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Chapter 1

Sharper by the Day


Lisbeth’s whole body ached.

The pain wasn’t nearly as bad as it had been during the first couple of days, but she still spent a majority of her time in agony. Well, maybe agony wasn’t quite the right word, but it was utterly exhausting. She spent most of her days sleeping, when Mads wasn’t poking at her or dropping by for visits.

Lisbeth hoped that she wasn’t charging the whole time, otherwise whatever gold that the boardinghouse had saved up would definitely be gone three times over. Victor had dealt quite the blow to Lisbeth, even if he hadn’t succeeded precisely how he wanted to.

She tried not to think of all that, however, because it was far too easy to slip back into those moments. Although she’d had many close scrapes throughout her life, none of them had ever been that close. She really and truly had thought she was going to die. If not from her injuries, then from bleeding out or being unable to get food or water, stranded in that abandoned service tunnel that so few people knew of.

A soft chirp beside the injured girl drew her attention to Flit, who was sitting on the upended box next to her bed, which was fairly covered with healing supplies. There were bandages, sterilization liquid, several potions that reminded Lisbeth of the exact same brews she gave to Vanka when she was out of it.

…Vanka.

It felt a bit strange to refer to the foreign woman as anything other than “Lady,” but Lisbeth figured since she finally knew her guest’s name, she should use it. The name felt a bit clunky on her lips, but she did her best. Vahn-kah. Lisbeth had noticed that the woman had put a lot of stress on the second syllable, which wasn’t very common in the native language of Kyerchov.

“Hey there, little one,” Lisbeth murmured, lifting her hand to gently scritch under the dragon’s chin. Despite how feral the little one had gone all over Villy’s face, she still was her normal, sweet self. She cuddled with Lisbeth as often as possible and was gentle with all of the children when they played. Lisbeth knew that some would be suspicious of an animal after seeing it enact such violence, especially on something as sensitive as eyes, but it just filled Lisbeth with…camaraderie, was it? Maybe that wasn’t exactly the correct word, but it felt right. Lisbeth knew what it was like to want to live peacefully each day, just go about business, but to also be fiercely protective of anyone she cared about to the point of unhinged violence.

Besides, Lisbeth liked the idea that both she and her dragon proved that one shouldn’t underestimate littler people. Sure, maybe Lisbeth couldn’t reach the top shelves in the larder, but she could bite, and Flit could too. Just another thing they had in common.

As if she could hear Lisbeth’s thoughts, Flit let out a chirp and carefully trundled onto the bed. She no longer slept right on Lisbeth’s chest, seeming to know the injury to the young girl’s ribs, but instead tucked herself right up into Lisbeth’s armpit, her tiny little dragon head landing on her guardian’s shoulder. Lisbeth found it achingly sweet, and it really did help her sleep more than she ever would have expected.

Time went a bit slippy for a while until a soft knock sounded at the door, rousing her from her half-dissociated state as she gently petted Flit and focused on her breathing. Thankfully, Lisbeth wasn’t yet to that part of healing where she was painfully bored all the time but still forced to remain mostly sedentary, so she wasn’t quite so mindful of the endless drudgery of the minutes. She knew from experience that it would be another week or so before that started.

“Come in,” Lisbeth murmured, realizing that whoever was on the other side of the door was likely waiting for her permission to come in. That likely meant it was Vanka, Katyana, or Solomiya was on the other side. The little ones tended to barge in right after knocking.

Sure enough, it was indeed Vanka, who entered with the limp, somewhat ragged notebook, and a stylo. Ah, it seemed it was time for another language lesson.

In addition to helping Lisbeth with eating, sitting up, and hobbling to the outhouse to relieve herself, the foreign woman had been absorbing language like a sponge. It seemed the more words she picked up, the faster she learned. Lisbeth wouldn’t be surprised if the woman was nearly fluent in about a year.

Oof, a year. What a wild thing to think of. It had already been surprisingly long since that fateful day when Lisbeth first stumbled across Vanka, lying unconscious in the ruins, but a year seemed impossibly far away. Lisbeth wasn’t really sure if she’d still be alive considering how much Victor’s behavior was escalating.

And he was going to be right ticked after Lisbeth managed to get away yet again, especially since his face wasn’t escaping some pretty significant scarring from Flit’s mauling. Distinctive markings like that made it far more complicated to successfully accomplish nefarious goals, as it allowed lawmen to identify him much easier. That was one of the reasons Lisbeth had largely managed to slip up to her secret entrance into the ruin—not a lot physically stuck out about her. Even if that was mostly because she was below the majority of people’s eyelines.

“Hello,” Lisbeth said, starting to sit up. She could manage on her own, but she still appreciated when Vanka hurried to her side and helped, jamming a few new pillows behind Lisbeth’s back. “Thank you,” she said as she settled into the soft support. It helped her feel less like an invalid to sit during lessons, even if it did tend to tire her out.

“Of course,” Vanka said, her accent still quite thick. Lisbeth was pretty sure the woman would have that pretty much forever. It was an interesting affectation, that was for certain, as the only accents she’d ever heard before was the slight difference between those in Lower Kyerchov and Upper Kyerchov. “Do you need more of the resting?”

“Do you need more rest,” Lisbeth corrected gently. “And no, I’ve gotten plenty of rest for now. Wanna stretch my brain a bit.”

“Stretch…your…”

Right, that was definitely a turn of phrase that was a bit more complicated for a beginner. Lisbeth never realized how many funny sayings she knew until she had to teach another person about her own language.

“It means I want to use my mind, since I’ve mostly just been laying here. The usual phrase is ‘stretching your legs,’ which means getting up and moving after being still for a long time.”

“Ahhh,” Vanka said, writing hastily in her notebook. Lisbeth liked to watch the woman when she did, as the alphabet she used was completely unlike anything Lisbeth had ever seen. “We have a phrase like this too where am I from.”

“Where I am from, or where I’m from,” Lisbeth corrected again. At first, she’d been a bit leery about doing so, often couching her language to try to make it as polite as possible, but by the third day of Vanka speaking in mostly full sentences, the woman had sighed, rolled her eyes, and clumsily managed to communicate that her feelings weren’t going to be hurt by being corrected and that it would help her learn better. Or at least that was what Lisbeth thought she said.

“Where I am from,” Vanka repeated with a resolute nod. Sometimes the woman was so intense, and when she was concentrating was one of those times. Yet again, Lisbeth found herself wondering about the story that had brought the foreigner to the ruins of Kyer, hiding from a giant monster intent on spilling her blood.

“Yeah. And speaking of which, where…are you from?”

“Speaking of… Yes, I said this. Where I am from.”

“That’s not what I mean. I…” Lisbeth trailed off as she saw the truly confused look on the older woman’s face. Right, maybe that question could wait until later. It wasn’t like the woman was going anywhere anytime soon. “Yeah, you got it. Where I am from.”

From there, Lisbeth avoided abstract questions like that and focused on greetings that needed to be known. She itched to tell the foreign woman more things about Kyerchov that would be necessary for her survival, but she wasn’t sure either of them had the language skills to properly convey and understand it. Soon, hopefully, maybe in a month or so, if things kept going how they were.

Again, if Lisbeth actually got a full month. Although the medicines she was on prevented her from staying up too late, she still did occasionally jerk awake, sure that she heard Victor or one of his allies breaking into their home. The once-orphan and very violent thief had made it quite clear that he had no scruples about hurting young ones or really doing anything that would cause pain to Katyana. Lisbeth knew that his vehemence now extended to herself as well.

Lucky her.

As much as Lisbeth tried to last, she found herself growing tired within a couple of hours. She tried to hide it, but of course Vanka noticed and closed her notebook sharply.

“Come, is time for relief, then sleep.”

“Relief?” Oh, yeah. She was talking about using the outhouse. Lisbeth supposed it had been a while since she’d gone last, as it took quite a bit of effort. “Right, right. Okay, give me a minute and I’ll hobble out there.”

“No, I help now. Come, come.”

Vanka stood and offered both hands. Lisbeth took them, feeling both sheepish and very grateful. In truth, she could manage it on her own, but Vanka’s help made everything so much easier.

It definitely took quite a bit of effort, with Flit whining when she was bid to stay in the kitchen, but it wasn’t too long before Lisbeth was back in her bed again, Vanka tucking her in.

“Thank you for doing all of this,” Lisbeth murmured as she yawned. She wished that she didn’t have to sleep so much, but at least it made the time go by more quickly. “You really don’t have to.”

Vanka tilted her head, which Lisbeth had long since learned meant the woman was deciphering something a bit more complicated. “No need. You help me. Now I help you.”

Well, Lisbeth couldn’t really argue with that logic. “I just wanted you to know I appreciate it.”

Vanka nodded in a way that let Lisbeth know she didn’t quite understand, but that was okay. There would be plenty of time to explain it later. For the moment, Lisbeth had three jobs: to take care of Flit, to continue to teach Vanka more language skills, and to heal.

Lisbeth just hoped that everything else didn’t stack up too much while she was laid up. It had taken so long and basically a miracle to get ahead. It would be so discouraging to lose that now.
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A knock sounded on Lisbeth’s door, and her eyelids fluttered open. She’d just wrapped up with Vanka a few hours previous, so she doubted that the woman would return so soon.

“Yeah?” Lisbeth called, wiping the drool from the corner of her mouth. Almost immediately she was aware that Flit wasn’t cuddled up beside her and for the briefest of moments, panic shot through her with a particularly hard jolt.

“It’s Solomiya,” came a quiet voice from the other side of the door. Oh goodness, although Vanka had been doing a lot of the heavy lifting with Lisbeth’s healing, Solomiya had been a lifesaver pretty much with everything else. She helped immensely with cooking, caring for the youngest ones, and cleaning. Lisbeth was never really good at all of that, but she still appreciated how much work it was. She’d make it up to the second eldest soon. Maybe after the next time Lisbeth went scrapping.

Goodness, Lisbeth didn’t think that she’d ever miss scrapping, but she definitely did now. Not to mention she was worried about how quickly they were going through gold. As far as she knew, there were still the coins that she’d hidden under her bedroll, but there was only so far that could go with everything going on. While she knew that the boardinghouse could get by when things were tight, she didn’t want to go back to that.

It was nice not to have to worry about being able to eat. Or about one of the little ones dying of an infection. Or any of the many other issues that came from not having enough money to survive. It was also nice to finally invest in the boardinghouse and build some extra grow areas. With the special lighting and soil amendments needed, it had been borderline impossible to have any more than the two that Katyana’s predecessor had managed to set up.

“I made some stew,” Solomiya continued, drawing Lisbeth out of her worries about the future. “Would you like me to bring it to you in here or come out into the kitchen? All the little ones are about, if you have the energy to socialize.”

For a brief moment, Lisbeth was tempted to say that she’d rather eat it in bed, but she realized that seeing the youngest might be nice. Although all of the sweet little ones did visit her just about every other day to make sure she was alright, they had been keeping their distance. While Lisbeth appreciated how considerate they were, she did miss their little stories and exciting tales about their adventures throughout the day. The other orphans were her family, after all, much more of a family than her father would ever be. Her life was definitely better having them in it.

“I'd like to come sit out in the kitchen if you're willing to help me,” Lisbeth answered, pulling off her thin blanket. Her body was definitely both creaky and sore, but she liked to think that she felt stronger. At least a bit.

“I'd be more than happy to.”

Solomiya entered at that, a broad grin across her soft features. Maybe it was just because Lisbeth hadn't seen her face in a couple days, but she was pretty sure that the young teen was gaining weight. That was quite an accomplishment in Upper Kyerchov and definitely something to be proud of. One of the biggest struggles amongst the poor was trying not to waste away to nothing, so any sort of increase in size was a clear victory.

“What's the best way for me to help?” Solomiya asked, as sweet as ever.

“Here,” Lisbeth said, reaching out. “If you could just give me a hand, I can pull myself the rest of the way up.”

“Well, it's a good thing I've got at least one of those left,” Solomiya said with a grin, offering her one and only arm. Lisbeth took it and with a bit of effort, the two of them got Lisbeth to her feet.

“Do you need some help walking?”

“I wouldn’t mind it, if I was being honest.”

“Then I’m here for you.”

Solomiya turned so she was beside Lisbeth, encircling her arm around the older girl’s waist. Together, they carefully walked out into the hall and down the short path toward the kitchen.

Sure enough, the kids and even Flit were there, most sitting on the floor with bowls full of steaming food in their laps. It smelled absolutely delicious, but what really caught Lisbeth's attention was Vanka, who was once again sitting in the larger chair. Polina was in her lap as she very slowly read to the eating children.

“Aren't you hungry?” Lisbeth asked as she limped in.

Vanka nodded, the expression on her face quite serene. “I'll eat once we done in story. Almost be done, yes?”

There was a chorus of affirmative answers from the little ones, and Lisbeth's heart warmed in her chest. She was quite protective of her family, and she had worried about the danger the foreign woman could possibly bring to those she loved, but it seemed that her worries had been completely misplaced. The tall, blonde woman clearly didn't have a mean bone in her body.

Maybe that was why whoever she had been running from had hurt her so badly. Although it seemed contrary to how it should be, it was often the nicest people who were terrorized by others. Katyana often said it was because they made themselves into easy targets. Lisbeth found it depressing to think that, but so far, she'd found it to be fairly true. It was one of the many things she’d change about the world if she could.

“Okay, I'll wait for you then.”

Vanka just waved off the concern. “No worried. I'll be soon. You need be strong, so you eat it now, not tire out and ruin the hungry.”

It took Lisbeth a moment to decipher that, but when she did, the older woman had a point. “Alright then.”

Solomiya helped Lisbeth to sit in the only open chair left at the corner of the table, then poured her a bowl of thick stew. It had a hearty, spicy smell. Lisbeth remembered a time not that long ago when they couldn’t even afford the most basic of spices and had to scrounge for the peppery little mushrooms that grew along the stalactites in the old, abandoned parts of old Kyerchov. Not to be confused with the abandoned ruins of Kyer, of course.

Lisbeth had never thought about it, but maybe her people could improve on naming things. It was going to be pretty confusing to explain the differences to Vanka.

That thought quickly drifted from her head as Vanka resumed reading. She wasn’t very fast, and Polina still had to help her occasionally, but it was clear that all the kids were enjoying that the older woman was largely on their level, literacy wise. While Lisbeth had taught them everything she knew they were ready for, it wasn’t exactly a whole lot.

Katyana joined a few minutes later, looking quite exhausted, but instead of returning to her room that she now shared with Vanka, she sat down and rubbed her single dark eye. Artem crawled into her lap. She had to eat around him, but she didn’t seem to mind.

The moment was so serene that for a moment, everything that Lisbeth had gone through so far seemed pretty worth it. As long as she could heal without taking up too much time or costing more money, maybe things would be alright.

Was it too soon to hope that? Probably. But Lisbeth had never been very good at learning her lesson.


Chapter 2

A Keen Interest


“Miss Vanka! Miss Vanka! My friend needs help!”

Lisbeth cut herself off mid-explanation as Polina’s voice sounded from the other side of her door. A dozing Flit jumped to her feet instantly, skittering right over.

“Coming!” Vanka said calmly, but with an undertone of urgency as she jumped to her feet. Flinging the door open, she came face to face with the young Polina, who had her arms around the waist of an even smaller girl, not too different from how Solomiya had helped Lisbeth the day before.

“Miss Vanka, this is my friend, Lyubov! She needs help!” Polina pointed down, and Lisbeth followed her gesture to see a fairly intense gash on the littler girl’s knee. It was bright red, which spoke of a recent scrape, so thankfully a lot less risk of infection. “She says her mommy used to patch her up, but her mommy had to go to the sick house.”

The clinic? That was not good. While there were some accomplished healers and apothecaries like Mads, they were a paid service. The clinic in Upper Kyerchov charged too, but much less, which was why most knew that the price they asked was the cost of dying in a relatively peaceful place where their bodies were less likely to be desecrated.

Or eaten, which was something that happened to the unattended dead. No one liked to admit that they’d eaten human meat, but Lisbeth wasn’t so naïve to think that it didn’t happen.

“Sick…house?”

“It’s a place for those who are ill,” Lisbeth said, straightening further. “Hey there, Lyubov, why don’t you come sit on this chair and let us take a look at that knee of yours?”

“…’kay.”

Ah, a quiet one. That wasn’t exactly unheard of with orphans. Not that the girl was an orphan yet, but she hadn’t mentioned a father at all, and since her mother was in the sick house… Well, it didn’t look good.

The little girl took a couple of limping steps with Polina’s help before Vanka gently stopped them.

“Here, I carry.” She paused a moment to make sure the younger girl understood her, and after an uncertain nod, she carefully picked the injured child up and brought her over to the chair that Vanka usually used whenever Lisbeth was giving another language lesson.

“Sit. I make better,” the woman said with a gentle sort of authority that was just as assuring as it was firm. If the little girl wondered why Vanka was speaking so stiltedly, she didn't say. If Lisbeth had to guess, Lyubov long since learned the valuable lesson that it was much better to observe than to accidentally say something and make a blunder that couldn't be taken back. It was a good survival tactic for the streets.

Lisbeth watched as the woman went about gently cleaning Lyubov’s knee, occasionally making funny faces, blowing a raspberry, or making the gauze into a funny face around her fingers that talked like a puppet to the little girl. While they didn’t bring out any full-on laughs, they did get the girl to giggle a little and relax. Vanka really did have a knack with children, one that Lisbeth certainly had never possessed herself.

For what it was worth, Lyubov did quite excellently. Her lower lip trembled a little, and her big, brown eyes were quite watery, but she didn't try to get away. She didn't even fully cry. She was a tough cookie, that was for sure, but Lisbeth made a mental note to keep an eye out for her. It didn't matter how tough she was if she ended up all alone on the streets of Upper Kyerchov.

But when Vanka was about halfway through bandaging the pretty large scrape after putting salve over it, the little girl’s gaze went to the open door. For a moment, Lisbeth wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at until she realized that Lyubov’s eyes were locked right onto Flit, who was perched on one of the shelves on the wall. The dragon seemed a bit perplexed, which made sense. She’d seen both Lisbeth and Vanka injured, but never a little one. That had to be throwing her little reptile brain through quite the loop.

“Ah, you see my…pet?” Lisbeth murmured, trying to play it cool. She was supposed to be hiding an enemy creature, the stuff of nightmares, from others, and she’d just revealed it to yet another person. Not exactly the cleverest move on her end.

“What is it?” the girl asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“Well, that’s Flit. You don’t have to worry about her. She’s real nice.”

“…Flit?”

“Yeah, Flit. You don’t have to mind her at all. She’s a very good friend.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Would you like to pet her?”

Lyubov looked like she was debating it, but Polina happily ran over to the low shelf and lifted her arms high in the air. “Hey, Flit, come say hi to my friend!”

Flit gave an uncertain sort of bark and looked to Lisbeth. Did she already see Lisbeth as a sort of guardian? Yeah, she’d listened before, but Lisbeth always assumed that was because of food or just not knowing what to do in general. But now, with Lyubov sitting below, it was clear that her little dragon was looking to Lisbeth for advice.

“It’s okay,” Lisbeth encouraged. “Come on down, Flit.”

The dragon let out a little chirp then glided downward, her paper-thin wings stretching out as wide as she could make them. Lyubov let out a sound somewhere between shock and childish wonder, clapping her hands.

“It can fly?”

“Not fly,” Vanka said, smiling warmly. “More…” She looked to Lisbeth, her eyebrows knitted together, and Lisbeth couldn’t help but feel for the woman. It was clear that she was quite intelligent, but all that wisdom was locked behind a language barrier. That had to be frustrating, to go from articulate, and perhaps even a leader, to having to struggle to read a children's book to a group of younglings that pitched in to help whenever she was stuck. To her credit, Vanka never took it out on any of the residents of the boardinghouse. That showed some true character.

Lisbeth wasn't sure she would be so gracious in a similar situation, and she hoped that as she grew older, she could have the steadfastness of Katyana and some of the grace of Vanka.

“Glide,” Lisbeth offered. “Flit can't quite fly yet, but she can glide like nobody's business.”

“Good for a baby,” Vanka said with another one of those sage nods of hers. “Probably because she is so small.” Lisbeth’s eyebrows went up at that. She’d had her suspicions, that was for certain, but it was good to have fully official confirmation that Flit was indeed quite small, even for a dragon.

“Well, I like her!” Lyubov confirmed with the most conviction she’d displayed since coming into the house. It was certainly a nice change to see, as she seemed to brighten immensely.

“If you like her, feel free to play with her for a bit. Flit loves making new friends. And while you play, Miss Vanka and I will make you something to eat. How does that sound? Do you think your tummy could fit some food into it?”

