

"You've only got yourself to blame, Hal."  

Hal cast mournful eyes at Marc. 

"I told you to be wary of Cara," he said, dropping a summons to the palace into her hands.  

"Yes, Marc." She stared at the scroll, unwilling to break the seal. "So you did." 

Marc sat down on the bench beside her, slid his fingers beneath her chin and tilted her face to the light. 

"Ooh." He scrunched up his brow. "A split lip is going to play right into her hands." 

"Yes, I think you've made your point." 

She drew away. If she still appeared tender and bruised from the fight with Orla, he could have no idea 

how raw she felt inside. It were as if she'd been hollowed out with a knife: her core cut clean away. 

Orla was gone; gone forever. And the impending threat of disgrace and exile was enough to drive her 

out of her mind. 

With a long, throaty sigh, she unravelled the parchment and read aloud:  

"At the behest of Lady Cara Thæc, the palace summons Halanya X, duellist and former imperial ward, 

to answer for her actions in bringing shame upon the court. May she present herself at midday 

on...Blah, blah, blah." Hal rolled the scroll back up, leant against the wall, closed her eyes and tapped 

her forehead with the parchment.  "What can they do?" she asked at last. "Kick me out?" She turned to 

look at Marc. 

"Well..." he stroked his chin. "That is one option. The others include..." 

"Wait!" She raised a hand. "I don't even want to hear it." Grabbing her coat, she jumped to her feet. 

"Let's just get this over with, shall we?" 

*** 

Though Cara Thæc may well have wanted her daughter's disgrace made public, the palace clearly had 

more important business on its mind. Hal and Marc waited for hours in a half abandoned corridor in a 

distant wing of the court before Cara swept imperiously towards them, flanked by Lord Wenlæc, 

Marshall to the palace on one side, and the elderly, half-witted Lord Ceadda on the other. A pair of 

pages and a court scribe dragged their heels behind the trio.  
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Hal's heart sank. Two voices out of the three would be enough to see her exiled. And Ceadda would 

put his name to anything he was told to. She was done for. 

After some fumbling with the lock, the door swung open and they were greeted with a musty rush of 

stale air. Clearly, this was not a chamber which saw much use. Once within, they drew up an odd 

assortment of outmoded chairs around a dusty oak table. The greasy, mullioned windows let in little 

light, and the room was half cast in shadow. 

"Not you!" Cara barked at Hal. "You will stand!" 

With a sigh, Hal rose and moved to one end of the table.  

Wenlæc cleared his throat. "Halanya, you know why we're all here, I believe." 

A massive head of silver hair and beard framed Wenlæc's craggy features; his substantial girth hidden 

beneath layers of red silk and ermine. He was as famous for his own penchant for good living and 

excess as he was for his role as Marshall. But Hal thought it best not to mention that. 

"I can...hazard a guess," she ventured. 

"Hazard a guess?" Cara snorted. "You know very well why you're here. And I have it all documented." 

She struck her finger against a wad of parchments. "In case you forget anything." 

"I see." Hal felt sick. "Procured by your spy. Who was she, Cara? I never did catch her name." 

Cara flushed. "A loyal servant and citizen!" 

"Ladies, please!" Wenlæc raised his hands. "I mean, Lady Cara and Halanya...Hal..." he squinted at 

her through the dull light. "Why do you think you're here?"  

"According to Lady Cara..." her throat tightened. "According to her, I have brought the court into 

disrepute. Although, my Lord, judging by the setting for our meeting today..." she glanced around the 

room, "I should say the court has better things on its mind than worrying about how I spend my time. 

It seems Lady Cara takes more interest in what I get up to than anyone else does. I wonder why that 

is?" 

Cara froze, her eyes flashing fire.  

"Indeed." Wenlæc nodded sagely. "It is true that she alone brought the charge against you," he said 

with a sly glance at Cara. 

"Is this going to take long?" Ceadda suddenly piped up. "Only I'd normally be taking by rest at this 

time, and..." 

"No, my Lord." Wenlæc patted Ceadda's gnarled hand with affection. "You may take your rest now if 

it please you. We'll wake you when we're ready." 