Lisbeth didn’t have to guess from the girl’s sunken eyes and clammy countenance that she likely hadn’t eaten in quite a long time. She was still alive though, so hopefully, it hadn’t been too long.

The girl’s eyes grew about as wide as dinner plates, something she likely hadn't seen in quite a while. “Y-yeah, I’m hungie. Mom has been so sick.”

“That must be very hard,” Lisbeth said as soothingly as she could muster. She wasn't quite as soft and comforting as Vanka, nor did she have the same command as Katyana, but she hoped it was reassuring, nonetheless. “But you’re not alone, okay? You can stay here tonight while your knee heals, alright? Then we’ll feed you and walk you to your home in the morning.”

Lyubov looked like she was about to cry, and Lisbeth’s heart truly ached for her, it did. “I… I can stay?”

“Of course! It’ll be like a party!”

“Sleep party,” Vanka said with a nod. “The most fun.”

“The most fun,” Lisbeth agreed, holding a hand out to Vanka. The older woman did help her up, and they headed out as the two girls began to play. It was a nice sound, to be honest, and Lisbeth was sure it would soon draw the attention of the other kids.

Hmmm, it had been quite a while since another orphan had been added to the boardinghouse. The last had passed away, unfortunately, taken by the black fever that had been so impossible to fight without enough of the proper medication.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have another youngling afoot. Especially if she was already friends with Polina. Bonds like that were important within the group. The boardinghouse residents did get along well, but Victor was a shining example of what happened when personalities clashed.

Or when someone had an unquenchable thirst for violence. That too.

Lisbeth wasn’t quite sure what was available to eat, but she knew there had to be something. Between the breads, cheeses, dried fruits, and meats, there was plenty available for the children who weren’t able or allowed to cook.

Thankfully, Vanka seemed to know that as well, helping Lisbeth sit on the same chair she’d eaten the stew in before heading to the larder. But she hadn’t even lifted the heavy trapdoor over it before a knock sounded at the door.

“When it pulvia, it pour,” she murmured, setting the entrance down and straightening.

“What does that mean?” Lisbeth asked, the words sounding completely foreign. Which probably shouldn’t have been surprising, all things considered.

“Ah. Saying where I am from,” she said, her phrasing correct this time.

“What does it mean?”

“Ah… Um, what is it when the…the…um, water from sky?”

“Water from sky,” Lisbeth repeated dubiously. “Like the drippings from stalactites?”

“Stalac…. Stellic…” A knock sounded again, surprisingly them both.

“Right, I suppose I should get that,” Lisbeth said. It would certainly be easier for Vanka to answer it, but considering she was very obviously a foreigner with her very tan skin, it would be better for her to stay out of sight. Eventually, they would need to get her some sort of disguise, but it was too late at the moment.

“Coming!” Lisbeth called, struggling off her chair.

“Oy, is that you, Lissy? Don’t you dare get up!”

Lisbeth let out a heaving sigh. It was Villy! “You can go ahead and answer it, Vanka. It’s safe.”

“Villy?” she said, her face lighting up.

Huh, it seemed like the two had really hit it off. Well, Villy did have a way with people that Lisbeth certainly didn’t. But while she didn’t know how old Vanka was, she got the impression that the woman was too old and too mature for him, so hopefully it wasn’t anything…romantic.

Not that Lisbeth particularly cared if Villy was romantic with anyone. She knew that he eventually would have to date, considering he was the only heir for his family line, but that always seemed like the distant future.

Why was she even thinking about one of her oldest friends courting someone? Lisbeth wasn't sure, so she banished those thoughts from her mind as Villy stepped through the open door.

“Thank you, Miss Vanka,” he said with a polite bow before making a beeline straight for Lisbeth. “My god, Lissy, I hate to repeat myself, but what happened to you?”

Oh. Right. Her friend hadn't seen the toll that Victor and friends’ last attack had taken on her. Probably not the most pleasant of surprises, but at least she'd set the precedent plenty of times, so it wasn’t the most shocking of happenings. Honestly, it was getting to the point that he should just expect her to be a little beat up whenever they were apart for a couple of weeks. A sad reality, but there were worse fates, Lisbeth supposed.

“Just got into a bit of a scrape,” she said, hoping that Villy wouldn't make a dramatic deal of things for once. She really appreciated how much he cared for her, and how much he looked out for her, but sometimes, he just didn't understand that certain things were the way they were. Did Lisbeth wish that it could be different? Of course. But she couldn't maintain her freedom without the risks, and unfortunately, Victor was one of those risks. Sure, maybe living with Villy would be safer, but she would just be living in a cage, at the whims of his noble father who she already loathed. That man had been willing to let his son die in squalor because his new wife wanted him gone. As far as she was concerned, Lord Maelfic was a despicable man that she didn’t want to depend on at all. Not to mention her father would be fairly upset that Lisbeth was actually living in the noble area and would no doubt pull some strings to make her disappear much like her mother had, Katyana’s protections or not.

“That’s underplaying it,” Villy said with a sigh. Lisbeth hated how defeated he sounded, but she was appreciative that he seemed to be refraining from going into a ranting tizzy or declarations about how she needed to be safe. Those were tiring, especially since she’d already said no twice.

Until, of course, Vanka had to say something. For a woman who didn't know how to speak the proper Kyerchov tongue, she sure knew how to pick her words.

“She was shot.”

“She was shot!?” Villy dropped his bag and whirled to face Lisbeth again.

“She’s saying it very dramatically.”

“With crossbow,” Vanka continued, suddenly quite the chatterbox. Was she doing that on purpose? Probably not. She just didn’t understand what Villy was like yet, although Lisbeth was pretty sure she’d figured it out soon enough.

“With a crossbow?” Villy squawked like one of the parrots that the extremely rich nobles handed down from generation to generation. Getting in as a breeder or a caretaker in the Lower Kyerchov aviary was basically a guarantee for a pretty cushy life. Too bad all of those spots went to Middle Kyerchov families who already had a relative involved in the process. It took knowing someone already somewhere to get anywhere in the underground.

“It wasn’t that big a deal,” Lisbeth insisted, sending Vanka a very particular look that begged her to just let it drop. She understood the woman's bluntness in a way, but she really didn't need another argument with Villy at the moment. Especially not with Lyubov in the other room waiting to be fed.

“Not a big deal?” Villy’s pitch was getting higher as his voice got louder, so Lisbeth affixed him with a firm look, different from the one she’d sent Vanka but firm, nonetheless.

“I’m here, I'm fine, and that's what matters.”

“She also fall from building. An’ break, uh…break…” Vanka pointed to her middle, and Villy let out a truly disgruntled sound.

“Lissy, is she saying you broke your ribs?”

Lisbeth shrugged, but that kind of hurt and she ended up wincing. “Maybe.”

“I…” He let out a long, long breath before shaking his head and picking up the bag that he’d dropped. “Well, I guess these are definitely going to be of service then,” he muttered, sounding like he very much was trying to compose himself.

“More treats?” Vanka asked, leaning over with interest.

“More treats!” Villy sounded cheerful at that, at least, grinning brightly.

Lisbeth, personally, was thrilled for the distraction. “Perfect! We’ve got a hungry girl playing with Polina in the other room who will lose her mind over this.”

“A hungry girl?” Villy paused and looked down the hall, even though he couldn’t see Lyubov from where she was in Lisbeth’s room. “A new youngling in the house?”

“Not yet, but possibly.”

“Then I’ll put together a platter!”

And sure enough, Villy did. It was cute to watch him putter about the kitchen, making a whole spread. Vanka and Lisbeth offered to help several times, but he refused, regaling them with all sorts of facts about the items he’d brought. Naturally, he wasn’t able to finish before Artem came in with a couple of janky looking eggs, his face lighting up at the sight of the bounty.

“Another special delivery?” he asked, bouncing over. “Villy, you’re the greatest!”

“Ah, just doing my best, my friend. Rising water raises all ships.”

“What… What are ships?” Artem asked, and Villy actually looked quite surprised as he paused in cutting up the fruit he was working on.

“I’m actually not sure, little mate. I think maybe something I read about a long time ago. I’ll try to poke about my library and figure it out.”

“Library?” Vanka asked with keen interest. Where had she even learned that word? Lisbeth didn’t think that she’d ever explained that. The woman was sharp, that was for sure. “You have?”

“Oh yes, quite the grand one!” Villy continued on blithely. Lisbeth figured that he didn’t usually get much chance to show off, considering his father was still easing him into high society, so she didn’t begrudge him the practice. “We actually chased that pesky little sweetheart of hers around there for what felt like hours.” He paused once more, looking around. “Speaking of the pest, where is she? I’m so used to her being glued to your side.”

“She’s with the girl, Lyubov.”

“Lyubov?” Artem asked. “I’ve heard that name, I think. Uh…maybe Solomiya’s friend?”

“Polina.”

“Ah! Yes, Polina’s friend. I think her mommy is sick. She’s not very old herself. Just a few years older than you, I’m thinkin’.”

“Me?” Lisbeth asked, pointing to herself and hoping that she was wrong, that he actually was talking to Vanka.

“Yeah! Oooh, is that dried meat?”

Artem continued on blithely, not knowing the weight of what he said. Lisbeth was well aware that plenty of young women only had marriage as a way to provide for themselves, but she hated it. Hated, hated, hated it more than anything else. She wasn’t sure that marriage would ever be in her future, but if it was, she only ever wanted to do it for love. Actual love. Not survival.

Thankfully, Villy didn’t miss it, either. “Aww, her mum’s a bit young, then? Well, I’m always looking for more friends, maybe I could visit her. Where is she again?”

“The sick house,” Lisbeth answered, and they exchanged a knowing look.

“Alright, I’ll definitely make sure to visit.”

Lisbeth wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but she did hope that Villy would follow through. Maybe he could pay for the young woman to go to one of the nicer clinics in Middle Kyerchov, or maybe even get her special treatment from Mads or something like that. Lisbeth knew that she would pay for that herself if she was able to go to the surface and scrap. Maybe, if she was lucky enough, the mother would last long enough for Lisbeth to get to one of her many caches. She knew that those had been a good idea.

“’Kay! I’m gonna go play with Lyubov and Polina, but are we gonna eat soon?”

“We are!” Villy crowed, doing a completely unnecessary trick with his knife that Lisbeth hoped Artem would not try to replicate later. “And, in fact, we’re going to bring the food right to you. Have a party right in…”

“In my room,” Lisbeth supplied.

“Yes! In Lissy’s room!”

Artem’s cheeks puffed out a bit, his expression not quite cross but somewhere adjacent to that. “She doesn’t like being called that, you know.”

“She doesn’t like to be called that by everyone else,” Villy retorted suavely. “I, however, am special.”

“You sure are.” Villy shot Lisbeth a dirty look at her comment, but she just batted her eyes at him. Naturally, his only recourse was throwing a tiny tomato at her face. Lisbeth was fairly proud when she managed to catch it and throw the tasty little fruit into her mouth.

It exploded across her tongue in a rush of flavor, sweet, savory, and a little smoky. Lisbeth closed her eyes, swaying a bit in her enjoyment. Goodness, she really didn’t understand how the nobles got anything done. If she was surrounded by such delicious food every day, she’d probably gorge herself to death.

But what a way to go.

The banter continued as Villy finished up the platter, with both Solomiya and Saesha entering as he did. Their arms were full of what looked like wood-fungi, and Lisbeth wondered where they’d scrounged it from.

She didn’t ask, though, as there were much more pressing matters at hand, which was all of them eating and playing with Flit. Well, they played until the little beastie spotted the food and insisted she be hand-fed by none other than Lyubov. The little girl was a bit nervous at first, but she seemed quite pleased by it after a few moments. It made Lisbeth happy too. It really was hard enough being poor in Kyerchov, but it was infinitely worse to be an orphan. Or an almost orphan.

They were an hour in or so into their little circle on the floor of Lisbeth’s room, all the little ones and Vanka laughing and hanging around, when Miss Mykhaila popped her head through the door.

“What’s going on here, my dearies?”

“Oh, we’re just playing with the cat and snacking,” Villy said, practically jumping to his feet. “Would you like to join us?”

“No, no, no, I know you young ones don’t want a biddy like me hanging around.” It seemed that Miss Mykhaila was in one of her lucid states, which made sense considering that all the lights in Upper Kyerchov were still well lit. Her worse times of confusion always seemed to be after lights out, the time in the slums that was supposed to replicate “night” as it had been in Kyer above with their artificial sun.

“Nonsense!” Villy declared, voice full of the kindness that Lisbeth admired so much. “I’ll run and fetch your chair.”

“Aw, aren’t you a darling.”

“While you’re out, would you knock on Mr. Oleksander’s room?” Lisbeth asked. “Quietly. The two of us have taken to napping around the same times, so he might be asleep.”

“Heard and will do!”

He disappeared for a short while before returning with Mr. Oleksander in his supportive chair, and somehow Villy had managed to bring a chair for Miss Mykhaila too. It was a tight fit to get everyone into Lisbeth’s cramped space, yet they managed.

Perhaps most amusing of all was how much Flit clearly loved it. The tiny baby was always fairly happy romping with the children in the kitchen whenever Lisbeth was unconscious a bit too long for her taste, but that was apparently nothing compared to her pure joy at how close everyone was. She could leap from shoulder to shoulder, head to head, and crawl lap to lap. It was like everyone had gathered for a party just for her, and she wasn’t going to let a moment go to waste.

“What’s going on here?”

No one was surprised when they heard Katyana at the door, looking into the room with an amused expression.

“Hey there,” Lisbeth said, grinning. “Wanna join the party?”

“I see the platter is almost empty. Am I to assume our guest Vilcyek has brought plenty to fill it up again?”

“Indeed, I have!” He was on his feet yet again like he was the host instead of the guest. “Why don’t you come sit in here and I’ll fill this up again.”

Katyana took his offer, and that was how all of the residents of the boardinghouse ended up laughing, talking, eating, and drinking together in Lisbeth’s room. Pretty much all the children were piled up on her bedroll, but Lisbeth didn’t mind. She’d had plenty of cuddle piles in her room anyway. Besides, Lyubov, although still fairly quiet, had a smile on her face the whole time, and that was worth being a little squished by her adopted siblings.

Eventually, however, things did die down. Miss Mykhaila was the first to retire, saying she was round, happy, and very tired. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Mr. Oleksander asked her to help him to his room. Then, the kids started to sway, their eyelids going heavy, and the adults split up to tuck them all into their cots. Polina and Lyubov were small enough to be able to curl together in the room they shared with Solomiya.

“I think I’ll sort the rest of the food in the larder then sleep myself,” the young girl said, letting out quite the yawn. “Wood-gathering really wore me out.”

“Are you sure? You don’t have to sort it now. It can wait until morning.” While Lisbeth always appreciated everything the younger girl did around the boardinghouse, sometimes it did seem like she pushed herself a bit too hard. Especially considering that many tasks took her longer with only one arm.

“No, it’ll help me wind down. You know, quiet my mind.”

“Are you sure?” Villy asked, popping around the corner. Goodness, the hearing on him sometimes seemed extraordinary. “Because I was actually hoping to take all of us out to the tavern. Get heartier food in and some drinks for those of us with the stomach for it.” That was his nicer way of saying Katyana. The woman’s fondness for a quality mead was pretty notorious. She didn’t abuse it, but she did get very enthusiastic the few times she splurged on it.

Solomiya let out a sharp laugh, trying to hide it behind a cough, but Katyana just rolled her eyes. “I’m not turning down a free drink. Let me change and I’ll be right there.” Once she was gone, the second eldest let out a huge guffaw before recovering.

“Right, anyway, I promise I’d rather say in. I’m terribly sore, and I don’t really like those places much anyway.”

Lisbeth had the sinking feeling that Solomiya’s dislike of the closest taverns was because she often had difficulty using utensils very well, and had especially struggled when she was younger, but that wasn’t something she was naïve enough to think could be handled on the spot. Insecurities like that were difficult, especially when it was a visible one, which made her a bigger target for ne’er-do-wells.

Maybe it was something they could work on once things cooled down. It wasn’t like they often had money to go eat at the tavern, but it would be nice to know that Solomiya felt a bit more comfortable in her skin while out and about in Kyerchov.

“Are you certain?” Lisbeth couldn’t help but ask.

“I promise, I am. Go, have a nice meal with your best friend.” Solomiya bent down and kissed her cheek. Normally, Lisbeth would protest to the not-so-subtle reminder that her little pseudo-sister was now not quite so little anymore.

“Okay, then. If you’re certain.” Lisbeth turned to Villy, who looked pleased as punch. “Are you sure you’re okay hauling an invalid around? I get tired really quickly.”

“It’ll be fine, my worrywart of a friend. Besides, we’ll have Vanka and Miss Katyana to help us out if it gets to be a bit much.”

“Vanka?”

The foreign woman pointed to herself almost comically. “Me?”

“Of course! Unless you know any other tall strangers who have worked up a good thirst.”

“But she can’t go outside, Villy. She’s foreign. It’ll draw way too many questions, and people will want to know who she is. How she got here! Why she’s here! And that might lead them to Flit, which is the last thing we⁠—”

“Lissy, Lissy, I love that mind of yours, but you need to take a breath.” Lisbeth cut herself off for once, as Villy’s tone was far more serious than usual. “I know all of that, so that’s why I brought a disguise!”

He rooted around in his pack for a moment before pulling out an average looking dress, a nice cloak, and⁠—

“Is that a wig?” Lisbeth asked, taking in the mass of dark brown hair with quite the fringe on it. Enough to cover Vanka’s entire forehead. It seemed that hiding her brow did help a little with her sticking out like a sore thumb. And not having bone-white hair as well. There were blonds in Kyerchov, but they were mostly of the honey-gold variety. Lisbeth was pretty sure that she’d only seen someone with such platinum hair once in her life, and it was rumored that his bloodline led back to a barbarian who had managed to become an ally to the people of Kyer back before the great war started. Lisbeth didn’t know if that was true, but it did make a certain sort of sense.

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Katyana remarked, watching with plenty of amusement from where she was leaning against the wall, her strong arms crossed in front of her. “A disguise, really?”

“What, do you want to leave her behind?” Katyana just raised her eyebrow, and Villy let out an offended sound. “Excuse you, how is Miss Vanka going to learn about the beauty and culture of Kyerchov while being locked away in a boardinghouse that is ninety percent infants?”

“We’re not infants,” Solomiya’s voice echoed from below the floorboards.

“I was exaggerating for dramatic emphasis!”

“Also known as just being dramatic.” Lisbeth did so love teasing her best friend. His reactions were always the best, and he certainly didn’t disappoint as he glowered at her.

“Forgive me for actually emoting, unlike some people.” He gave both Lisbeth and Katyana some pointed look. As for Vanka, she watched the three of them intently, her eyes flicking back and forth until, finally, a bright smile broke out along her hard features. Then a genuine laugh bubbled out of her throat, one that definitely surprised Lisbeth.

“Funny,” she said. That was the totality of her statement, but it was enough. Sure, maybe Vanka couldn’t always speak in full sentences, but she knew how to get her meaning across.

“See, at least someone appreciates the entertainment that I provide.”

Vanka studied Villy for a long moment before slowly shaking her head. “No.”

Now that made Lisbeth and Katyana laugh. How hilarious that even with her limited grasp of the language, she could still roast Villy. And it was in that cheery mood that they all headed out together. It felt strange, but not unwelcome. Although walking still took quite a bit of Lisbeth’s energy and she felt slower than the ice that sometimes covered parts of the edges of Kyer, she was excited to get out.

As far as she could recall, she’d never been able to just go to a tavern with Villy, Katyana, and herself as sort of adults. While she’d been taken in once or twice during her childhood to get a grilled skewer, or even some spit-roasted chicken, those had always been distinctly as a child being taken by a guardian. Although she was just fifteen, it was quite different now. Lisbeth was technically laid out for the moment, but she was one of the providers for the house. And lately, she’d been the largest provider.

Except for Villy. But Lisbeth was pretty sure that her and Katyana’s efforts combined couldn’t match up to the monetary value of the food and supplies he casually brought in like it was nothing. As much as Lisbeth hated to admit it, the whole house was most definitely benefitting from the Maelfic coffers. She didn’t really like being in that position, but boy, was she enjoying the benefits of having a full and varied larder.

It took a bit longer to reach the tavern, but they were able to find a table close to the fire. Soon after that, one of the workers asked if they wished for food, drink, or both, and Villy ended up ordering a round for the table as well as a roast. It was expensive, considering almost all large livestock came from Middle or Lower Kyerchov, and not something Lisbeth would usually spend her limited gold on.

But hey, since Villy had already ordered it, she wasn’t going to protest, and she settled in for a delicious meal. She wished that Flit could be with her, instead of dutifully staying at home to “guard Solomiya,” but Lisbeth had the feeling that slapping a cloak and a wig on her baby dragon wouldn’t have the same effect on the little thing as they did on Vanka. She would be back with her little one soon enough though, and they could curl up together into a deep sleep.

Yeah, life hadn’t exactly been the easiest lately, but between her friends, her adopted family, her foreign student, and her dragon, Lisbeth wouldn’t mind if things kept going the way they were. For once, she didn’t dread the next day.

Fingers crossed, it could stay that way for a while.


Chapter 3

If at First You Don’t Succeed, Try, Try Again


Vanka asked strange questions.

Lisbeth respected that the woman had a limited vocabulary so sometimes she couldn’t quite ask what she wanted, or miscommunicated what she was actually trying to say, but every now and then, something would come out of her mouth that just struck the young girl as strange.

Like she had haltingly tried to ask Villy a lot about his family. Like his mother, his father, and where they were. That was likely just her being polite, but she took such an effort to communicate it that it just seemed a bit too keen for Lisbeth’s tastes.

Or sometimes, in the middle of a lesson, she would ask about a food item or what seemed like a tool, but the way she explained it was so nonsensical that Lisbeth couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Like when she asked where the equosis were, then tried to explain that they were tall, four-legged transport animals that apparently had incredibly long, flowing hair and feet like cows? Lisbeth had no idea what she could possibly be talking about, but she figured it was an animal that used to exist in Kyer and didn’t anymore. Although the young girl liked to think that she knew a lot of the ancient animals that had been lost in the war, there were still plenty that she didn’t know.

One thing was for certain, however. As strange as Vanka’s questions occasionally were, she was smart. Lisbeth had pretty much known that since the moment the woman had awoken, but it was proven more and more every day. Her eagerness and aptitude for learning was straight up impressive, but also…perhaps a bit intimidating?

Lisbeth didn’t like that she felt that way, but she couldn’t deny it. There was a strength and cunning to Vanka that sometimes felt a bit like a predator in the zoo, pacing the bars of its cage like it was just waiting for an opportunity. Lisbeth tried to remind herself that of course Vanka had to be a formidable person, she’d managed to survive whatever hell she’d been put through by her captors before escaping all the way to the ruins of Kyer. One didn’t do that without serious grit and a will to survive. Perhaps even a few bodies in her wake. That didn’t mean she was a bad person.

Besides, Vanka was really helping out around the house, more than she could ever be reasonably expected to. She still helped Lisbeth get around and change her bandages, helped her hobble around the back to the outhouse, she played with the children and read to them every day. Sure, it was just as much a way for her to practice the language as it was for the kids, but still, it was incredibly kind.

And so the days went, blending into a rhythm of sleep, teach, eat, and sleep some more. After about a week, Lisbeth was indeed getting to the painfully bored part of healing, but she did her best to still her tongue. There was no use complaining. It wasn’t like whining about how monotonous it was to just lounge around all the time would help her get better faster. So, she just did her best to sleep.

Sleep, however, wasn’t so kind to her. Lisbeth found herself waking up more often than before, feeling both groggy and stiff from how much she was on her back and also from the medicines. So when she jolted awake one night, her heart thumping and body protesting, she didn’t think much of it.

Or at least she didn’t until she heard the tiniest growl beside her.

Looking down to her armpit, Lisbeth saw that Flit had lifted her small head and was making that warning sound at the door. Considering that she’d only ever growled once before, Lisbeth felt a chill go down her back.

Had he done it? Had Victor finally become cross enough to brave the danger of trying to invade Katyana’s home? Lisbeth liked to think that the risk was still too great and that most people still thought she was dead, but she had gone out to dinner a few nights before. What if someone had seen her?

Then Lisbeth heard a noise, and her heart leaped further into her throat. It could just be one of the little ones going to get water, or doing a late-night outhouse run, but something within her whispered that it would be much better to be cautious than to be sorry.

Getting out of bed, Lisbeth grabbed the plank of wood she kept in the corner of her room and crept toward the door. While she was moving much less jerkily lately, she still was so weak. If it came down to a fight, she wouldn't be able to last, and Lisbeth was more than aware of that. So, she oh-so-desperately hoped that she was wrong, and it was just paranoia brought on by everything she’d been through.

Because sure, while Lisbeth had never been the most optimistic person, she'd also never quite felt so specifically hunted as she had lately. It was like Victor haunted all the spare crevices in her mind, staying out of her thoughts when she was busy or distracted enough, but swooping in any time things got a bit too quiet. Which, as someone who was on a mild bed rest, was fairly often.

He was relentless, invading her dreams with snarls, crossbow bolts, or occasionally even kicking her into the deep crevice that the cable-car traveled over. She wanted to be over it, but she knew that would only come with time and peace, both of which she wasn't guaranteed to have.

Lisbeth was already sweating by the time she reached her door, but nevertheless, she reached out with a shaky hand to open it. Just a crack at first, barely large enough for her to look at through the space, but as she did, she saw a familiar shadow. A silhouette that had been burned into her mind.

And that shadow wasn't alone.

They were in the kitchen, crouched slightly like they were trying to be quiet. Three figures that were far too tall to be any of the little ones. And while both of the elders in the boardinghouse had a tendency to wander, the shapes were all wrong. Standing far too upright, and much too muscled.

It was Victor, it had to be, with more of his associates. Lisbeth knew that he had to be involved with some sort of larger criminal enterprise. There were several gangs that handled different parts of the black market and darker underbelly of Kyerchov, but Lisbeth had always done quite well at staying out of their way.

It seemed that streak was over, but that was the only way to explain how he had so many people with him who were willing to risk quite a bit to punish the no-account orphan who had impinged on their reputation.

But how did they get in? Had they picked the lock? Lisbeth supposed those questions didn’t really matter in the grand scheme of things, because, for what felt like the hundredth time, she was about to face off with Victor.

She wasn’t quite so sure that the third time was the charm.

What should she do? Wait for them to see her? Hide behind her door until they were almost past her before jumping out at them? She certainly could get the drop on them that way, but the issue was that the children's rooms were all before hers. As scared as Lisbeth was, and as much as her body hurt, she couldn't let them go into any of those rooms.

Sure, all of the kids had been drilled on ways to escape quickly, but it wasn't worth the risk. Lisbeth would throw herself into a crevasse before she'd let any of the little ones come to harm.

So, she couldn't wait. That wasn't an option. She had to engage them head-on.

Lisbeth liked to think that she was brave, but her whole body trembled as she stood there, peeking out the gap at the figures creeping ever closer. She was more scared than she'd been in a long time, and as much as she'd been wrong about her death lately, she was definitely the closest to being correct. The thought made her stomach churn, twisting on itself in a way that didn’t make her any steadier.

But she had no choice. Victor and the others were taking their first steps down the hall. If Lisbeth had to guess, they were going for surprise attacks. Spiriting into each room as silently as they could and killing whoever they found in their beds. It was a disgusting, dirty tactic, but it was exactly what the attackers should do if they wanted to win. The one rule of Kyerchov was survival of the most cunning.

Going for Lisbeth head-on had clearly proven not to work multiple times. And while the young girl wasn’t sure if Victor remembered Flit or if he, in the chaos of things, had thought he’d been attacked by a cat or some other small creature, she did know that he was fully aware that she had some sort of diminutive-but-vicious animal to help defend her.

They were about to reach the first door. Lisbeth was out of time. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself against all of the terror building within her and kicked her own door open. It banged against the wall impossibly loud, making the group jump. Lisbeth hoped that them being startled would give her at least a moment’s advantage, as well as give the children some warning.

“You!” Victor hissed.

Lisbeth couldn't see his face, but she’d know that voice anywhere. Before she could say anything, though, another door flew open. The bang reverberated down the hall. Surely everyone in the house heard that, which meant the kids would have even more time to escape or hide. Perfect. It wasn’t the best situation, but it was the best outcome for what was happening.

Turning her head toward the sound, Lisbeth was surprised to see Vanka standing in the doorway of Katyana's room with a similar long plank of wood in her hand. They were in every room in the house. Not only did they work as a defensive weapon, but they could also be used to wedge against the doors to stop an intruder.

But Lisbeth got the feeling that Vanka wasn’t going to be using it as a door wedge. She looked incredibly intimidating, with the lantern glowing behind her, backlighting her like some sort of malevolent entity. If Lisbeth had been confronted by that in the middle of a dark hall she had broken into, she would just turn tail and run.

“Who the hell are you?” Victor asked, and that was about the last audible thing he said before chaos broke loose.

Vanka swept out of the room in a flurry of motion, with Katyana right behind her. Lisbeth watched in total awe as the woman charged straight at the four intruders, not caring if they had weapons or not. And they must have, because Lisbeth heard the sound of metal scraping out of multiple sheaths. It wasn't a crossbow thankfully, but she shuddered to think of how much damage those blades could have done if they had managed to enter without rousing her.

For a moment, it seemed that Vanka was rushing into certain death, but she jumped up at the last moment, using the wall as a sort of a springboard to kick herself higher and to the side. As she descended, she brought her makeshift bludgeon down on the head of the closest infiltrator. He dropped like a bag of bricks.

Naturally, the remaining three spread out, with Victor charging straight toward Lisbeth, who was still watching in shock from her doorway. Once again, his own impetuousness was his downfall. Lisbeth didn't know how he missed the fact that Katyana was between him and her, but he most certainly did, allowing the owner of the boardinghouse to armbar him right in the throat.

It was incredibly satisfying to see him go down, his back making a resounding thud as it hit the floor. Lisbeth hobbled out of her doorway, her plank raised in case it was needed, and she took quite a bit of relief in the way the doors of both the girls’ and the boys’ rooms were rattling slightly. That likely meant they had heard the commotion and were barricading their doors like they had been taught to do. Lisbeth was so proud of them and would make sure that each one of them knew it once things calmed down.

That looked to be not very far in the future. Vanka was somehow holding off against both of the would-be assassins attacking her, spinning this way and that as she slammed her wood into them. They tried to slice at her with what looked like long daggers, but Vanka batted them away like they weren't even a threat.

Lisbeth had been in a lot of scrapes in her life and had witnessed Katyana in a couple as well, but she'd never seen someone move like that. It was as if the foreign woman was a force of nature rather than just a human, anticipating her attackers’ moves before they could even make them. While Katyana was busy stomping on Victor's ribs, the foreign woman managed to knock out two assailants like it was nothing. She wasn’t even breathing hard!

“These ones hurt you?” the woman asked, her icy blue eyes casually flicking to Lisbeth. Like she hadn’t just easily dispatched three intruders all on her own with just a plank of wood. If Lisbeth had known those kinds of moves, maybe she wouldn’t have been beaten up so many times.

“Yes,” Lisbeth answered, staring down at Victor’s prone form. He was curled on his side and breathing raggedly. He wasn’t groaning or trying to move, so Lisbeth guessed that he was either unconscious or barely clinging to lucidity. He wasn’t dead, which may have been a mistake, but she was grateful she didn’t have to see that. Lisbeth was more than aware that people died, had held little one’s hands as they slipped away, but that was vastly different than seeing someone be violently bludgeoned right out of their mortal coil.

Vanka strode toward him, raising her plank of wood, and Lisbeth’s stomach dropped. Part of her, a dark part of her, wanted Victor dead. Wanted to have the assurance that he could never bother her again. But another part of her was horrified at the idea of seeing such a thing. Of watching his skull split open under Vanka’s attack. She’d already seen far too much for her age, and that just seemed like something she couldn’t come back from.

“Stop!” Lisbeth cried, both of her arms going up. To her immense relief, Vanka did stop, although she tilted her head in confusion.

“What? He try kill you.”

“Yes, he did. Multiple times. But I don’t want to do that back to him. At least not right here, like this.”

“You know that if we let him live, there’s always a chance that he can come back. And with more friends,” Katyana said gently.

“I do know that. But there’s something different between fighting someone to the death and crushing someone’s head in after they’ve already been knocked out. He’s beaten. He can’t fight back!”

“Do you think that he would give you that same mercy if your positions were reversed?”

“No, he wouldn’t,” Lisbeth admitted. “He wouldn’t even hesitate. But that’s why I’m not him. That’s why we’re not him.”

Katyana said nothing for a moment that seemed to drag on forever, before she looked to Vanka and shook her head. “Stand down.”

The foreigner looked like she wanted to argue, but she nodded and went back to a more neutral position. “Who is the…the…”

“Lawmen,” Lisbeth said, feeling nearly dizzy with relief and the rest of the emotions running through her. A bit of shock, anger, worry, and pride in the children, there were a whole lot of them. “We call them lawmen.”

“Law. Men,” Vanka repeated with another one of her matter-of-fact nods. It was like a form of punctuation all on its own, which worked out pretty well considering that the way she often stated things always made them sound like a question even if she wasn’t asking anything. “We get them?”

“Yeah, I’ll do it,” Katyana said with a sigh. “I’ve got some old contacts there who won’t try to shake us down.”

“Shake…down?”

“I’ll explain later,” Lisbeth said quickly. “Should we tie these guys up?”

“Definitely. Vanka and I will handle that. Why don’t you check on the children?”

“Will do.”

Lisbeth hurried to the boys’ room first, as they didn’t have Solomiya, and she knocked in the specific code she and the others had come up with. Three rapid short knocks, then two long, and another rapid three.

“Lisbeth?” Saesha’s small voice came from the other side, sounding like he was trying to be brave.

“Yes, it’s me, Saesha. It’s safe now, but don’t come out for a bit, okay? The lawmen are gonna come and take the people who broke in away.”

“Okay. Thank you, Lisbeth.”

“Of course, Saesha. You know we’d never let anything happen to you.”

“Yeah! I know!”

Lisbeth wished that she could kiss the top of his head, but she didn’t really want the little ones to leave their room so that Victor and his ilk could see them. Considering their escalating behavior, there was no telling what they could do if they ever recognized one of the boardinghouse children on the streets. So, in their room they would stay until the lawmen came to pick up the trespassers.

From there, Lisbeth went to the girls’ room, knocking out the same code. She fleetingly had the thought that they were going to have to change it considering that the enemy was hearing her use it and she didn’t know how aware they were, but that could wait for a later day.

“Lisbeth?” It was Solomiya who spoke, and she sounded much wearier than Saesha had. Lisbeth wasn’t exactly surprised considering the second eldest probably made sure Polina was somewhere safe before hurriedly barricading the door.

“Aye,” she answered before giving Solomiya the same information she’d given the boys.

“That’s good. Is it safe for me to turn on a lantern in here? I think it would be best for Polina and I to practice our letters.”

“Yeah, it’s plenty safe for that. I’ll let you know when everything is settled.”

“Understood.”

By the time Lisbeth was finished doing all of that, Katyana and Vanka were finishing trussing up the last of their attackers. They exchanged a look that communicated far more than Lisbeth expected, and she felt a bit left out. What did that mean?

“You gonna be alright while I’m gone?” Katyana asked, wiping her hands on her nightdress.

“Yeah, why?” Lisbeth asked, perhaps a little too quickly.

“Just wanted to make sure. You’re looking a little pale.”

“Am I?”

“Yes, very much so.”

Lisbeth paused long enough to take inventory of how she was actually feeling. “I suppose that I’m a bit rattled, but otherwise alright. My body isn’t exactly happy about all the hurried movement, but I don’t think I’ve injured myself further.”

“Good on ya. I’ll head out, then. Make sure you put your dragon away. Lyubov is one thing, but we don’t need lawmen becoming aware of the critter.”

“Right, of course.” Lisbeth wasn’t quite sure how she would make sure the little one listened to her, considering the beastie still seemed like a cat with her hackles raised, but she would try her best. “Vanka and I will keep watch until you return with the lawmen.”

“Alright. Shouldn’t be too long.” The woman gave one last look at the four intruders who were tied up and then stepped over them to leave. Lisbeth worried that perhaps Victor had more allies waiting outside for anyone who tried to escape, but she also knew that wasn’t very likely. If Victor had more people at his disposal, he probably would have had them break in with him. After all, Lisbeth had managed to survive when he’d had more than three times that number.

Whether her theory was right or not, Katyana did manage to make it back with two lawmen that Lisbeth didn’t recognize. It was a bit of a walk to the closest lawmen building, but she definitely made good time. Lisbeth was grateful she’d managed to get Flit into her room and relatively occupied with some dried fruit piled on her bedroll.

Once the lawmen were inside and collecting Victor along with his compatriots, Katyana took Lisbeth slightly to the side.

“Why don’t you go to your room and settle for a bit. Have Vanka change your bandages and all that.”

“Uh, sure.” Lisbeth got the distinct impression that Katyana was just trying to get her out of the way, and while that probably should be a bit insulting, she still was mostly relieved. “Will you tell the younglings that the coast is clear once everything is cleared up?”

“Of course. I know they’re waiting on the word.”

“Alright.” Looking to Vanka, Lisbeth pointed to her room and then her bandages. Like usual, the woman understood the gesture and nodded her agreement.

At least some things were still easy.

The two of them retreated to Lisbeth’s room, shutting the door behind them. For quite a long while, they just sat in silence while Vanka changed her bandages. Lisbeth was pretty sure that she could do the majority of them herself, but every time she tried, Vanka would gently put her hands back at her sides. Flit also seemed pretty insistent on being petted nonstop, rumbling ever-so-slightly.

But Lisbeth could only stand the quiet for so long, and once she heard the lawmen leave, she cleared her throat.

“Vanka, why do you know how to do all that stuff?”

“That stuff?” she questioned, clearly only half-listening. Granted, Lisbeth wasn’t sure she’d taught the woman the word stuff.

“You know, the fighting. Those guys didn’t even make you break a sweat.”

For several minutes Vanka just kept changing the gauze around Lisbeth’s puncture wound in her leg and after a long enough pause, Lisbeth thought that the woman didn’t understand her question, but then Vanka spoke.

“I have picked up many skills in the world I grew in.”

That was definitely one of the most coherent sentences she’d ever uttered, and Lisbeth was intrigued by it. “What kind of world do you come from, then? Why were you so hurt when I found you? Were you running from someone?”

Lisbeth knew that she had just asked too many questions far too quickly considering the trouble Vanka had with longer sentences, but she couldn’t help it. It was like she had been suppressing her natural, curious urges and now they’d all spilled out at the tiniest opportunity.

Once more, Vanka paused for a painfully long time, her movements methodical. When she did start to speak, she let her hands settle in her lap and stared Lisbeth fully in the face.

“I was running. I had been…caged?”

“Caged? Like a prisoner?”

“Ah yes, a prisoner. By cruel people. People like the ones who hurt you.”

“How did they catch you?”

Another long pause, and Lisbeth couldn’t tell if Vanka was thinking of how to phrase it or if she even knew the right words at all. Language was so complicated. “Thought they friends. They were not. They promise they save where I am from.”

“They said they’d save your home?”

Another nod. While Lisbeth had to admit that she was a bit gleeful at learning more about the woman, she did feel bad for Vanka. The woman’s tone was relatively steady, but there was an undercurrent of anger to it. A sort of resigned rage that came from a great injustice in her past.

“Yes. They did not.”

“I did figure as much.”

Lisbeth waited, figuring there was more story, but Vanka began working on the bandages again. Her lips were firmly pressed together.

Well, it looked like that was it, but Lisbeth wasn’t quite satisfied. She tried to get the conversation going again.

“I’m really sorry to hear that. I hope that your people can find justice.” What had happened to Vanka’s home? Had it been burned down like Kyer? Razed by barbarians and destroyed by dragons? She hadn’t seemed entirely surprised to be in the ruins of Kyer, and only intrigued by the fact that there was a city underneath it. There was still so much to learn about the woman.

“Perhaps, with help, they can.”

“Fingers crossed.”

The woman tilted her head, and Lisbeth held up her fingers in the particular arrangement. “It’s a sort of symbol of good luck.”

“Good luck?”

“Yeah.”

“Alright then, fingers crossed.” Vanka mirrored Lisbeth’s own hand and offered a small smile. “Thank you, Lisbeth.”

“Of course. What are friends for?”


Chapter 4

It’s Only Paranoia if You’re Incorrect


“Hey all, is there anyone hungry?” Lisbeth looked up from the book she was reading, Flit curled in her lap, at the familiar sound of Villy’s voice. Had he just let himself in?

Getting up on her own, and much more quickly than she had been able to just a few days earlier, she shuffled over to the door and made her way into the hall.

“Oh hey, there you are!” Villy called from the kitchen, absolutely beaming. “Look at that! For once, you don’t look more beat up than the last time I saw you!”

“I’ve been good,” Lisbeth said, pointedly leaving out that the boardinghouse had been broken into. She knew that would definitely set Villy off, and just like the last time she’d talked to him, she just didn’t want to deal with it. Although it had been a few days, what she had learned about Vanka was still quite prevalent in her mind, building up dozens of different possible stories and scenarios. “You’re visiting a lot. Has your father suddenly eased up about you staying at the manor all the time?”