Ceadda's rheumy eyes were already blinking shut. Resting his head on his arms he fell asleep, emitting 

the occasional long, drawn out snore.  

Cara huffed in indignation; Marc suppressed a smile. And in spite of herself, Hal felt the laughter 

bubble upwards until it was all she could do to hold it in. Tears leaked from the edges of her eyes. 
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"My Lords, Senator..." Cara drew herself up. "I am glad you take this matter so lightly, truly I am. 

This woman...who was once fed, clothed and tutored in our midst; who was brought up in our ranks, 

has turned her back on it. Publically declared her contempt for it." 

"I don't think I ever...." 

"You will keep your mouth shut!" Cara thundered. "You will remain quiet..." her chest heaved as she 

spoke. "She then displayed her contempt even further when she chose the life of a paid duellist. And 

you tolerated it. All of you. Only I alone voiced my disproval of what I saw could not end well. Did I 

not?"  

Wenlæc nodded, digging Ceadda in the ribs who muttered something incomprehensible. 

"And I was proven right," Cara continued, rising to her theme, "for now we see the consequences of 

allowing this woman to indulge her eccentricities in public. Disgusting trysts with low born soldiers. A 

public brawl in the most infamous tavern in the entire city, amongst thieves and low-lifes! Just look at 

her, gentlemen. Look at the state of her! I demand that she is exiled...or locked away before she can 

bring the court into any further disrepute." 

Hal fingered absently at the cut to her lip, but bore the tirade in silence. Her future hung in the balance, 

and she knew that her only refuge lay in self-control. Or in a miracle.  

Wenlæc studied her coolly. She flinched beneath his gaze. "If what Lady Cara tells us is true..." 

"If?" Cara spluttered. 

"If what she says is true, then I'm afraid your infractions do appear grave, Halanya. After all, the court 

only agreed to your duelling on condition that you confine it to the academy. You broke our agreement 

the first time you stepped onto the Circle. And yet we tolerated it, believing it just a fad of yours. That 

you would tire of it soon enough. In that, I see, we were wrong." He sighed. "But you are always one 

of us, Hal. No matter what you might think. You may have forsaken your privilege but you, as a 

former member of the court, have no right to forsake your responsibilities. And that includes 

conducting yourself in an appropriate manner." 

"But I..." 

He raised his hand. "No buts, girl. Not this time. Lady Cara, you have witnesses, I assume?" 

"I do." Cara turned to one of the pages. "Fetch Raela." 

He bowed and left. The room plummeted into silence. Marc threw Hal a worried glance but she 

studied the floor, her heart pounding against her ribs. After some moments, the door squealed open 

once more and the boy re-entered, accompanied by Cara's spy. Dressed as always in blue silk, she had 

let down her hair. It streamed in jet black waves past her shoulders. Her eyes were bright with 

triumph, her lips raised in a tight, thin smile. 

"Please, state your name." Wenlæc turned to the woman. 

"Ræla Pæga, my Lord." 

"Indeed? A relation of Master Marec Pæga of the Nests?"  
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"A distant cousin, my Lord." 

The Nests. Hal had heard much of them from her friend, Franc Hannac ˗ three fortresses set atop a 

plateau defining the northern most fringe of the empire. If she were to be exiled, she decided, that was 

where she would head ˗ to Franc. He would shelter her. 

"And have you seen this woman before?" Wenlæc continued. 

"Yes. And she has seen me. And threatened me. More than once." 

Marc shook his head. Hal willed the floor to swallow her up.  

"And kissed me," the girl went on. 

"That is a lie!" Hal's temper flared. She could almost bear having her iniquities laid out before the 

court. But slander ... that was a different matter. 

"Halanya!" Wenlæc's voice shook when he spoke. He was clearly losing patience. Beside him, Ceadda 

snored and stirred. 

"I've seen how she carries on," Raela Pæga continued. "Consorting with known criminals. Making 

love in the street to soldiers..." 

Hal's cheeks burned. Cara screwed her face up in disgust. 

"...brawling with her lover on the floor of a tavern." 