“Well, I suppose you could say that.”

Lisbeth knew her friend and absolutely knew that tone. “You didn’t tell him, did you?”

“I did not.”

“So you’ve been sneaking out with tons of food?”

“To be fair, this isn’t really ‘tons’ of food by our standards. Usually just what my father would have for tea with a few friends. So, it really hasn’t even added to our monthly budget for me to just pop by and make sure none of this goes to waste.”

Lisbeth thought she was mostly used to the insanity of wealth, but that made her head spin. Dropping off enough food every two weeks to completely change the lives of everyone in the boardinghouse wasn’t even enough to affect the manor’s monthly grocery budget? How? Just…how?

“Ah, well, thank you.”

“Did I hear Villy?” Artem asked, popping up from the larder with a bit of cheese already in his hand. It looked like someone had been a bit peckish. Once that would have just meant being hungry all day and even through the night if there wasn’t enough for dinner, but now there was plenty of rich, nutritious food for everyone to eat whenever they wanted—within reason, of course. Naturally, it wouldn’t last if everyone in the house started gorging themselves, but Lisbeth liked to think that they all knew better. Sure, they had a sweet situation going on at the moment, but it could end at any time and being greedy would just assure that happening faster.

“Hey there, little man, it is indeed me! And I brought something extra special this time!”

Lisbeth had no idea what her friend could have brought that was more special than the fancy cheeses, fruits, dried meats, and fresh vegetables he brought, but she hurried over as best she could. She still had a pretty serious limp and got tired rather quickly, but it definitely wasn’t as bad as when she’d first woken up in Vanka’s care.

“Here you are, little man. Take your pick! And I will warn you, only eat one or two at a time. I know you don’t tend to eat a lot of sugar here in Upper Kyerchov, so it can upset your tummy.” With that, Villy produced a fancy, polished wooden block with a glass lid. Nestled within it were what looked like slightly shrunken, sparkling fruits.

“What is it?” Artem asked, and Lisbeth couldn’t help but wonder too. She didn’t think she’d ever seen that particular treat before. It looked like something otherworldly. Something magical.

“It’s candied fruit! Give it a try!”

Lisbeth didn’t think she’d ever seen candied fruits that looked like that, but she wasn’t about to argue, so she happily took one along with Artem. Naturally, Flit scrambled right up Villy’s leg to demand her own.

Some things never changed.

Lisbeth took a bite of the fruit slice she was handed, something orange and slightly sticky, but when she bit it, it tasted absolutely wonderful. Sour, sweet, and tangy in a way she wasn’t used to. Like vinegar, but so much better and with so much depth of flavor.

“Oh my gods,” Lisbeth gasped, and Villy laughed in delight.

“Not bad, right? Here, you can probably have another one without having to worry about your stomach. Not you, though, Flit. You can have some meat next. No more sugar.”

Flit let out an angry series of chitters right up until Villy pulled a mutton bone from his bag and put it in front of her. The little dragon tackled it, sending the two of them tumbling over the edge of the table.

It was quite comical, but not enough to distract Lisbeth from the candied fruit, and she did indeed help herself to another treat. She was still working on her second piece when Solomiya came in from outside, some dried branches in her one arm. Where was she going to get the burning supplies? Her cheeks were red enough to indicate that it was a bit of a distance.

“Oh! Are there more treats or are you just in to yell at us about the break-in?”

Uh-oh.

Lisbeth cringed as Villy’s eyes went wide and he stopped in the middle of digging things out of his bag. Yeah, he definitely didn’t miss the girl’s statement.

But Solomiya was a sharp girl, and she looked between the two of them curiously. “Did I say something wrong?”

“No,” Lisbeth tried to assure. “It’s just⁠—”

“Someone broke in?” Villy asked, surprisingly calm. That had to be a trick, right?

Solomiya opened her mouth, but Lisbeth gave the most subtle shake of her head that she could. Thankfully, the slightly younger girl seemed to get it instantly and her mouth snapped shut.

But out of the mouths of babes and fools…

“Yeah, that one guy who hurt Lisbeth broke in, but Miss Vanka destroyed him and his friends!”

“Oh, is that so?” Villy’s tone was going higher, and Lisbeth knew him well enough to sense that an explosion was coming. An explosion that wasn’t helped by a door opening at the end of the hall and footsteps coming from behind Lisbeth. “Ah, Miss Vanka, I hear that you destroyed some intruders?”

“Destroy?” she asked, puzzled. “I…defended. Not many. Four, barely a threat.”

Villy’s eyes went straight to Lisbeth, and he looked somewhere between horrified and chagrined. “So, four people broke into your house, one of which being someone who’s tried to kill you twice, and you didn’t think that was something worth mentioning? You could have sent a letter!”

“I don’t know how to write.” Not entirely true. Lisbeth knew her basic alphabet and how to write simple phrases, but she knew she was years behind Villy with his formal education.

“Then fingerpaint it, I don’t care!”

Solomiya sidled up beside Lisbeth, her voice quiet. “Is this going to be a whole scene?”

“Yeah,” Lisbeth whispered back.

“Hey! None of that now!” Villy said, his frustration bubbling up out of his words. “I know none of you like to take any of this stuff serious because you feel like it’s inevitable, but it’s not! Or at least it shouldn’t be! I swear, every single one of you should come stay at the manor! At least that way I can know you’re actually safe!”

“Over my dead body,” Katyana said, yawning as she came out of her room. “The day I stay in the care of Lord Maelfic, or any other noble, is the day they’ve bought my dead body for stew.”

“The rich don’t eat the poor!” Villy sputtered, seeming utterly shocked by the frank disapproval.

“I assure you they do, both literally and figuratively,” the woman said, wandering over to the table and ruffling Villy’s hair. He was almost getting too tall for her to do that. “But that point is neither here nor there. We’re fine, Villy. Things have been dealt with.”

“I… But! I just…” Villy let out a frustrated breath and once more, Lisbeth felt for him. She really did. She was sure that if she was in his position, she’d likely feel much the same way. It had to be frustrating that every time he saw the people he cared about, someone was somehow terribly injured or still recovering from a previous injury. But the solution wasn’t for all of them to just move in and be under the control of a noble who had left his own son to rot for his own gain. “Fine. But I’d like to talk to my father about having guards for the night cycle around the boardinghouse.”

“You…you can do that?” Vanka asked. “Your father can do?”

“Of course my father can do that! He wouldn’t even blink, to be honest. My father is fairly high ranking in nobility and recently expanded his business by taking over after the previous beekeeper in Lower Kyerchov passed with no heir. His business acumen is really quite exceptional!”

Lisbeth wanted to roll her eyes, but she refrained. Just because she personally hated Lord Maelfic didn’t mean that he wasn’t an accomplished businessman. She just couldn’t care less. It was also fine for Villy to be proud of one of the few things his father had going for him. But it still came across as incredibly silly considering Vanka likely didn’t even catch half of what he was going on about so quickly.

“And, you know, it is our duty as those who are more economically advantaged to use our wealth to protect those who don’t have the same resources.”

Vanka did one of her classic head-tilts and for some reason, that same uncomfortable feeling rose within Lisbeth. Like something subtly wrong was happening right in front of her. Did the woman understand more of Villy’s speech than one would expect? Was she just being polite? Humoring him? Lisbeth didn’t know, and not knowing made her feel…off-kilter in a way she couldn’t explain. And she didn’t like not being able to explain, because it made her feel dumb.

Lisbeth hated feeling dumb. She already had enough stacked against her, in her opinion.

“You believe this?” Vanka asked neutrally.

“I do! Really and truly. And I understand that as an only recently reinstated heir, I need to tread carefully for a while, but I try to do the best I can. And to me, the best I can definitely involves protecting Lissy and everyone else. If it weren’t for all of you, I’d long since have died.” Villy let his gaze slide to Lisbeth, and for a moment, their eyes locked. “I’m never going to forget that. I owe you my life.”

Lisbeth’s stomach did a bit of a swoop. In some ways, she did indeed know that Villy’s story would have been cut much shorter if she hadn't intervened. She remembered holding him when he was sick, desperately trying to get water past his cracked lips. And the whole reason she started scrapping was because she was so sick of watching the little ones around her pass, and she’d known Villy only had a matter of time if she couldn't get more food into him. He was never going to be able to build his strength, never going to be able to overcome his illness, if he didn't have the proper fuel.

But even though she knew all of that, it was still so strange to hear her best friend say that directly. That if she hadn't done what she'd done, he would have been for the ghosts. It was far too much recognition for something she did not do for any fanfare but because it was the right thing to do. Villy had deserved to live, despite what his former stepmother thought, and so did any other orphan who ended up in Katyana’s care with some sort of expensive illness.

A deep blush crept up Lisbeth's cheeks, but thankfully nobody pointed it out. Instead, Vanka asked more broken questions. While Lisbeth was unsettled by the curiosity, she was happy to let it take over the conversation if it meant changing the subject. Too many eyes on her all at once made her itchy.

Or maybe it was just the way Villy looked at her, like she was as glorious as the artificial sun that hung over Kyer centuries ago. It was too much. She was just a girl, after all. An orphan girl with nothing to her name except what she was able to get from her scrapping.

Besides, she was probably just being far too paranoid about Vanka. After all, the woman had now saved her life twice. Lisbeth had no reason to ever suspect her of any sort of wrongdoing.

Vanka just wasn't like that.
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“Is Flit the size of a normal baby, or is she extra small?”

Vanka looked up from her notebook, where she had been dutifully writing down phrases Lisbeth was teaching her. She seemed to be having a lot of trouble with the order of certain things, and unfortunately, Lisbeth wasn't educated enough to quite explain why, only give examples. It was strange, knowing that things must be put into a certain order to sound correct but having no idea of the logic behind it. Had Lisbeth’s brain picked this all up when she was a wee child just by social cues and listening? She supposed so, which was a bit mind-blowing. It definitely made her look at language in an entirely different way.

If she could just have a formal education, how much more would she understand about the world? It made Villy’s offer of moving into his manor much more appealing, but even the shining temptation of being well-learned wasn't worth being under the thumb of Lord Maelfic.

Vanka cocked her head. “Is Flit small?”

“Yeah, like unusually so?”

“Yes.” The woman put her notebook to the side and patted her lap, which Flit answered to, clambering off of Lisbeth’s thigh to trundle happily over to the woman. Lisbeth wasn’t offended, as her leg had been falling asleep from the angle she’d had to hold it at. “Even for hatchling.”

“For a hatchling.”

“For uhm hatchling.”

“Close, but not quite. It’s ah, like a breath outward. You don’t put your lips together to make the mmm sound.”

Vanka stayed quiet a moment, but Lisbeth could tell that she was digesting what the young girl had said rather than shutting down.

“She is small for ah hatchling.”

“Very good, yes!” But then her words actually hit Lisbeth, and her stomach sank a little. “Oh. Right. Do you think she’ll get any bigger?”

“Begger?”

“Bigger.” Lisbeth tried to gesture with her hands. “Larger. More big.”

“Ahhh, yes. She will get some bigger. But maybe never enough for ride.”

Ah.

Lisbeth tried very hard to keep her expression neutral as she processed that. She would be lying if she tried to deny that she was disappointed. She had dreamed several times about sitting astride a grown Flit’s back, zipping around the ruins of Kyer to get to all of the best spots.

Then again, it was probably for the better. Hiding a full-sized dragon would be nearly impossible and besides, there wasn’t exactly a lot of room to fly around Kyerchov either. Not to mention the issue of food. Yes, Villy was helping by dropping off all sorts of high-value foods to keep a growing dragon from starving, but there was only so much he could physically carry. If Flit grew even remotely as large as the dragons of legend did, the young noble’s son would never be able to keep up.

As if she knew she was being talked about, Flit gave a happy trill. That made all the disappointment within Lisbeth fade to almost nothing, and she opened her arms. The tiny beastie responded almost instantly, chirping and then bounding into Lisbeth’s embrace.

Alright, there were definitely worse things in life than having a dragon on the smaller side. Besides, it wasn’t like Lisbeth was going to get that much bigger. She was holding on for maybe a handful of inches more, but considering she hadn’t gained any in the past year, it wasn’t looking all that good.

“Is this bother you?” Vanka asked. Once more, Lisbeth felt like she was being watched a bit too keenly. The foreigner was definitely observing purposefully, but Lisbeth wasn’t exactly sure what she was seeing.

“No, not really. Just have to change my expectations, that’s all.”

Vanka nodded. “This is smart. Life changes, important to go with it. Fighting change only make it worse.”

Lisbeth wasn’t quite sure if she agreed with that, but she did understand the reasoning. Adaptability was a pretty important skill, but Lisbeth felt there were certain things that were worth holding out for.

Maybe that was a conversation they could have when Vanka had a bit better grasp of the complexities of the Kyerchov tongue. For the moment, Lisbeth was just going to focus on healing and loving her little dragon. There were certainly worse things in life.


Chapter 5

Things That Bump in the Night


Lisbeth was flying.

She was in the darkness again, the never-ending nothingness that she’d seen before. But instead of being an ominous, foreboding place, there was something…exhilarating about it.

Looking down, Lisbeth saw an array of beautiful, multicolored scales between her legs, tall spines in front and behind her, tucking her safely on the back of…

“Flit?” she asked, her voice everywhere and nowhere all at once.

There was a resounding, happy cry from below her, one that was so familiar and yet entirely foreign all at once. Like something that she’d heard thousands of times, but that was entirely impossible.

Lisbeth let out a happy laugh, leaning forward like that would help them fly through the nothingness later. But as she leaned, a light bloomed far in the distance of the nothing. It was so bright that it was practically blinding, making her bring her hand up to shade her eyes.

For a long moment, she could see nothing but a dizzying, sparkling dot zipping around her vision. After a couple of moments, it cleared enough for her to make out three shapes cutting through the air toward her.

Wait, she’d seen those before, hadn’t she? She was pretty sure that she had, but it was like the dream of a dream of a dream, a single slice of a foggy memory stretched thin by the drag of days passed. Or maybe it was lost to the haze of medicine that Lisbeth had been taking during her healing process.

Maybe, all valid enough theories, but they fled from her mind as the shapes clarified, growing larger and larger until she realized it was three dragons in incredible armor with humans sitting astride their backs in their own protective gear.

Lisbeth had never seen anything like that before, layers of metal on metal on leather, then more metal, all polished to a high shine to reflect the light of the lanterns attached to the dragons’ equipment. They truly looked like something out of a mythology book that she’d read for a bit at Villy’s quite long ago.

Before they could reach her, and before Lisbeth could stare her fill, Flit disappeared entirely from under her. She fell into the Void. She called out, reaching desperately for her dragon that had just been there, but there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. No sky, no ground, just void.

Lisbeth plummeted through nothing until, suddenly, she wasn’t anymore. She was standing, like she’d never been moving at all, but still surrounded by absolutely nothing.

Until she wasn’t.

One moment, she was more alone than she’d ever been in her life, and the next, there was a woman in front of her. Lisbeth would have jumped backward, but she couldn’t move. It was like her body was locked in place, with no ground to move across.

The woman lifted her head, seeming to see Lisbeth despite the fact that she didn’t have any eyes. Only endless voids of swirling darkness, something out of a truly horrific nightmare. And then her mouth opened, full lips parting like something human despite the fact that she had to be some sort of eldritch deity with endless nothingness within her visage.

“Who are you?”
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Lisbeth jolted upward, breathing hard as she tried to remember where she was and what was happening. She knew that she’d had a dream, she could still see and hear bits of it, but they were rapidly fading away.

“Bbbrrr?” Flit asked, raising her head and blinking her green eyes in that sideways motion that still occasionally creeped Lisbeth out. She loved her little reptile, but still, that was fairly disquieting.

“I’m alright,” Lisbeth soothed, picking Flit up and placing far too many kisses on top of her head. Except it was also not nearly enough kisses. At all. Lisbeth was pretty sure that her lips would fall off before that happened. “Just a bad dream.”

But was it a bad dream? Lisbeth wasn’t sure. She knew she was alarmed, but she couldn’t really⁠—

Crack!

Lisbeth cut off her thought as she heard something strange. A sound that very much didn’t belong on the other side of her wall. Immediately on alert, she set Flit to the side and listened more closely.

Maye she was imagining it? She hoped so. Flit wasn’t growling, so that was a good sign, right? Lisbeth certainly hoped so. Of course, she couldn’t help but recall the last time she’d been woken out of a dead sleep by a strange noise, and that had been Victor breaking in.

Could he be back already!? The way Katyana had explained things, her contacts within the lawmen said that they weren’t going to have to worry about him for quite a while, if ever again.

Then she heard another noise, and Lisbeth couldn’t risk it. Grabbing the trusty plank by her door, Lisbeth hurried out. She knew that she should probably call for help, but what if she was wrong? She didn’t want to rouse Katyana or Vanka if she was hearing a random cave rat or something like that.

Besides, she was getting around a lot more quickly and steadily. If she needed to retreat, she was definitely going to be able to.

Further resolve building in her, Lisbeth headed out. Naturally, she didn’t get very far before a sharp bark sounded behind her and Flit came bounding out of her room.

“Yeah, yeah, you can come. Just be quiet, okay?”

Flit let out half of a chirp before seeming to catch herself and swallowing it down. If Lisbeth wasn’t trying to be subtle, she might have laughed. Flit had a natural sort of physical comedy and didn’t even know it. How could she know it? She was just a baby. A little dragon baby that was far too cute for her own good.

But adorable hatchling aside, Lisbeth had a possible intruder to worry about.

Carefully, oh-so-carefully, Lisbeth made her way to the kitchen and eating area, then she slipped out the door that led to the back. Her heart thundered in her chest. She knew that she was risking something by allowing Flit outside with her, but it was hours after lights out, and she was quite terrified of coming face to face with an attacker on her own in the pitch-black.

…she should have grabbed a lantern.

But she was already behind the house, looking around in the scant illumination coming from the grow boxes and few bioluminescent fungi that were around. Although she was intimately familiar with the scant amount of space around the boardinghouse, it looked much more ominous in the stillness of deep night.

Lisbeth remembered reading in a book once, quite long ago, that the night sky had been different in Kyer and also in the world before the total destruction. That there was a natural sort of darkness, the sun having set or turning off, and then sparkling points dangling in the dark that were apparently balls of fire hundreds of miles away. Lisbeth couldn’t really comprehend it, but it did sound spectacular.

It was just such a shame that the ones who came before had destroyed a place that was so beautiful. Where there was a sun above instead of eternal darkness. Where there were beaches and verdant valleys, sprawling cities and incredible monuments made for no other reason than celebrating art and human existence. Why had they done that? Hadn’t they realized what they were doing?

Lisbeth didn’t really understand how they couldn’t, but that history was lost. While it seemed everyone knew certain things about what had happened in the world before, there was so little information available about it, so she wasn’t even sure how much of what she knew was just a commonly accepted myth and how much was truth.

Another noise drew her attention out of her recollections, and Lisbeth silently scolded herself for being so distracted. She was wandering in the dark with a possible intruder or intruders outside of her home. If there was ever a time to be on the ball, this was it.

Lisbeth drew in a deep breath before proceeding forward. Past the grow boxes and toward the chicken coop. Maybe that was where Victor and the others had hidden for a while?

Well, no. Lisbeth doubted that. She was sure if that bitter, vile young man had been hanging there, he would have murdered all of the animals. After all, they were a valuable source of food, even if their eggs were a bit wobbly.

Part of her was repeatedly hissing in her mind that she was being ridiculous, that there was no one outside and it had just been her dreams bleeding into real life a bit, but then she heard another noise. It was much closer this time.

“Show yourself!” Lisbeth ordered firmly, forgetting that Flit was on her shoulder as she raised her wooden plank. “This is a private home, and we will defend it!”

Then the distinct sound of footsteps sounded from around the corner of the house instead of behind the coop. Lisbeth whirled, readying her plank, only to be partially blinded by a lantern light.

“Stop! Raise your hands and don’t move!”

Wait… Lisbeth knew that voice, didn’t she?

Squinting at whoever was holding the light, Lisbeth shaded her eyes and then recognized the strong silhouette approaching her.

“Watchman Davis?” she asked, hardly believing it. Why would an officer of the law be rooting around in her backyard? Was she even stationed in Upper Kyerchov? Lisbeth thought that she was supposed to walk the beat around the cable-cars between all three levels of the caving system.

“Lisbeth?” the woman asked, lowering her lantern slightly. “Why are you outside?”

“Why are you skulking around my home?”

Davis let out a slight laugh and finally relaxed, hooking her lantern on her hip. “I’m not skulking, I’ll have you know. I was hired by that same noble who had me fetch you to just patrol this boardinghouse after lights out to make sure you’re safe. I’ve heard you’ve had some trouble around here lately.”

“Wait, Villy hired you?” Lisbeth knew that he’d mentioned bugging his father to hire guards, but she’d thought that had mostly been bluster when he’d been trying to figure out ways to help since no one was willing to move into his manor.

“I don’t know a Villy, but my orders are from the Maelfic Manor. They’re paying quite a pretty coin too. Enough to justify me taking a bit of time off for this week.”

Lisbeth didn’t know quite what to say. While she was relieved that there was someone as trustworthy as Watchman Davis around in the dark of lights out, she wasn’t sure how she felt about Villy just going ahead and doing that behind their backs. Would it have hurt him to give the boardinghouse a heads-up? Might have even helped some of the little ones sleep easier. Because sure, everyone seemed to be coping relatively well with the break-in—it wasn’t the first time, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last—but she was sure it would help to know that someone was specifically watching over them when they were sleeping.

“Well… Spotted anything concerning so far?”

“No, nothing so far. It’s been silent as the grave. Honestly, you’re the first action I’ve had all night.”

“And how long have you been doing this?”

“If you mean tonight, just a few hours. If you mean in general, this is only my second night. Still working out my rhythm. Did I disturb you?”

“No, no,” Lisbeth said quickly. “Just had a bad dream and thought I heard something.”

“Ah, yes, that was likely me. I did say hi to your chickens for a bit. Most are asleep, but there seemed there were a couple night owls. Er…night fowl, I suppose.”

“Haha, yeah, I suppose.”

It was only then that Lisbeth realized that during her entire conversation with an officer of the law, Flit had been sitting on her shoulder, so silent that she’d forgotten her little friend was tucked into her thick curls.

Oh.

Oh no.

Lisbeth had no idea how Davis hadn’t spotted anything considering how reflective Flit’s scales tended to be, but she guessed the darkness, the soft yellow of the lantern light, and the combination of Lisbeth’s thick, wild tresses still mussed from sleep were doing her great favors.

“Well, I wish you a peaceful rest of the night. I’m going to try to catch some sleep.”

“Definitely do that. I heard that you’ve been kind of going through it lately.”

“A little bit, but I’m practically back to normal.” That wasn’t quite true. Lisbeth was still quite stiff, and she definitely felt it for the rest of the day if she moved wrong, but on the whole, she was doing much better than she’d been before. “Good night, Watchman Davis.”

“Good night, Lisbeth. Get some restful sleep. Nothing’s better for healing. Well, that and water.”

Lisbeth nodded and hurried off, the entire time sure that the woman would call out for her to wait and ask what the heck was on her shoulder. Thankfully, that never happened, and a few moments later, Lisbeth was hurriedly moving through the door back inside.

Only to come face to torso with none other than Vanka.

“O-oh,” Lisbeth sputtered, having no room to back up and put space between her and the foreign woman. “What are you doing up?”

“Same to you,” the woman said, sounding only a tiny bit like she had just woken up. As far as Lisbeth knew, the woman had always been a pretty sound sleeper, but maybe that was more a result of medication than anything else. Lisbeth certainly knew from experience that some of Mads’ brews definitely could knock a girl out and keep her that way for quite a while.

“I, uh, heard something. I was afraid it was Victor or one of his friends somehow.”

Vanka looked past Lisbeth before reaching over her shoulder to shut the door and slide the deadbolt in place. “Was it?”

“Huh?” Lisbeth’s brain was a bit scrambled, and she felt like she was a step behind the conversation. Was it just the adrenaline flooding her? She’d gone from thinking that the boardinghouse was possibly under attack again to being relieved it was a probable-ally to realizing she had one of her biggest secrets on display for a watchman to see. It was kind of a whirlwind of emotion.

“Was it Victor? Or his friends?”

“Oh! No, no. It was actually a lawman friend I know. Well, I suppose ‘friend’ might be too generous of a term. But definitely an ally.” Lisbeth huffed a laugh, trying to sound casual about the whole thing and not like a child asking a parent to check under the bed for cave spiders. “Villy hired her to patrol around while we’re sleeping. Can you believe that?”

Vanka’s eyes narrowed slightly and then there was that head-tilt. “Villy hired an officer?”

“Yeah. She’s one who helped me out in a pinch before, so I trust her. As much as I can trust a stranger, I suppose. She seems to be one of the good ones.” While the lawmen weren’t exactly friends to the poor, Lisbeth had heard from Katyana and others that it used to be much, much worse. It was just before her time that there’d been a huge shakeup of their entire structure after a chief and his entire station had been discovered to be complicit in the kidnapping of a noble daughter and trying to ransom her back to the family while blaming it on a gang in Upper Kyerchov.

“Villy can just…do that?”

“I guess so. He’s got access to a lot of gold, even though he’s being cautious about things. Once it’s a bit more solid between him and his father, he’ll have even more leeway.”

Lisbeth wasn’t sure how much Vanka understood, but her eyes were far brighter than they’d been just a few minutes early. What was it about the function of nobles that fascinated her so? Had she been a noble where she’d come from? Before her home was ruined by bad people?

If so, she was remarkably well-adjusted. Lisbeth was pretty sure that if one plucked any noble from Kyerchov and told them to go navigate the waste while starving and thirsty, they most certainly wouldn’t make it to safety.

“Interesting.”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“If no danger, good night then.”

“Not as far as I know,” Lisbeth said, trying to ignore that strange feeling in her stomach. “Good night, Vanka!”

The woman turned and drifted back to the room she shared with Katyana. Lisbeth waited a beat, still feeling like she had a bit of emotional whiplash, before returning to her own bed. Maybe she would sleep easier knowing that there was one more layer of protection between her and anybody who might hurt those she loved.

She was just going to need to be really careful about Flit.


Chapter 6

Keep Your Friends Close…


“Hey, Lisbeth, can we talk for a moment?”

Lisbeth looked up from the cold pot of beans and meat that Solomiya had left on the wood stove for people to pick at all day, surprised to see Katyana present around midday. Lately, it seemed like the majority of her waking hours were spent either tending to the four residents on the upper floor, the floor with the entrance on the street, or gathering supplies that were necessary for some of the improvements she wanted to make around the place. Her list used to be quite a bit longer before Lisbeth was injured, but the longer that the young girl couldn’t scrap, the shorter and shorter the list got.

“Uh, sure. I was just getting food.”

“Ah, walk with me for a bit, and when we get back, I’ll heat it up for you.”

Lisbeth couldn’t argue with that, but she did smear a generous dollop on the slice of bread she already had out and put it on the floor for Flit, who of course instantly attacked it. The sweet reptile may have been small, but she really did love her food.

“You stay here, okay?” Lisbeth said like the baby of a dragon could understand her word for word. It was probably a silly thing to do, but it felt right to her. “If you need anything, just get one of the little ones. Do not go outside.”

Not that Flit had ever really tried too hard to do that. Sure, she occasionally sniffed at the door with plenty of interest, but she generally never tried to make a sprint for it. Which Lisbeth most certainly appreciated. She had far too much on her plate to try to go sprinting after a runaway dragon in the middle of Upper Kyerchov while she was still recovering from having the life nearly beaten out of her. She wasn’t exactly a speed demon by any means, which was one of the biggest reasons she wasn’t ready to scrap yet. If she got cornered by either a monster or a robber, she wouldn’t have the ability to get away, which would mean certain death.

Once that was all set up, she and Katyana headed out together. The woman didn't say anything to Lisbeth for a bit, so the only sound to accompany them was their footfalls unsynchronized from each other. The longer they walked in silence, the more nervous Lisbeth became. Had she done something wrong? Was there some sort of terrible news? Had something bad happened while she'd been unconscious? All of those worries played in her head in a mishmash of anxiety that made her feel a bit nauseous.

Katyana ended up leading her to one of the older, unused expansion shafts toward the western edge of the upper area of the caves, just about the opposite direction of the exit that Lisbeth liked to use to get to her secret scrapping goldmine.

Back when Kyerchov had been just one level, barely hewn out in a desperate attempt to survive the onslaught aboveground, people of all classes had worked on expanding it and making new areas for life to flourish. But as more of the city was established and their rich began to go lower and lower to the newer areas, only the poor were left to work on expanding Upper Kyerchov. And perhaps obviously, there was no money in that, so those projects went abandoned while those in the middle and lower areas were often what poor folk were hired for.

It was a shame, really, especially since the empty spaces tended to be used for a lot of crime, either to hide ill-gotten goods or the bodies of victims, but it was yet one more of the many things that the nobles and lawmen just turned a blind eye to.

“Is something going on?” Lisbeth asked finally, concern making her stomach twist.

“Yes and no,” Katyana said, matter of fact as always as she leaned against the craggy wall. “Just wanted to talk without anyone overhearing us.”

“Okay?”

“You’re a good kid, Lisbeth. And goodness knows I actually owe you quite a lot. You’ve done more for the boardinghouse than any other orphan I’ve taken in. Possibly more than even me.”

Oh, Lisbeth didn’t believe that part at all, but she was flattered, nonetheless.

“And I know you’re in a bit of an impossible situation. A dragon? An outsider? And at the same time? That’s a whole lot for anyone to deal with, let alone a child.”

Lisbeth agreed, but she couldn’t help but wonder where this was going. It felt like Katyana was leading her up to some sort of “but” statement.

“I just want you to be careful, okay? You’ve got more kindness in you than anyone could reasonably expect from you after everything you’ve been through, but there are going to be some people who will take advantage of that.”

Katyana stared like she was trying to communicate whole missives through just her eyes, and Lisbeth felt like she was absolutely missing something. Although she had her soft spots, Lisbeth liked to think she was fairly cognizant of people trying to take advantage. The circle of people she trusted was quite narrow, and she doubted that anyone in the boardinghouse would ever betray her, no matter the circumstances.

“Katyana, I appreciate all these encouraging words, I do, but if there’s something you’re trying to say, I’m missing it. We’re alone here, so if you wish to speak plainly, you can.”

The older woman heaved a long breath. “You have a point. I suppose I am just…cautious.” She pushed off of the wall and began to pace, like movement would help her pick out her words more eloquently. But neither Katyana nor Lisbeth had ever been particularly well-spoken, so the young girl didn’t understand quite why she was being so careful with whatever she was trying to say.

“I guess what I’m trying to get across is to be cautious around that foreign woman, that’s all.”

Oh. That was possibly one of the last things that Lisbeth expected. What had brought that up? All those little feelings of apprehension suddenly seemed a lot more relevant. Lisbeth had been so sure she’d just been paranoid, or perhaps even been a bit weird about how keen she seemed about Villy, but she trusted Katyana probably more than anybody. If the woman said there was a reason to be cautious about Vanka, then it would behoove Lisbeth to listen.

Still, she wanted to understand the reason. Although Lisbeth trusted Katyana, she’d never been much for blind faith.

“Why do you say that?”

“A feeling, mostly. If you can believe that. There’s just something not quite right about her.” If it was anyone else, Lisbeth would suspect that they were just letting their prejudices about a foreigner get in the way of their reason, but Katyana didn’t seem to care that the woman wasn’t from Kyerchov. She hadn’t even tried to find anything out about where the woman was from or if her people were a threat. It seemed that her mind was indeed largely occupied by running the boardinghouse and making sure everyone within it was safe. “I wish I could say something more solid for you, and maybe I’m wrong, but it’s instinct, you know?”

“And that instinct is why you brought us all the way out here?”

“Didn’t want to be overheard. You know, I sleep on the other side of a screen from her during both of our most vulnerable times, so all I can say is that hunters know hunters, that’s all.”

Lisbeth didn’t answer right away, digesting the warning. She too wished there was more solid reasoning than just a feeling, but at least she knew she wasn’t alone in that strange apprehension that would occasionally make the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

“Well, thank you for telling me. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“That’s all I ask. It’s clear she’s got a fondness for the children, and I won’t lie, she was incredibly handy when Victor chose to play foolish, but that doesn’t mean she’s harmless, you know?”

Lisbeth nodded. “Yeah, I understand that.”

“Good. Now that that’s handled, why don’t you come with me while I barter with the tea vendor about how he’s been skimping on our bulk blend for guests. They’re starting to notice. You need to learn all of this for when you take over one day.”

Lisbeth had been all grins, ready to be done with the conversation and move on, until she realized fully what Katyana had said.

“Wait, I-I’m inheriting the boardinghouse?”

Now, it was Katyana’s turn to give her a quizzical sort of expression. “Of course, girl. Who else possibly would?”

“Well, I assumed your children one day.”

The thirty-ish woman snorted at that. “Children? No, thank you. I’ve got plenty of those with you and all of the little ones. I don’t plan on ever marrying, and I certainly don’t want to bring any more lives into these caves of ours. I’d rather help the ones that are already here.”

Lisbeth didn’t know what to think. She’d always tried to avoid picturing a future where Katyana was gone, but she’d never even once envisioned herself being in charge of the whole boardinghouse.

Was that something she even wanted?

Well, she certainly wasn’t opposed to it. Especially if it meant that she would be able to make a difference for other orphans. Lisbeth hoped that there were other safe havens for poor children tucked in different places around Kyerchov, but she’d never heard of them personally. It wouldn’t be too bad of a life to make sure that the boardinghouse could support at least a handful of kids who had nothing.

But if she continued scrapping, there was always a danger of never coming back, so she would need to have a very trustworthy second-in-command. Solomiya, perhaps? Lisbeth didn’t know if the young girl would go on to want to have a family of her own, but if she didn’t, she would be a wonderful option.

“Hey, rein it in there, kid. I can see your thoughts filling up this whole tunnel.”

Lisbeth shook her head and drew herself out of her contemplation. “Right. That’s a long way off.”

“Well, we hope it is. But come on, let’s go before your own little charge chews through the walls to come find you.”

Her charge? Oh, right. Flit. She really was exactly like having a young ward, in a way. Not quite a baby, considering how mobile she was, but definitely very young.

“Okay then, lead the way.”

“Oh, are we going to pretend that you don’t have the way to every market around here memorized?”

Lisbeth chuckled. There really was no getting anything past Katyana. She herself had a lot of growing to do if she wanted to follow in her footsteps.

Hopefully, she’d get the chance to.


Chapter 7

Bad Luck Spreads


Lisbeth panted as she forced herself to do another sit-up. Her middle was screaming at her, but she forced herself to keep going until she finished her set.

It had been a little over a month and a half since she’d been injured—although that was putting it mildly, as it was more like being beaten to hell and back. She was pretty much healed, but she’d lost a lot of ground physically in her time being laid up. Her stamina was nowhere what it used to be, with Lisbeth getting winded usually before she could even finish her chores, and she was incredibly stiff in a way she wasn’t used to. There would be no jumping from roof to roof or quickly climbing buildings unless she found a way to limber up.

And she needed to find a way quickly because funds were indeed almost gone. Lisbeth had dipped into the small horde under her bedroll twice to pay for a couple of things, and while it was entirely worth it, she didn’t have much left. Yes, Katyana was working as hard as she could to get ahead, but all it would take was a single emergency for them to have nothing. And emergencies were far too common in Upper Kyerchov.

“Lisbeth?” Vanka’s voice drew her attention to the door, where she saw the foreign woman standing there with a bowl on her hip. While Solomiya still handled most of the cooking, Vanka had taken over a meal or two a week. The second eldest was reluctant to give up any time over the wood stove, but it seemed that she’d come to enjoy a little extra time to herself.

“Yes, Vanka?” Although Katyana’s comments still lingered in her mind, nothing much had changed between them. She still taught Vanka language, and Vanka still learned while also playing with the children. Her reading had improved too, with the little ones having to help her less and less. It wouldn’t be too much longer before she was beginning to teach them.

“No more dried meat,” she said, tilting the bowl forward as if she wanted Lisbeth to look into it.

“Aw, we’re out?”

Vanka nodded, her expression more resigned than anything. “No cheese. No tuber either.”

“I’ll check with Katyana to see if she’s ordered anything from the market and they’re just running late.”

“Do they often?”

“Run late? Occasionally. There’s always a bit of a risk of being ripped off too, but usually most vendors are too smart to do that to Katyana.” Or anyone who could possibly be affiliated with any of the crime rings running through Kyerchov.

“I see. Money small?”

“We’re a bit short now, yeah. I haven’t been able to scrap for a while.”

“Scrap?”

“Yeah, go up to the ruins where I found you.”

“…I see.”

It looked like Vanka might have wanted to say something more, but instead, she just nodded and dismissed herself. Lisbeth was actually grateful for the reprieve, yet her mind couldn’t help but go to when she would be able to get one of her caches. She was ever-so-grateful that she’d thought of doing that at the time, as it really did seem like her foresight was going to save her metaphorical bacon.

It would just be a few more days, or a week at most, and Lisbeth would be able to get the house ahead again. And hopefully this time, it wouldn’t be yanked out from underneath them by a once-orphan with a vendetta toward both Katyana and Lisbeth.
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Bang! Bang! Bang!

Lisbeth jolted awake for the second time in far too short a span, her heart thundering in her chest. But this time, it wasn’t a nightmare that had woken her, or even a strange noise. No, this was an insistent, urgent pounding on the door.

Jittery and a bit discombobulated, Lisbeth stumbled out of her room. She wasn’t the only one, either, as Katyana and Solomiya were also entering the hall in their nightclothes.

“Vanka isn’t in her room,” Katyana said simply, and Lisbeth swore her blood turned ice cold. Shutting her door before Flit could come skittering out, Lisbeth sprinted toward the door. Well, “sprinted” was a relative term considering it still felt like her body was moving through tar.

Bang! Bang!

Lisbeth threw open the door and was confronted by Watchman Davis looking quite stressed. What was more alarming was the fact that she was holding a very injured-looking Vanka.

“What happened?” Lisbeth blurted without even thinking, shock pinging around her.

What looked like mud had been rubbed all over Vanka’s hair, with a darker spot of blood caked into it. One of her eyes was swollen shut, her lips were split, and her nose was both crooked and bloodied. While she didn’t look quite as rough as when Lisbeth had first rescued her, it definitely looked like someone had done quite a number on her.

“Sorry,” Vanka rasped, and her voice sounded like it was fighting its way out of a very raw throat. “Couldn’t sleep. Wanted to see the gardens. How they work.” Guilt swamped Lisbeth at ever suspecting the woman of being nefarious at all. She was a stranger in a land that was completely unlike her home. Of course, she did things that were occasionally a bit odd or gave the wrong impression, but that was understandable, wasn’t it?

“I found her unconscious behind the house,” Davis said, coming in and setting Vanka in the one large, cushioned chair that she often read to the children in. The woman could hardly keep herself upright even then, so the lawman kept a hand on her. “I managed to rouse her, but she seems pretty confused. This is the most coherent she’s been.”

Panic was running through Lisbeth and a glance behind her saw that Katyana was standing in the middle of the hall, observing silently, while Solomiya was already heading to the larder to grab some healing supplies.

Lisbeth didn’t know if they had what they would need for everything that had happened to Vanka. And what if she had a concussion or something else wrong with her brain? Lisbeth had heard horror stories of people seeming relatively fine only to die in their sleep after a blow to the head.

“Can you help us get her to Mads?” Lisbeth asked, trying to mentally calculate how much gold she had below her bedroll and if that would cover what they would need. While the old woman had helped out the boardinghouse plenty, Lisbeth doubted she would treat Vanka for free. Especially since they would be popping by in the dead of night.

Wait… Lisbeth had been so shocked by the woman appearing on her doorway beaten bloody that she hadn’t even thought about the fact that the woman was a foreigner. Davis clearly hadn’t realized it yet, maybe because of how messed up Vanka’s face was and the mud covering her hair.

Actually, now that Lisbeth thought about it, how had Vanka’s face even gotten muddy? The ground around the boardinghouse was completely dry.

“That won’t do any good,” Watchman Davis said, sounding utterly exhausted. How many extended shifts had she been doing lately?

“What? Why not?”

“I heard from another lawman who’s stationed in Lower Kyerchov that she’s actually in the palace right now, working with the royal healer on some new medicines. Apparently, the nobles are real sick of a particularly virulent infection going around.”

Of course they were. Lisbeth let out a string of curses, wondering what to do. Thankfully, Solomiya was already returning with medicine left over from the first time that Lisbeth was hurt, the second time Lisbeth was hurt, and their relatively meager stockpile otherwise.

“What about that noble friend of yours? His healer has patched you up before, right? Like after I first found you?” Watchman Davis said, her finger moving slowly side to side in front of Vanka’s face. Lisbeth had been hurt enough to know that the woman was checking for a head injury, and she was relieved when Vanka was vaguely able to follow it with her good eye.

“That’s not a half-bad idea. Goodness knows he clearly likes to be useful. I can't imagine he'd turn you away in the middle of the night like this.”