Wenlæc paled. He turned fierce eyes on Hal. "Is that true?" 

She hung her head. "Yes, my Lord. Yes. I'm afraid it is." 

"You're sorry for it?" 

She bit her lip. "I am. I truly am." 

"Hmmm." He tutted. "But I fear an apology in this case will not be enough." 

"No, my Lord," she conceded. 

"Very well, Madam Pæga. You may sit down." 

The spy retreated to a corner of the room, glanced around to make sure no one could see, and then 

blew Hal a kiss. Hal seethed inwardly. 

"My Lords...Lady Cara, might I raise a question?"  

Wenlæc turned to Marc in surprise. "Indeed, Senator, you might." 

"We are here to establish whether Halanya might have shamed the court. As its representative, it is her 

duty to uphold certain standards. If she fails to do so, she blackens the name of all her class. Is that not 

right?" 

"It is, Senator." 

"And I assume that the same standards of good breeding might be expected of all members of the 

aristocracy. This is not just about Hal and her...eccentricities?" 

"It is not." Wenlæc nodded. "The court demands that all its members uphold its code of honour." 

"Then if we apply such rigour to the daughter, why not to her..." he stopped himself just in time, 

wilting under Cara's glare. "Why not to Lady Cara herself?" 
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Wenlæc's brow furrowed even further. "What do you mean?" 

"Might I too be able to call on a witness?" 

"By all means, Senator. If you believe you might honestly mitigate Halanya's offence in doing so." 

Marc whispered into the ear of another page, throwing Hal a sly wink. The boy slipped from the room. 

"If this is some kind of game, Remigius..." Cara's voice climbed an octave, her nostrils flaring. Marc 

was up to something ˗ she knew it and so did Hal. Hal could have kissed her friend in relief. 

After a few tense moments the door was flung open once more and a young man swaggered in, 

distinctive for his long red hair and freckles and for the way his eyes danced with both arrogance and 

lust. Hal recognised him immediately, but held her tongue. 

"Your name, young man?" Wenlæc seemed exasperated now. 

"Redæc Vilnu, my Lord. But my friends just call me Red." 

"And..." Marc's voice dripped irony. "Would any of those friends be here amongst us today, Master 

Vilnu?" 

Redæc's eyes settled on Cara, who flinched. "Perhaps not a friend," he said with a grin. "Someone 

closer than that." 

"A relative?" Marc teased. 

"A lover," Redæc said flatly. 

Wenlæc stared at Cara, his lips opening and closing around a word he couldn't quite express. "My 

Lady," he stammered at last. "Is this..." 

"It's a lie!" she almost screamed. "To think that I would consort with such a..." 

"Such a what?" Red's face flashed with sudden anger; with a hint of deeply concealed violence. "With 

a lad from the sculleries? A messenger boy? But you did, my Lady. And to be honest...I've known 

better." 

A harsh croak of laughter split the air. They all stared in amazement at Lord Ceadda, who had just 

stirred. "You too, lad?" 

"No!" Cara rose in outrage. "That is not...it is not..." seizing the scribe's wrist, she dragged away his 

parchment and scratched out several lines before flinging the quill across the room. The man stared at 

her over the edges of his horn-rimmed spectacles. 

"My Lord," Marc settled himself into his chair, crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows. "Is it not the 

case that every word of our hearing must be written down?" 

"It is," said Wenlæc. 

"Otherwise, the session is to be annulled?" 

"You know the law as well as I do, Remigius." 

"Very well." Groaning, Marc rose, picked up the quill and handed it back to the scribe. "Carry on 

then." He patted the man's shoulder and turned to Cara. "Unless, of course, there are some details 

you'd rather not have recorded, Lady Cara." 
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Cara stared wild-eyed, first at Marc and then at Hal. A muscle twitched at the edge of her mouth; she 

dug her nails into the arms of her chair. And then she rose. 

"Very well." She turned to Wenlæc. "Remigius shall have his way...today." 

"It's not his 'way', Lady Cara," said the Marshall, tugging at the end of his beard.  "It's the law of the 

court. The same law you just invoked against Halanya." 