That was Katyana, the first words she'd spoken since the lawman had begun banging on the door. For some reason that Lisbeth couldn't quite put her finger on, alarm bells sounded in her head. But as much as she wanted to protest, and as much as her first instinct was to open her mouth to say no, she couldn't think of a logical reason.

Even if she was suspicious of Vanka, it would be cruel for the woman to suffer just because Katyana and Lisbeth sometimes got a bad feeling about her. After all the weeks that she'd been at the boardinghouse, the foreign woman had never done anything wrong and had always been kind to the children. There were plenty of times where she could have hurt somebody, could have done something truly foul, but she never had. She even cooked. Perhaps it was Lisbeth who needed to get over her preconceived notions.

“Yeah, yeah, let’s get her to Villy’s. He'll help us.”

“Here, I’ll commandeer a cart for us to the get to the lift,” Davis said, continuing to be incredibly helpful. Granted, she was being paid, but in Lisbeth’s opinion, she was going above and beyond.

“Lisbeth, why don't you go along while we stay behind?” Katyana said, her tone saying that it was more of an order than a suggestion. “It'll be easier to stay out of Lord Maelfic’s way with just the two of you rather than the four of us, and someone needs to stay after to watch the little ones and take care of the guests.”

Lisbeth couldn't argue with that logic, although some part of her wanted to. She didn't want to go back to Villy’s manor, especially not with an injured person in tow. It would just prove the point that he had been making so many times. And while it seemed he was becoming increasingly right, there was just something within Lisbeth that told her residing in Lower Kyerchov would just be a finely gilded trap. Beautiful, full of luxuries, but a trap, nonetheless.

Maybe she did have some problems with paranoia…

But paranoia or not, she found herself in that commandeered cart with Watchman Davis and Vanka, the woman laid out on the floor of the cart with only a blanket underneath her and a rolled-up blanket under her head. Her one good eye kept fluttering shut, and Lisbeth did her best to gently rouse her every time she saw the woman begin to drift. Although she was no healer or apothecary herself, Lisbeth knew that the woman shouldn't really sleep until she was thoroughly examined by an actual healer. So, doing her best, and despite the pained protests of the foreign woman, Lisbeth would keep Vanka awake.

It seemed to take actual years for them to finally end up at Villy’s manor, the familiar outer walls looming ominously in the low light of simulated night in Lower Kyerchov. Unlike every other time Lisbeth had visited, she didn't hurry to the servants’ entrance to slip in as quietly as possible.

Instead, Davis—who was the one driving the cart—went right up to the front gate and pulled on the cord that would ring the bell inside. Lisbeth was mortified and internally berated herself for not realizing that the officer likely wouldn't understand the hoops Lisbeth needed to jump through to not draw any undue attention to her noble friend. As far as the lawman was likely concerned, the Maelfics cared enough about Lisbeth to spend some serious gold protecting her and her family.

Thankfully, despite the blunder, someone did answer quickly. Lisbeth didn’t recognize the man, but she realized it was because she so rarely interacted with any of the guards employed by the Maelfic family. It was usually just the healer and a few other servants.

If he thought it strange for Lisbeth and a bleeding, barely conscious woman to be dropped off at the main entrance, he didn’t say. He just led them inside and ordered two other men to help carry Vanka to the healer. Maybe having a lawman with them helped. Or maybe Lisbeth had overestimated just how cautious she needed to be around the manor.

No, she doubted that last part.

Whether she was right or wrong, they did end up in the healer’s chambers. Vanka was laid out on the same cot that Lisbeth had to lay on the last time she’d been treated by the Maelfic’s staff. The healer wasn’t there yet, but that was likely because she was sleeping, if Lisbeth had to guess.

“You don’t have to wait with us,” she said after a few minutes to Watchman Davis, who was walking a slow circuit around the room, as if trying to memorize everything about it. Considering how many bottles, medicines, and other things there were, that was quite a task.

“I don’t mind,” the woman murmured absently, like she was only half-listening. “Nice not to be skulking around in the dark for a bit.”

“I know you may have been hired, but thank you. I hate to think of Vanka being out there for hours longer if you hadn’t been there.”

“To be honest, I don’t even know how she got beaten up. I’ve been pretty meticulous in my circuit, and I didn’t hear anything! Whoever got her must have done it before I showed up.”

That… That was curious. Had whoever hurt Vanka been waiting in hiding all day? That was dedication when no one was supposed to know that she existed. Perhaps they weren’t looking for her at all? Perhaps they’d been told about the singular, grown woman in the boardinghouse and whoever had taken her down thought she was Katyana? Well, that was certainly more plausible.

“That makes me all the more thankful then,” Lisbeth said, trying not to pace. After all, pacing wouldn’t really help anything and would waste her energy. It wasn’t like she was going to get the amount of sleep that she actually needed.

“Just doing my job. No thanks necessary.”

That was where the conversation faded out, interrupted by the occasional, whisper-soft moan from Vanka. It was a handful of minutes later that the healer emerged, her medic’s smock over what were very clearly nightclothes. Yup, definitely had been sleeping. All things considered, they were lucky that the woman had taken as little time as she had.

“Both of you out.”

“Huh?” Lisbeth blurted. Not exactly the most eloquent response, yet it was all her mind supplied for a beat. “But you’ve never⁠—”

“I’m tired, I’m cranky, and I’m not wearing appropriate smallclothes for company. So, out. I’ll invite you in once she’s stabilized.”

Lisbeth wanted to argue with that logic, but she realized that wouldn’t be wise. She did as the healer asked.

“Lissy? Huh, looks like Ryvok was right! It actually is you!”

Lisbeth didn’t need to turn to recognize Villy’s voice, and she turned to see him hurrying down the hallway. Although she was happy to see her friend, some part of her had partially hoped that she would get a few more minutes before having to put her game face on. Although she knew that life and time waited for no one, she very much just wanted a moment to come to terms with what had happened and visualize what the next few days would hold. She also had to try to figure out who would have both the means and opportunity to jump Vanka like that. Lisbeth had seen how accomplished of a fighter she was, so it must have been quite a foe or foes to have brought her down.

“Hey, Villy,” Lisbeth said, more than a little resigned as her friend pulled her into a fierce hug. “You look dashing.”

He took a step back, blushing slightly. That was probably because he, much like everyone else, was in his nightclothes. They were certainly much fancier than what Vanka or Lisbeth were wearing, and they felt incredibly soft when he hugged her. “I could say the same to you.”

“You could, but you’re too much of a gentleman for that.”

“Yes. Yes, I am. But I will say that you’re looking much better! How are you feeling?”

“Stressed, very stressed, but better than the last time you saw me.”

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see that you somehow haven’t even ended up in worse conditions. I’ve sort of gotten used to you only showing up at my door when you’re half-dying. Or when you’re showing me a literal dra—” Lisbeth cleared her throat hard, and Villy cut himself off, which was a huge relief. She risked a glance to Watchman Davis, trying to see if she’d caught on, but the woman just looked amused.

Wait, did she think that Villy had been about to say something personal, and Lisbeth had cut him off? That there was something between the two? The idea made Lisbeth’s cheeks burn something fierce, but she couldn’t quite correct that notion considering that she’d much rather the woman believe that than start to expect Lisbeth of having an actual dragon.

“Watchman Davis!” Villy said, offering his hand for a shake. It was no hug, but it was still pretty familiar for a noble. Usually, they made an effort not to touch anyone lower-class. Well, at least not publicly and in front of witnesses. No, while everyone knew some nobles who liked to trifle with those in Upper Kyerchov, it was always done in the shadows. “Why are you here?”

“I’m the one who found the injured. One of your boardinghouse guests, yeah?” That last question was directed towards Lisbeth, who nodded emphatically.

“Yup! Vanka is one of our best long-term guests.” She sent Villy a very pointed look at that, and he seemed to get it. Or at least that was Lisbeth hoped he meant by his tiny nod. “Someone attacked her.”

“They did?” Villy said, sounding reasonably shocked. Probably because it was actually quite awful to hear that the foreign woman had been hurt. “Do we know who? Why?”

“They attacked in the dark, so I think they were after Katyana and just mixed Vanka up with her,” Lisbeth said, shoving down that little voice in her head that said she was missing something. That there was some little detail that should be obvious but instead was stuck solidly in her blind spot.

“That's insane!” Villy drew in a deep breath, and he didn't even have to open his mouth for Lisbeth to know what exactly what was coming out next. Not that it took great skills of deduction, considering it seemed to be his default proposal as of late. “You know, as much as I appreciate your company and getting to see you more often, this is quickly becoming untenable. This is completely unsafe for you and all of the little ones.”

Lisbeth was just so tired of going in circles with the topic that her tone was much sharper than it would normally have been when talking to her friend. “Please, I beg of you, don't ask us to move in again. I understand your logic and that your intentions are good, but I think we've all made our thoughts on that matter pretty clear.”

“I won't,” Villy said, sounding like someone who very much had been about to ask them all to move into the manor again. “I know at some point, it just becomes beating the corpse with a stick.”

That was a surprising amount of clarity. Not that Villy had ever been dumb or delusional, but he’d long since made it clear he had a bit of an…overprotective streak when it came to Lisbeth.

“I'm just worried about you, Lissy. I'm worried about all the little ones too. I know they’re tough nuggets, all of them, but there are just some things children shouldn’t have to worry about.”

Lisbeth couldn't disagree with him there. And maybe if Villy’s father was anyone else, they would all be more amenable to the idea. But everyone in the boardinghouse, even the youngest, had seen in some way just how cruel Lord Maelfic could be. And Lisbeth had her own bit of trouble from everything with her father. She’d seen firsthand how little he cared for her, for the memory of her mother. It was all about power and his reputation.

“And maybe I’m wrong, but it feels like everything is getting so much worse so much faster.” Unfortunately, he was right on that too. While the boardinghouse had been targeted a few times throughout her life, never had it had such a strong bout of insane luck and bad luck all wrapped up in each other. It seemed that as their fortunes improved, the danger just escalated right along with it. “Will you at least promise me to stick around while Vanka is healing? I imagine it'll be a day or two, at least.”

Lisbeth grimaced, thinking of just how beat up the woman had been. How her hair had been full of mud and how blood had been so caked down one side of her face. It wasn’t the worse that she’d ever seen, or even as awful as Lisbeth herself had been after her extended tussle with Victor in Middle Kyerchov.

“That bad?” Villy asked, not missing Lisbeth’s gaunt expression.

“It didn't look very good, to be honest,” Davis said when Lisbeth couldn't quite find the right words. The young girl didn't wanna be a nihilist or wish ill fortune on Vanka, but she also didn't want to give false hope either. She was pretty sure the woman wasn't in danger of dying, but that was about it, and she hopefully wasn't wrong on that front.

“I promise I'll stick around as long as Vanka needs to heal,” Lisbeth agreed readily, hoping to hurry the conversation along. Although she liked Watchman Davis, it was making her nervous to have the woman stick around while discussing Vanka. At any moment, Lisbeth or Villy could accidentally say something that tipped the officer off that she'd actually helped a foreigner into the most protected part of Kyerchov. Aside from the palace, of course.

It wasn't like there were any laws against it, per se, but Lisbeth knew it was more about the principle of it all. Kyerchov was only Kyerchov because Kyer had been so relentlessly attacked by barbarians that their only recourse was to play dead. To burrow into the earth and disappear from the surface entirely. By taking the enemy in, even if she was relatively innocent, they were risking the lives of everyone in the caves. And after a dozen centuries or so, that was a lot of people.

“It seems like this is handled for the moment,” Davis said, wiping her hands on her sides. Oh, perhaps she should have been given a warm cloth or something to freshen herself up a little. Granted, it wasn’t exactly Lisbeth’s purview to be a good host considering they very much weren’t in her own home. “Unless you have something else you require of me, I would like to return to my patrol beat. Just to make sure this wasn't some sort of distraction to draw us away.”

Lisbeth's stomach flipped within her at the thought. That idea hadn't even crossed her mind, which made her worry if she was getting stupid. Hopefully, it was just an effect of being jerked from her sleep with no warning and plunged into the adrenaline-filled reality of an ally being critically wounded. Sure, she’d been out of the game for several weeks, but that didn’t seem like enough time for her brain to go completely soft.

At least, she hoped not.

“Oh yes, yes!” Villy said, also seeming relieved. “And don't worry, I will make sure you are appropriately compensated for everything you've done tonight when you fetch your purse at the end of the week.”

“I wasn't worried about that, but I do appreciate it, Lord Maelfic.”

Wow, now that sounded incredibly wrong when it was pointed in Villy’s direction. Technically, Lisbeth did know he was indeed the future Lord Maelfic, but that was way in the future. Barring any assassination attempts, of course, but she was fairly certain that Lord Maelfic was in fairly good standing amongst the nobles and didn’t have many vicious enemies outside of commerce. Then again, plenty of men had been killed for less.

All reputation aside, there was such a stark difference in her mind between her best friend and his father that sometimes it was hard to quantify that they had the same family names. Especially since during most of the time that Lisbeth had known Villy, he’d also looked nothing like his tall, strapping father.

“Oh please, call me Villy. At least when it's just us. I understand sticking to decorum when we have more witnesses, but by the by, I find most of that utterly exhausting.”

Watchman Davis's eyebrows went up at that, and Lisbeth supposed she couldn't blame the woman. Most nobles were so high off their own airs that they insisted on meticulously enforcing thousands and thousands of rules of etiquette that existed for no other reason than to make them feel superior. Lisbeth never had and never would get it. But when all of their basic needs were provided for, she supposed they had plenty of extra energy to waste on having four forks at dinner all with different purposes.

“Ah, I will do my best.” Watchman Davis dipped her head in the closest approximation of a bow Lisbeth had ever seen her do, and the young woman pointedly noticed that the lawman avoided saying any name at all. “Good night, the two of you. Thoughts of healing to your guest.”

“Thank you, Watchman Davis. I can have a servant escort you⁠—”

“Oh no, that’s fine. I know the way.”

“Alright, then. You have a pleasant rest of the week.”

“Same to you.”

Without any further ado, the woman strode away. She really was quite interesting for a lawman. While Lisbeth had met some alright ones, especially considering a couple of contacts that Katyana had, on the whole, they were people to avoid. Lawmen were notoriously unfond of orphans and other people they considered to be less productive to society.

“I’ll have a room prepared for the two of you,” Villy said, grinning broadly. He did look a bit too pleased about Lisbeth’s acquiescing to sticking around for Vanka’s healing, but that was likely just Villy being positive while Lisbeth was a bit strung out and cranky. She wanted to go back to sleep, but she still needed to make sure Vanka was okay. Even if the woman didn’t wake up right away, it would make Lisbeth feel immensely better to speak with the healer after treating the foreign woman.

But of course, Villy caught onto Lisbeth’s mood. Sometimes, it felt like he knew her better than she knew herself, which sometimes was far more annoying than it should be. Lisbeth liked keeping her thoughts inside of her head. If she wanted the people around her to know them, she would just speak. On the other hand, sometimes it was nice to know she wasn’t completely alone in her thoughts, no matter how outlandish they were.

“Hey, look at it this way, it’ll be so much better for Flit. She’s gonna have more room to play as long as you’re here. Even if Vanka needs a week or so, it’ll be good for her to not always be stuck either in the boardinghouse or in your basket when you go out.”

…he did have a good point there. Although Lisbeth did wonder if her little friend was ever going to grow bigger than a cat, it would make her feel better for her charge to have a bit more enrichment.

Did she know what proper enrichment was for a dragon baby? No. But that didn’t mean she didn’t want Flit to have it anyway.

“And I’m sure you’ve already picked this up already, but I’m going to keep paying Davis to stick around and protect the little ones. And, ya know, the boarders and Katyana.”

“And Mr. Oleksander and Miss Mykhaila?” Lisbeth said, trying to tease but her tone coming out a bit too flat.

Thankfully, her friend understood that she was trying to break the anxiety building in her mood and rolled right along with it. “Nope. Not them. If anyone attacks, those two have to fend for themselves. I mean, you’ve seen Miss Mykhaila when she gets a hold of a rolling pin.”

“Hey, that was one time.”

“But boy, was it memorable.”

That did give Lisbeth a bit of a chuckle, and she felt some of the sharper parts of her mood abate. “Thank you, Villy. I’m sorry I keep running to you only for help. I would like to be able to just…be friends and spend time together for the sake of spending time together.”

“I would love that too, but I understand the times that we’re in. I don’t know about you, but it feels like Kyerchov is sort of reaching a…a breaking point of sorts. We can’t just keep burying our head in the gravel and pretending how everything is going is just right.”

“I feel it too,” Lisbeth agreed, although the bitter part of her couldn’t help but think that no, the nobles and royals absolutely could and probably would be happy to pretend that everything was going just right. As long as they had the backs of the poor to stand on, they would say everything was fine.

Villy reached out, offering his hand, and Lisbeth took it. It did give her comfort as he gently interlaced their fingers and squeezed. Although it did sometimes feel like it, she wasn’t alone.

It was in the peaceful quiet of that moment that the healer’s door opened, and the two of them jerked away. While the staff seemed mostly ambivalent to Villy’s childhood friend occasionally popping around, they would likely feel better if they thought that the young lord was not romantically fraternizing with a no-account orphan.

“Your friend has some serious head contusions but is going to be alright.” Lisbeth heaved a breath. Although she’d been fairly certain that Vanka wasn’t in danger of dying, it was good to have that opinion backed up by a professional. “I’m going to keep her here, in my clinic, overnight just to be certain, and in the morning, you can move her to more comfortable quarters.”

“Thank you so much,” Villy said, still as polite as ever. Much more polite than most nobles would be with their servants and staff. “We deeply appreciate your service, especially so expediently at this late hour.”

Huh, he was really pulling out the fancy vocabulary. Was he trying to impress, or was that just how he had to act whenever he was around people in the manor? Neither were very nice options.

“Of course. It is my duty. You may come see her, if you need, but I gave her medicine to help her sleep, so she is unconscious.”

“No, no, I’m okay,” Lisbeth said quickly. “Let her rest.”

The healer gave a bit of a bow then slipped back into her chambers, which left Lisbeth with Villy, who heaved quite a sigh.

“Right, here, let me take you to the library and you can just read for a bit while I get your room set up. Feel free to take whatever book you want. Then, do you think you’d want to go back to the boardinghouse tomorrow to update everyone on everything, maybe grab some of your stuff?”

That was actually a good idea. “Yeah, after I check in on Vanka in the morning, I can head out.”

“I’m going to get you an escort. I know you’re not exactly fond of them, but considering what happened the last time you left my place, I’m not willing to risk it.”

Normally, Lisbeth would probably argue, but considering everything that had happened, she figured it would be better for her to just go with it. “No, I agree with you for once.”

“Huh.” Villy abruptly walked off and pulled one of the heavy curtains away from the window, looking up toward Middle Kyerchov.

“What are you doing?”

“Oh, just seeing if the caves were collapsing or if the pigs in our ranches suddenly grew wings,” he said casually before sending Lisbeth a wicked expression. She huffed and swatted his arm, perhaps a bit harder than she should, but he deserved it.

“You think you’re hilarious, don’t you.”

“No, I’m well aware of exactly how funny I am.” He winked—actually winked—at her, and Lisbeth was beginning to get the idea that her best friend was growing increasingly more confident in himself. Hopefully, his ego wouldn’t get too big, otherwise he might not be able to fit through the door of his own room. “Anyway, come on. Let’s get you that book, shall we? I’m sure you’d like to wind down for a bit.”

He was right on that part. With all the wild stuff happening and healing on top of it, Lisbeth hadn’t had time to enjoy any of the books she did have. It would be nice to just kick her feet up and lose herself in a book that she could never hope to afford on her own. It probably wouldn’t take too long for the Maelfic staff to ready a room for her, but Lisbeth would take whatever she could get.

She followed her friend to the semi-familiar route to the library, but as she stepped in, she was filled with an unexpected sort of melancholy. The last time she'd been in the expansive room was when she was introducing Flit to Villy.

She missed her tiny dragon friend.

They'd never been apart for so much as a night. And sure, Lisbeth would be up in a few hours to head back to the boardinghouse and fetch her little charge as well as any sundries she needed, but she gotten so used to sleeping with Flit curled up beside her that it was hard to imagine how'd she'd be able to drift off without the little thing tucked within her arms.

Lisbeth tried to put those thoughts out of her mind as she perused the shelves for something that looked interesting but also somewhat within her reading level. A majority of the books in the library were completely beyond her scope, but she knew there were a few gems here and there where she could understand most of it. And that was what she needed at the moment. Sometimes, she liked to challenge herself by getting a book she knew was completely out of her depth, but this was not one of those moments.