She seemed not to hear him, pushing around the table until she stood opposite Hal. "They'll regret this. 

All of them. If they'd listened to me, you'd be gone by now." She poked a finger in Hal's chest. "And 

you will be gone one day. At my hand. Remember that." She swept from the room in a waft of stale air 

and cloying perfume. Sensing the ground shifting beneath her feet, Pæga rose too and ran out hurriedly 

in Cara's wake. 

Hal stared at Marc, unsure of whether she hadn't just dreamed the entire thing. 

"Well," said Wenlæc, rising. "I believe that concludes our business. My Lord Ceadda, you may return 

to your bed, and my apologies for disturbing you." 

With a nod, the old man rose, hobbled around the table and elbowed Red in the ribs on his way out. 

"I've known better!" A high cackle escaped his lips. "Very good that, my lad. Very good."    

"Hal," Marc cleared his throat. "I believe you owe our witness your thanks." 

"Yes, of course," she said, coming to her senses. She held out her hand and he shook it. "I owe you 

much, my friend. But beware of Cara. She has a habit of extracting revenge from those who cross her." 

The young man smiled unevenly. "Oh, I don't need to worry about that. I've found new employ already 

˗ a far better protector than Lady Cara ever was." 

"Oh yes?" Hal raised an eyebrow. "And who's that?" 

"A merchant of this city. Powerful man. Name of Salius Léac. Ever heard of him?" 

She scratched her jaw and searched her memory. "No. Can't say I have. Well, thanks again. Perhaps 

our paths will cross again someday." 

He shrugged as he left. "Perhaps." 

 

*** 

"You might have brought out your ace sooner, Marc," Hal moaned, slumping into a gilt-framed 

armchair. 

"Well, I thought it might be healthy for you to sweat a little. Remember, I told you there were 'other 

options' besides exile. You just refused to listen to me. As usual." 

She shook her head, taking in the luxurious furnishings and drapes of Marc's private salon; the walls 

adorned with grand landscapes and tapestries ˗ a far cry from the stark, plain walls of her own little 

chamber. "Do you think Lord Ceadda really did sleep with Cara?"  

"I wouldn't put it past her. Cara would do anything to feather her nest." 

"Spirits!" she said, quashing the image of the ancient Lord lying beside her mother. "Give me a drink." 
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"Here." He poured out a fine glass of eastern red and handed it to her. "So," he said, sinking into the 

chair opposite. "She must have been worth the trouble, this soldier?" 

"Ah." Hal's stomach knotted. "Marc. There's something I want to ask you." She took a deep swig of 

the wine, rolling it around in her mouth. It was rich, warm and spilled through her veins like fire. 

"Ask away." 

"I know that you're married to the Senate and all that...no time for...for lovers...a wife..." 

"Assume nothing." He cut through her words, frowning at her over the edge of his glass. 

"Oh! Well...you mean there is someone?" 

"Hal...we were talking about you, I believe. And the soldier." 

"Yes. Of course." She blushed furiously. "So...So anyway. If...if a person were to fall in love...if it 

were really love...I imagine that...that it shouldn't look like that? Should it? I mean...so much pain. So 

little joy?" 

He gazed at her for a few moments, swilling the wine around his glass; his eyes tinged with concern. 

"No," he said at last. "It shouldn't. Not that I have much experience in such matters, as you just hinted. 

But there must be more than just...well. You know." 

"Yes, yes. Alright. I do know." She recoiled at discussing such intimacies with Marc.  

"Hal, be careful," he said gravely. "Like it or not, Wenlæc was right. You've always been one of them. 

And you always will be, no matter how much you try to deny it. Don't provoke the court. They'll only 

tolerate so much. And Cara is now more determined than ever to have your hide."  

"I know." She finished off the glass in a single gulp. "I know that, Marc." 

"And for the spirits' sakes be careful who you share your heart with. There will be consequences, Hal. 

There always are." 

"Oh, Marc!" She broke into a grin. "You don't have to worry on that score. I can assure you that I'll 

never make the mistake of falling in love with anyone ever again!"   

 

The End 
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