“Alright, do you have everything you need?” Villy asked, lingering by the door. He seemed almost like there was something he wanted to say, but he wasn’t quite sure how to word it. Lisbeth didn’t sweat that, however, as she was pretty sure if Villy was determined to get whatever it was past his lips, he’d figured out a way.

“Yeah, I think so. You sure you don't need me to do anything while my room is being set up?”

“No, no, not at all. Honestly, I won't be doing much either. I'm just going to fetch one of the servants, and they'll pretty much do the rest. I'll be right back with some food too. I'm sure you're a bit peckish.”

Lisbeth didn't get a chance to respond before her friend swept out. She actually wasn’t that hungry, which was a fact that Lisbeth of a half-year ago would have found insane. She didn’t think she’d ever had such a long stretch of being able to eat whenever she wanted to. It was so strange how much her day-to-day existence had changed.

Still, she wasn’t about to say no. She wouldn’t eat herself sick, but she also wasn’t going to turn down fresh, delicious fare from the Maelfic kitchen.

Settling down with her book, Lisbeth tried to read, but it was so hard to concentrate. And it wasn’t exactly a mystery as to why. Oftentimes, she felt a backdrop of nervousness whenever she was alone in the manor, no doubt apprehension that Lord Maelfic would suddenly come upon her and everything would be quite awkward, or even borderline dangerous. What if he kicked her out? Or worse, decided that Villy was more trouble than he was worth? That didn’t seem very likely, but it certainly wasn’t impossible. This moment was no different, but she tried to ignore it as best she could and just focus on the words below her finger.

She partially managed, struggling through a few pages but generally enjoying herself until she was reminded of exactly why she was reading and what she was trying to distract herself from. While she did love being able to work her way through a book, she found herself quite grateful when Villy returned with a platter of food and assurances that her room would be ready soon.

Even when he'd been sick, Villy had never had issues with conversation. But he also knew Lisbeth like the back of his hand, and it was clear he knew that she was not in the mood to sit and idly chat. Instead, he picked out a book of his own, only occasionally checking in with Lisbeth to inform her of something amusing that he was reading or ask how her book was going. It was nice. An easygoing sort of reading session that had no pressure.

It reminded her of some moments when he’d been really sick, how he’d rest his head in her lap and gently doze while she read silently. She would keep her hand on his chest to make sure he was still breathing, always worried that he would somehow slip away when she was least expecting it. They’d spend hours close to each other like that.

Did it mean that Lisbeth was a bad person if she missed that? She wouldn’t wish illness on Villy again, she liked that he wasn’t in constant danger of death or always in pain, but there was a stark difference between how things were before and how they were now. Was it so wrong to miss when things had been simpler, and they didn’t have to worry about things like Lord Maelfic and noble politics?

A knock sounded at the door, and Lisbeth almost heaved a sigh of relief but caught herself, not wanting to sound rude or ungrateful for the book. Not that Villy would have flown off the handle at her, but still, it was generally best to avoid being disrespectful.

“Yes?” Villy said, not even looking up.

“The guest room you requested is ready, sir.”

“Ah, perfect! We’ll be right out.”

Lisbeth stood to go put her book back on the shelf, but Villy stopped her with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Go ahead and take it to your room," he said softly. “If you're gonna be here for a week or so, I imagine you'll have plenty of chance to use it.”

Lisbeth’s fingers traced the finely bound cover, thinking back to the last time she'd splurged on buying new books for the children. She had been so happy then, looking forward to a future where they didn't have to skimp and save. Although so much had happened that she never could have imagined, Lisbeth liked to think that she was even happier now. For the most part, at least.

Sure, she wished that Vanka hadn't been hurt. She wished that she herself hadn't been hurt. She wished that she didn't spend every moment worrying about the boardinghouse and if there were any enemies lurking in the shadows, waiting for the one-armed Solomiya, or even tiny Polina as she helped. Or even Lyubov! The small girl had taken to visiting more and more often, although usually she had good news about the health of her mother. Apparently, Villy had kept his promise and had the woman moved to an actual clinic.

But, despite all of that, for the first time in her life, she didn't have to worry about anyone she cared for dying of starvation, or infection, or a sudden emergency that they couldn't afford. And that safety was worth all the hardship that came with it, or she felt pretty sure it was.

“T-thank you,” Lisbeth said quietly, but she knew that Villy heard her, even if he didn't say anything back. Sometimes, they didn't need to speak aloud to know exactly what the other was thinking.

Together, they headed to the door, where they were greeted by a servant. They were led to a wing that Lisbeth had never been in before, although she quickly surmised that it must be one of the guest wings of the house.

The idea that an entire chunk of the building, which was bigger than the whole boardinghouse three times over, was only used occasionally for visitors was just utterly mind-blowing to her. How could the nobles live with themselves knowing that there were occasionally families of five or more crammed into a single tiny room in Upper Kyerchov? She was pretty sure that most of the population in the quarter of the slums that she lived in could comfortably inhabit Maelfic Manor and never run into the lord.

Thoughts to ruminate on another time. It would do her no good to whip herself up into a frenzy of injustice when she needed sleep. Besides, she was sure she would have plenty of downtime in the coming week, or maybe even two weeks, while she helped Vanka heal.

Although she wouldn’t admit it to herself, spending several full days in the custody of Maelfic Manor would be a great test to see if permanently living there would ever be an option. Because as adamantly as she and Katyana were about it being a bad idea, what if they were wrong?

What if, indeed.

It didn't take long to reach her new room, and once the servant was sure that Lisbeth did not need anything else, Villy quickly dismissed her, leaving just him and Lisbeth to stand in the doorway facing each other.

The room was beautiful. There were two beds on opposite sides, and both looked absolutely lavish. Their mattresses were thick and plush, while the bedframes were made out of what looked like beautifully polished wood. And that frame was tall enough to have a canopy complete with a thick curtain that could be drawn around the bed for total privacy.

“By the way, that door over there leads to a privy. There’re no private baths in this particular hall, but if you ask a servant, they can tell you where our hot spring bath is. It's kind of confusing since it's technically in the lowest part of the house.”

Hot spring baths? Hot spring baths.

If Lisbeth and anyone in her family wanted to wash themselves, they had to boil water and carefully scrub themselves from a pail. But Villy had access to hot spring baths whenever he wanted? In his own home!? He really was living an entirely different existence now.

Lisbeth wasn’t sure how she was fifteen years old and still being surprised by the resources the nobles had at their disposal. It was also strange to think that if her own father hadn’t dallied outside of his marriage and instead had her with his wife, she would have been born into such wealth.

That particular thought was awfully uncomfortable. Lisbeth might wish she had a bit more ease to her life, but she ultimately liked who she was. Did she have growing to do? Yes. Did she often wish she had more education? Also yes.

She would never know for certain, but Lisbeth was pretty sure if she did grow up as part of the nobility, she wouldn't be anything like she was now. In fact, she was pretty sure that she'd be just as selfish, shallow, and ignorant as most nobles. Just going through her life of leisure without caring about the plight of those in Middle and Upper Kyerchov. Maybe even she'd think that the poor deserved their fates because of some lack of character.

Ugh. Not exactly the most pleasant thing to think about. Instead, she focused on Villy, who was still standing in the doorway with her, a rather intense expression across his features.

Lisbeth wondered when the last time she had looked, really looked, at her friend was. Sure, she'd observed him plenty in the past few months, noticing how much healthier he looked, how much stronger he was getting, how much bigger and taller he was.

But that wasn't quite looking like she was now. She took in the way his face had broadened and his chin had squared off, speaking of the transition between a young boy and an actual man. He had stubble on that chin as well, as dark as the mop atop his head. His hair was thicker and longer, soon to be pulled back in the common style of the noblemen, no doubt.

And those eyes of his. They had always been an intense sort of green, but now that seemed about ten times more amplified. Like she was staring into something so bright and clear that it shouldn't be physically possible, and yet there it was, framed by impossibly thick lashes. It didn't seem quite fair how often the young men she knew had such luxurious frames to their eyes while hers weren't even half as thick.

“Yeah?” she asked, wondering if he had finally put to words the thoughts that clearly had been kicking around his head for a while. She’d never seen her friend quite so reticent to express himself.

“What?”

Maybe he needed a less abrupt opening than that. That was alright. Lisbeth could definitely throw her friend a verbal bone. “There something on your mind?”

For a moment, he returned her stare, and it was like they were frozen in time together. Maybe it was just her imagination, but it seemed like her friend was leaning forward slightly, his head tilted down toward her.

Was he going to try to kiss her? Lisbeth didn't know why her mind went in that direction, but her heart was suddenly thundering in her chest. Was she nauseous? She was pretty sure that she might be. She'd never been kissed before. At least not romantically. Little pecks from the children, sure. The occasional kiss on the top of the head from a trusted adult, yeah, but not a kiss.

She was horrified. She was intrigued. Lisbeth had never really understood the whole appeal of mashing one's mouth against another person's, but she couldn't deny the strange undercurrent she felt whenever she was with Villy. Like they were being tugged toward each other whether they liked it or not. Normally, she resented that feeling, especially since so much had changed between them since he'd been accepted back into his family, but now she was beginning to wonder if it was really so bad.

As soon as the moment surged into being, however, it disappeared. Villy straightened like nothing had happened at all, which…maybe it hadn’t. Lisbeth definitely hadn’t gotten enough sleep, so maybe she was the one misinterpreting everything because of her stress and exhaustion.

“You have a good night now. I assume that you'll be awake and gone before I so much as get out of bed?”

“Most likely,” Lisbeth answered, trying not to breathe hard. Suddenly, she felt so pathetic and stupid, and she wasn't even really sure why. Sometimes, it was like her body was experiencing things entirely different from how her mind was. Two different experiences running at the same time. “You do like to sleep in,” she mused. That was one thing that had not changed even with a shift in Villy's fortunes. The young man loved sleep, that was for sure, and it was good for him. Even if he was largely recovered from the illness that had plagued him for years, there was always the chance of relapse if he ever let his health go too much.

“Alright, then. I wish you the best sleep then, and I will see you when I see you.”

“Sounds good. Good night, Villy.”

“Good night, Lissy.”

With one last lingering look, the slightly older boy headed off, no doubt back toward his quarters. Lisbeth stood there a moment, watching him retreat and wondering whether both of them were off, or if whatever had happened was real and meant something.

Growing up sure was confusing.


Chapter 8

Rest and Recovery


“Lisbeth, you’re back!” Solomiya greeted with a broad smile. She was sitting in the usual reading chair, Lyubov in her lap and Polina at her feet. But the slightly younger girl’s happy expression faded when she noticed Lisbeth was alone.

“Vanka didn’t…” she began as Polina rushed over to give Lisbeth a hug, which she happily returned. While Lyubov didn’t move from her spot on Solomiya’s lap, she did give a shy wave. It seemed the young one really was opening up.

“Oh, no, no! Don’t worry,” Lisbeth answered as she picked up Polina and gave her one good swing around before setting her back on her feet. “She’s going to be fine; she’s just sleeping things off with the healer.”

Solomiya nodded, relief clear across her face. Lisbeth wished that death wasn’t so prevalent in the minds of the younger ones, but she supposed that was just how it was being an orphan in Upper Kyerchov. “That is good to hear. You know, I expected⁠—”

She didn’t quite get the sentence out, and that was because a high-pitched squeal sounded from down the hall. A moment later, Lisbeth’s door flew open, and a streak of multiple colors raced toward her.

“Flit!” she cried, throwing open her arms.

That was all her little dragon needed to launch herself into Lisbeth’s embrace, but the little bugger didn’t stay in the young girl’s grasp, not at all. It definitely seemed like her energy was more than overflowing as she raced all over her guardian’s body. Clawing her way up to Lisbeth’s shoulder only to hop on top of her head, staying there for less than a breath before shimmying down Lisbeth's back to end up on the floor again. It didn’t end there, of course, as the dragon jumped right back up. It was impressive, and a little bit painful, but Lisbeth was just happy to see her dragon again.

“Hey there, friend,” she murmured once Flit head calmed down enough to actually be petted. “I missed you too.”

And it was true. Lisbeth had not slept well in the four hours she had before it was a reasonable time to go check on Vanka and see if her escort was ready to take her back to the boardinghouse. She was eager to get back under the covers, but she recognized that that wouldn't actually be restful until her dragon was by her side and everyone at the boardinghouse was updated on things.

“I'm going to be staying with Vanka while she's being seen by the healer. I don't know how long that will be, but likely a couple of days at least and a couple of weeks at most.”

Lisbeth had expected a whine, or even confusion as to why, but Solomiya just nodded. “That makes sense. I don’t think it's wise to leave a foreigner alone in the care of any noble, let alone Villy’s father, so it will be better with you by her side.”

Huh, well, that was surprisingly reasonable. Solomiya had always had a good head on her shoulders, but when had she started to sound so grownup? Lisbeth was pretty sure that everyone around her needed to stop that for a moment so she could catch up. Everything seemed to be happening all at once, and it was a little overwhelming.

“What are you going to do about Flit, though? I assume you're not leaving her here.”

“No, definitely not,” Lisbeth said, trying not to sound insulted. It was one thing to leave her dragon alone for a few hours while the dead of night transitioned to the morning, it was another thing entirely to leave her charge behind for multiple days in a row, or even a week. “I don't know if she would ever forgive me.”

“I think eventually she would, but it would definitely do a lot of damage. Are you worried about her being seen?”

“Villy has assured me that his father rarely leaves his own wing unless it’s for social engagements, and that the servants are not allowed in my room without knocking, so it should be fairly safe.” Of course, “fairly safe” was not a guarantee, and Lisbeth knew that. She was risking her precious Flit being discovered, but considering several blunders she had made so far, it wouldn't be the worst risk she'd taken since finding her reptile charge.

“Fingers crossed he's correct in that. If anything happens...” Solomiya drifted off, like she felt guilty about the words that had been about to exit her mouth. But Lisbeth had a pretty good idea of what the young girl was likely about to say.

“Don't worry. I know a couple of ways of escaping the manor and getting back home if anything were to happen.”

The young girl nodded, and there was that expression of relief again. As stressed as Lisbeth was, as overwhelmed as she was, sometimes it seemed like Solomiya had it so much worse. True, she didn't scrap or do a lot more of the riskier tasks, but she still consistently sold her hair to nobility to be made into fancy wigs for their stupid parties and galas, as well as handled a majority of the cooking and other household chores that were a bit too involved for the younger ones. If Lisbeth was the supply runner of the boardinghouse, then Solomiya was the glue.

“Artem and Saesha are out back. You should make sure to check in with them. Katyana is out, and I believe the elders are sleeping. But if it makes you feel better, I don't think that they noticed you'd left.”

That was one of the few unintentional bonuses of having permanent residents in the house who were in their twilight years. As awful as things could be sometimes in the slums, they often went right over Miss Mykhaila and Mr. Oleksander’s heads. Silver linings and all that. Although Lisbeth wasn't really sure what was supposed to be lined in silver in that particular phrase.

“Alright, then.”

Lisbeth went about saying her good-byes, collecting her hugs from the little ones as she went. She explained that she would be back in a bit, and that Vanka wasn’t too badly injured but would need some time to recover, and the healer wanted to keep a close eye on her. Especially since Villy was footing the cost of it all.

The kids all seemed to take it fairly well. Lisbeth didn’t know why she was surprised by that, but it really was impressive how much they’d grown up. She remembered back when Polina would have a meltdown whenever anyone left the house anytime remotely close to lights out in Upper Kyerchov, or when Artem would sometimes try to secretly follow Katyana or Lisbeth. It didn’t seem all that long ago, but really, it was basically an entirely different lifetime.

All too soon, Lisbeth found herself gently coaxing Flit into a basket, then kissing the top of Polina’s head.

“You’ll come back to visit if her healing takes forever, right?” the littlest of them asked, her big, brown eyes impossibly wide.

“Of course! And it won’t take forever, I promise. I’ll be back before you know it!”

“You suuuuure?”

“I’m sure, pinky swear.” Lisbeth offered her hooked little finger at that, and Polina looped her own around it.

“Pinky swear!”

“You need anything before I go, Solomiya?”

“No, I think I’m good,” the second eldest said, grinning. “Go save the world, Lisbeth.”

That startled a laugh out of her. “I’m hardly saving the world.”

“Says the girl who has her own magical pet dragon and saved the first foreigner to ever enter Kyerchov.”

“Hey, we don’t know that that’s a good thing yet.”

One of the girl’s eyebrows went up. “Why do you say that? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

Oh, so much. But Lisbeth wasn’t going to admit to that. If she ever told all the little ones even a quarter of her anxiety, they’d see her in an entirely different light. “No, nothing. Just don’t want to jinx anything.”

“…alright, then. Be safe.”

“You, too.”

With that, Lisbeth gave a little salute and headed out the door. Flit was surprisingly well-behaved, considering how hyper she had been when Lisbeth first entered the boardinghouse, but Lisbeth was most grateful for the reprieve.

Especially since she didn't want the two guards escorting her to catch on to the idea that something fishy was going on. She knew they likely had a natural distrust for her, being from the slums, and she didn't need to exacerbate that in any way, shape, or form.

Thankfully, they didn't try to be social with her on the journey back to Villy's home. They weren't rude either, talking to her when they needed to, which Lisbeth appreciated. She'd met plenty of people in her short life who were aggressive or obnoxious for no reason, so she was always grateful for those who just wanted to do their jobs and do them well.

Even though she was relatively safe in the care of two strapping guards, Lisbeth still found her gaze going to the roofline, as if trying to find someone waiting there with a crossbow. That really was a waste of energy more than anything else. There were so many buildings and so many different roof heights that there could be a sharpshooter anywhere, and she wouldn't have time to react before their arrow pierced her skull.

Needless to say, with such paranoia running through her head, it wasn't exactly the most pleasant walk back to the manor. She did manage to arrive without being pierced by any sort of bolt, and the guards delivered her right to the healer’s room.

It had only been an hour, maybe two, since Lisbeth had left, but she found herself gently knocking again, eager for an update on Vanka.

“Come in.”

Lisbeth did so, and she wasn't surprised to see the healer in the same position that she'd left the woman in—hunched over her desk furiously scribbling in a large notebook. Lisbeth had no idea what she was writing so intently, but it certainly seemed important.

“Any update?”

“I've treated you enough to know that you aren't normally this anxious, but I will let you know I am going to start limiting you to asking me that twice a day if this persists.” Although the woman's voice was firm, it was also playful. Born from the familiarity of the medic patching up Lisbeth more than a handful of times in the short while since Villy had been accepted back into his father's fold.

“That's completely fair," Lisbeth said in what she hoped was a diplomatic tone. “So, I'm taking it there are no updates?”

“No, but consider no updates a good thing. She's likely to wake up around noon or a bit later, and I’m going to see about getting some food into her. If she handles that well and can have a bowel movement on her own, I can have her escorted to whatever rooms the young lord has prepared for you.”

Lisbeth felt her curiosity peak up again. She didn’t know what she found so fascinating about the healing process, but it definitely intrigued her. “Why does she need to go to the bathroom?”

“Several of my medicines can be very difficult on the gut, and she took quite a blow to the head. If for whatever reason her ability to pass waste has been affected, that could lead to serious complications. Even death. So, we like to make sure that our patients will be able to handle at least that on their own.”

That did make sense, and now that Lisbeth thought about it, the healer had often made her wait until she went to the restroom as well. It was much more convenient to use the privy in the manor rather than an outhouse, but it also felt strangely close to other people. Or maybe that was just because Lisbeth wasn't used to it.

Either way, she was more than happy to hear that there hadn't been some sudden, drastic downturn in Vanka's health. She could get on board with no news being good news.

“Would you mind terribly if I popped in around the noonday meal?”

“No, not at all. In fact, it'll save me time in sending someone to fetch you if she does wake. I imagine that she'll want you nearby. I am, after all, a stranger.”

“Understood, I'll make sure I'm here. I just need to put my…things in my room.”

The healer waved Lisbeth off, and she hurried to her quarters, basket clutched close to her chest. She probably shouldn't have risked such an extensive conversation with the woman while holding Flit, but she was also wary of leaving her dragon alone in her room before going to check on her foreign friend.

Was “friend” even the right word? It felt wrong to be suspicious of a friend, or need to be warned against one, and yet when Lisbeth thought of who she spent the most time with recently, who she laughed with and talked to, it was Vanka.

Ugh, more complications. It seemed her life was growing ever fuller with them, and it didn’t look like it was going away any time soon.
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The medic was right on the money with her estimation. Vanka woke about an hour after Lisbeth showed up to mill around for a bit in the healer’s chambers. At first, she was pretty sure Flit wasn’t going to let her leave the room without insisting on coming along, but after the dragon spent several hours thoroughly inspecting every square inch of space and then seeing all the best spots she could glide down from, the little thing passed out right on Lisbeth’s pillow and was gently wheezing. Lisbeth had never really known a snore to be cute, but it certainly was whenever Flit did it.

To her credit, Vanka handled her wakeup very well. Mostly she just wanted water at first, but once she was hydrated, she seemed much more amenable to being brought up to date on what her situation was—that she needed to eat and relieve herself before she would be taken to the private chamber she was sharing with Lisbeth.

Maybe it was Lisbeth’s imagination, but Vanka did look quite pleased upon hearing that. Then again, she had every right to. Although the healer’s cot wasn’t uncomfortable per se, it certainly didn’t hold up compared to the mattress Lisbeth had dozed on for several hours earlier.

From there, Vanka was given food, and a couple of hours after that, she did indeed fulfill all the requirements the healer had. Two aides came to help Vanka to their room. Lisbeth was relieved it wasn’t any of the guards. Although they’d been polite, she couldn’t help that they made her nervous. Something about stern, grown men in armor, she was sure. Even though she’d never been attacked outright by one, or even indirectly injured, she couldn’t help her apprehension. Maybe it was just because they reminded her of her father.

…maybe that was a stone she would be better off not overturning.

Father issues aside, they made it to the room without incident, and the sigh that Vanka let out as she sank into her mattress was downright decadent. Hmmm, did barbarians have nice beds? Because while the woman seemed very happy to be on such a soft and supportive surface, she didn’t look shocked out of her mind. That led Lisbeth to believe she had some sort of experience with a plush mattress already.

Huh. Maybe Lisbeth would ask about it once the woman was feeling better. Although a lot of her swelling had gone down, she was still pretty beat up. Both of her eyes were blackened, and her lip was still split, although it looked like the dried blood had all been cleared off and a shiny sort of ointment applied. Impressive stuff to have stuck around even after the woman had eaten a meal.

Once the woman was settled, exhaustion swamped Lisbeth and she clambered into her own bed, gently lifting Flit from her pillow so she had a place to rest her head. The little dragon grumbled but soothed instantly when Lisbeth tucked the little one into the crook of her arm where she was supposed to go. Finally, things felt a bit right again, and Lisbeth let herself sink into unconsciousness. Was she ruining her sleep schedule? Most definitely. But maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to sleep when the manor was busiest and wake when it was quiet.

Yeah, that didn’t sound like a bad plan at all.


Chapter 9

Downtime


“Alright, Flit. Now, jump!”

The tiny, multicolored dragon leaped up in the air, going from the ground to nearly Lisbeth’s waist in one push of her legs.

“Good job! What a good girl!” Lisbeth cried while offering a tiny piece of dried eel. Flit gobbled it down happily, nearly choking on it in her rush to swallow. “Hey, you gotta chew, silly.”

“She does very love food,” Vanka remarked, not even looking up from the book she was dutifully studying. Lisbeth was pretty sure that it was far too advanced for the woman, but she seemed intent enough so who was Lisbeth to interrupt that.

“I would say either ‘she does so love food’ or ‘she very much loves food,’” Lisbeth corrected, although the words still sounded a bit clunky in her mouth. For a moment, she had a flash of insecurity, wondering if she was leading Vanka astray. After all, it wasn’t like Lisbeth was particularly well-spoken herself. What if she was teaching Vanka wrong?

Well… What if? It wasn’t like sounding poor would put Vanka at that much of a disadvantage considering she was very obviously a foreigner. As long as she could communicate better with those in the boardinghouse, that was what mattered.

“She loves food very much?” the woman responded, her sentence plenty tentative.

“Ah yes! That’s very good. Sounds natural.”

Vanka smiled, and with that genuinely pleased grin, it was hard to believe that the woman could ever be nefarious. Maybe she wasn’t and what Lisbeth and Katyana were sensing was just the woman’s warrior nature. Just because she knew how to fight didn’t mean that she would abuse those skills to hurt the innocent.

“Thank you.”

“You’re more than welcome!”

“More…welcome?” Oops, it seemed that Lisbeth had gotten a little ahead of herself. Slang was definitely the most difficult part of learning a language.

“It’s an extra special way to say you’re welcome. Like a super you’re welcome.”

“Ah, I understand.”

The woman returned to her book, and it seemed that Flit had run out of patience, because the little reptile let out a reproachful little chirp. Oh, right. Lisbeth was in the middle of trying to train the baby into learning a few tricks. Even if she could never fly, Lisbeth figured having a well-trained dragon was pretty key if she wanted to hide said dragon long-term.

“Okay, pretty girl. Jump!”

Flit did so again, pulling off the motion smoothly. Once she landed, she looked almost primly up at Lisbeth, her eyelids closing sideways. Lisbeth was kinda getting used to that, after several months together, as long as she didn’t think too hard about how strange it looked.

“Alright, ready? Shoulder!” Lisbeth took a tiny piece of meat from the platter beside her and placed it on her right shoulder. Flit’s head tilted as she puzzled it out, but Lisbeth just calmly repeated herself while occasionally tapping her shoulder.

A minute or so later, Flit lowered herself almost flat to the ground, her backside wiggling. She almost seemed to be calibrating like a steam-tumbler, building up power until she leaped impressively high, managing to latch onto the middle of Lisbeth’s shirt and scurry all the way up to the young girl’s shoulder. There, Flit gobbled the piece of meat down with her usual enthusiasm, sitting comfortably like the queen of the castle.

Er…queen of the shoulder?

“Very good, Flit! Now, down!” Lisbeth chucked a small piece of fruit to the ground, and Flit went after that one too with gusto. “You’re doing so well! What a good girl, my very, very good girl.”

Flit looked like she was pleased at the praise, or maybe that was just the food. Sometimes, it was difficult to tell with her. Lisbeth didn’t think she’d ever seen her dragon in an actually bad mood. Only the occasional tiff about something she was sore about, like Lisbeth not holding her enough or stopping her from eating enough to make her puke.

“You ready for the next part?” Flit barked excitedly, and Lisbeth decided to make use of all the space allowed to them. She and Vanka were in the same tucked-away library that had become familiar to her, Villy having led them to it after breakfast was delivered to their room.

Lisbeth had most certainly thought that her best friend would have stuck around, but he excused himself, saying he had matters to attend to. Lisbeth did believe him, although she wondered what he could be up to. Etiquette lessons? Social tea? It sounded exhausting.

“Alright, follow me!”

With that, Lisbeth took off, running down one of the book aisles. It was an inverse of the last time when she’d been the one chasing the dragon around the shelves, but much more fun considering that it was intentional.

“Come on! Come get me!”

Flit let out more happy barks and for once, Lisbeth didn’t have to worry about her being overheard by a neighbor or passing stranger. According to Villy, no servants would be by before lights out unless she or Vanka specifically rang for them by the tugging the thick rope attached to the bell hanging beside the door.

So Lisbeth ran, and Flit chased, the latter climbing up shelves and gliding down, bounding in great big leaps, while Lisbeth did her best to make the chase fun. She dodged, doubled back, juked, and dived. Was it over the top? Perhaps. But it was fun, and both of them were panting hard by the time Flit finally got the hunk of meat Lisbeth had been holding.

“You. Are. Amazing,” Lisbeth breathed proudly. Was it as exhilarating as training her dragon how to fly? No. But it was wonderful seeing her little girl learn and grow.

Well, the growing part was more metaphorical than literal, but maybe in a few months, Flit would end up the size of a small dog instead of a large cat.

Maybe.

“See?” Vanka asked, drawing Lisbeth’s attention in her direction.

“See what?”

“It’s not so bad here, is it?”

Although the woman was right, something about that question soured Lisbeth’s pleasant mood a bit. Even though it was a very well-formed question and proof that Lisbeth’s teachings were at least somewhat effective, it didn’t quite sit right with her. Like bad meat after a relatively decent meal.

“There are certainly upsides.”

The woman just nodded, seemingly oblivious to Lisbeth’s discomfort. “I bet will be more. Just wait.”

Lisbeth didn’t answer. Mostly because she was stuck in the manor as long as Vanka was being monitored, so waiting was just about all she had to do.
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Days passed slowly, cushioned by the ease that came from life in a manor. Lisbeth’s only responsibilities were taking care of Flit and teaching Vanka more language. She didn’t have to clean, cook, or tend to any of the children.

It was…strange.

She realized that most people would probably love to have a week of total respite, with no tasks to speak of, but honestly, it wasn’t going great for her. She felt itchy in her own skin, like it was too tight for her body. It felt like there was something ominous perpetually hanging above her head, like some sort of invisible hammer just waiting to be dropped.

It wasn’t pleasant, and she didn’t know if it was because of the fact that she could potentially run into Lord Maelfic at any moment when she was in the halls, or because of her worry about being in the noble area when she’d made such a strong deal with her father again to stay out, or the way Vanka seemed to be settling in like luxury was a life she was accustomed to. That didn’t fit in with any of Lisbeth’s ideas of her, which was…disquieting, to say the least.

Or maybe it was all three along with Lisbeth’s familiarity with some terrible surprise always waiting right around the corner. She’d been trained to be paranoid, especially lately, and peace just seemed to make it worse.

At least Vanka was healing beautifully. It didn’t even seem like she was going to scar. The healer had remarked once or twice that the woman was quite lucky that her wounds had all landed in non-vital areas. Sure, they had hurt plenty and had done quite a bit of damage, but they'd been far enough away from her brain, eyes, and anything else important to avoid any sort of permanent impairment.

Lisbeth knew that she couldn’t say the same for herself. She was pretty sure that her calf was going to ache whenever there was a storm in the ruins of Kyer above. Now she knew why Katyana always tended to walk with a limp whenever there was crazy weather going on inside the Void. Well, she’d always known in the abstract, but now she was experiencing it firsthand. She knew it was still healing, but she didn’t have much hope for the pain ever vanishing entirely.

When she stopped to think about it, so many of the poor had their own little aches and pains to deal with that just amplified their trials. Wounds and old injuries stacked upon each other through decades of work and struggle. Did the nobles have anything like that? Old wounds that would make themselves known even years later with a vicious, persistent sort of ache? Lisbeth didn't think so.

“So, I hear that I am losing my two favorite people tomorrow?”

Lisbeth looked at the library door even though she already knew it was Villy. His voice was unique to him and always would be, tied to so many important memories in Lisbeth’s mind.

Although they hadn’t been able to see each other every day while Lisbeth and Vanka were occupying the manor, they had spent more time together in the past week than they had probably for the entire previous year. It was nice, that was for certain, but Lisbeth did miss her personal space. There was no such thing as quiet when Villy was around. Almost like he was making up for all those years of silence while he was barely clinging to life, too weak to talk, let alone sit up or eat. Lisbeth loved that for him, she really did. She liked that he had enough energy to do what he wanted and not just lay in a miserable pile of cold sweat, and she certainly didn’t want him to be in pain all the time, or one thin hair from passing over to the other side.

But sometimes, only sometimes, she just wanted a break. Her social energy just couldn't keep up with her best friend’s.

“You make it sound like we're dying,” Lisbeth said with a chuckle, trying to lighten the mood.

“Oh, so that not just me being wrong?” Vanka asked, still working her way through the same book she had picked up on her first day in the library. Not that Lisbeth was surprised it took that long; it was a complicated book, after all. She was just impressed at the woman's fortitude and persistence. Perhaps it helped her feel like she was keeping her mind sharp, given that her body largely required her to sit around and do nothing. Vanka had been pretty active at the boardinghouse, either learning language, making food, or attending to the little ones. “I thought he was saying we be dead.”

“Saying we are dead, and no, you're absolutely right. That's totally how it came across.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I should have known not to be metaphorical around you two. I swear, you are some of the most literal people I know.”

“I do you not understand. I am literally people, yes.”

It was hard not to laugh at that one, although Lisbeth always tried hard not to get amusement from any mistakes Vanka made. She didn't want to discourage someone or come across like she was mocking her. “He’s saying we often take things at face value.”

“…are faces valuable here? You sell faces?”

Oh, boy.

“You know what…” Villy said, flopping into the chair beside Lisbeth. “You’re right. Sometimes, it's good to just say what you mean and mean what you say.”

“Yes. Because otherwise, that's lying.”

Vanka said it so bluntly that Lisbeth couldn't help but chuckle this time. She had never agreed with someone's idle remark so thoroughly. Thankfully, Villy didn't look upset by the whole misunderstanding, just chagrined.

“Anyway,” Lisbeth said quickly before they got sidetracked by anything else. “You're not losing us. We're going to be at the same boardinghouse that you've been visiting more often for a while. You know you're welcome to drop by whenever.”

“I know, I know. Perhaps it was foolhardy of me, but some part of me did hope that after staying here for a while and seeing that this isn't the hellscape that both you and Katyana have imagined, you might have been more amenable to staying for a while. But it seems like you're just as eager to go as ever.”

Poor Villy. Poor, poor, Villy. Lisbeth felt for him. It was clear that he was enjoying having people he could be himself around, where he didn't have to worry about composure, etiquette, or even properly speaking all the time. She wished that he could have that more often, but it also seemed like he completely missed how uncomfortable she was every day. Lisbeth didn’t think that she was all that good at hiding it…was she?

Did she like having a giant, soft mattress? Of course she did! Did she like getting to eat delicious food at all hours of the day? Absolutely. Did she enjoy having more room and time to train as well as bond with her little dragon? Without a doubt. But that didn't mean she wanted to stay in the manor. It was just far too much risk, even compared against all of the reward.

“I’m needed at home," was all that Lisbeth could say. Maybe she should be more upfront and honest with Villy. Tell him her deepest thoughts and worries so he could truly understand. She didn't know if it was her or him, but there was just too much of a barrier between them. One that she couldn't drop and be completely vulnerable around. In truth, it often felt like the only one she could tell everything that was on her mind to was Flit. Sure, her dragon wouldn't be able to understand the complexities of what she was saying, but the little one never looked at her differently, never judged her. Just listened intently and was happy to be in Lisbeth's presence.

Especially if she had food.

“I'm well aware. And trust me, I'm not trying to convince you. I've come to terms with it. I just have to be honest that I did hope you would reconsider, that maybe it was just fear of the unknown that kept you away. But even with a week spent being taken care of and not having to worry about all the fears you have in Upper Kyerchov, you still don't wanna be here. That is the most firm no you could ever give, and I do wanna respect that.” His green, always incredibly green eyes, flicked to Lisbeth, and there was so much contained within them. Maybe even too much. Sometimes, Lisbeth was impressed by Villy’s capacity to feel, because she felt like she would be constantly overwhelmed with everything going on within her friend. “But it does hurt.”

Lisbeth was so uncomfortable. Not just because she didn't want her friend to be in pain and was sad that she’d caused it, but also because Vanka was just a few feet away intently listening. While the woman’s grasp of the language still wasn't anywhere near fluent, she certainly caught more and more every day. It felt a bit like being too exposed in front of a predator, and then Lisbeth felt guilty all over again for thinking that the woman was a predator when she hadn't done a single thing wrong and had, in fact, helped everyone in the house.

“I'm sorry.”

“No, no, you have nothing to apologize for. I'm just sharing my emotions with you. One thing I hate about this new life of mine is how everyone seems to talk this sort of double-speak. They can never just say what they mean. They always layer it with other things or bury it or even sometimes say the opposite. But with you, it's never like that. I can say things even if they're inconvenient. Even if they make me seem weak. Sometimes you'll disagree with me, but you'll always listen to me.”

Lisbeth's heart squeezed in her chest. She'd had no idea that her best friend was also struggling with that particular aspect of the nobility. It was one that she herself had run into plenty since she was little and was probably one of her greatest sources of agitation in any interaction with a noble. She was sure that the royals were much the same, not that she had ever interacted with anyone from the palace.

“No matter what, I will always listen,” Lisbeth agreed, holding out her hand. She meant for her friend to take it, for them to interlace their fingers and perhaps even give a couple of squeezes of assurance. Instead, Villy took her hand and pulled her into a hug, his arms wrapping around her and squeezing tightly.

Since when had he gotten to be so strong? Lisbeth was pretty sure that she could feel both the muscles of his bicep and forearm against her. She really needed to stop thinking of her best friend as an invalid who was barely clinging to life. It was clear that version of him was long gone, and she needed to stop expecting to find clues to it. Villy was a healthy, active young man now and wealthy to boot.

She was happy for him. Really happy. Things were just…complicated.

“Thank you, Lisbeth. I hope you know how much you mean to me. I wouldn't have any of this without you.”

“I don’t know about that last part, but I do think I have at least an idea of how much our friendship means to the both of us.”

“Don't worry, I'm certain enough about that last part for us both.”

“I’m sure you are.”

Although the hug lasted a little longer than Lisbeth would have liked, Villy did eventually let her go, but instead of stepping away, he rested his hands on her shoulders, sort of keeping her in place while he studied her face.

“You’re a good person, Lisbeth. Most of the time, I feel like you don't see it, so I’ll just keep repeating it until it sinks in.”

There was a weight to his words that Lisbeth hadn't expected, and she felt herself flush. Good person? No, she wasn't quite sure of that. But, with all she'd done to learn and grow since she'd first ended up on the streets, she did believe that she was a person who at least tried to do good. And that had to matter for something.

“Don’t waste your breath,” she retorted, rolling her eyes. The banter probably would have continued, but Vanka suddenly cleared her throat, drawing their attention away from each other and to the foreign woman.

“I will miss you house,” she said firmly, as if she had been thinking about her words for a couple of minutes. She probably had, actually. For all Lisbeth knew, the woman had been patiently waiting for her turn to speak and had accidentally ended up drawn into a friendship bonding moment as an unexpected spectator. She’d handled it pretty well, all things considered.

“Your house,” Lisbeth gently corrected automatically, the act long since having become second nature.

“I will miss your house.”

“Aw, well, at least someone appreciates my hospitality!” Villy said with all the mock drama he loved to add into things whenever he was being facetious. “It seems the luxuries in life are wasted on some people.”

“They’re not wasted,” Lisbeth argued. “I just don’t like all the fine print that comes along with it.”

“Fine print?” That was Vanka, of course.

“Small writing.”

“Ah, I see. Trickery.”

“Well, that’s not what my father would call it,” Villy cut in.

“I don’t think that’s the convincing argument that you think it is,” Lisbeth shot back. Villy just stuck out his tongue, and Lisbeth liked the fact that no matter what trauma she and her friend went through, they still often defaulted to childhood comebacks. There was something simplistic about them that made them much more fun than they had any right to be.

“Excuse you,” Villy started, puffing out his chest like he was about to break into another impassioned monologue. Lisbeth knew that theater acting was largely considered a job for folks from Middle Kyerchov, but she’d always thought that Villy had a knack for it.

“Dirty,” Vanka cut in quickly, defaulting back to that firm tone she sometimes used with the children when they were acting particularly rambunctious. Lisbeth liked to think of it as her “herding cats” tone and was fairly amused that the woman felt the need to use it on Villy.

“Um, pardon me, ma’am?”

“Your house is lovely. Everything lovely. But after days, I feel dirty. I would hope to…to…wash?”

“‘Wash’ is correct,” Lisbeth supplied. “And you could also say ‘to bathe.’”

Vanka nodded, seemingly pleased that she’d been correct on the first try. Lisbeth was surprised at the sentiment, however. Not because she’d thought that Lisbeth didn’t know what bathing was, but she’d never mentioned wanting one at the boardinghouse. She was pretty sure that her friend got far dirtier dealing with the children, chickens, and couple of small grow boxes than she did here.

“Oh, I can have one of the servants show you to the hot spring baths, if you want!”

Right, somehow Lisbeth had forgotten about those, which, now that she remembered their existence, was a right shame. Sure, while she didn’t really want to be naked around others in Maelfic Manor, she’d only ever been in a hot springs once and very much wanted to experience them again. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so relaxed, and she was sure that her healing body would certainly enjoy it.

“No, no. Not now. Tonight, before our sleep, perhaps? Enjoy reading now.”

“Uh, sure. It’ll be inappropriate for me to be out and about the manor with both of you toward lights out, but I can have a servant escort you.”

Lisbeth didn’t miss Vanka’s frown, and she figured it was some sort of discomfort at the idea of someone she wasn’t familiar with knowing that the foreigner would be both alone and naked.

“Why don’t you show me now and then I can just escort her later?” Lisbeth offered, wanting to be helpful.

“Oh, sure. I suppose that could work.”

“Would you watch Flit for a few minutes?” Lisbeth asked Vanka.

“Of course. I watch. Thank you, Lisbeth.”

“It’s no problem, really.”

And it wasn’t. As much as Lisbeth was struggling with vacillating feelings between being grateful and being suspicious toward the foreign woman, she did enjoy helping where she could. She had thought she would be much more needed while Vanka was healing, but she’d mostly just been keeping company and occasionally picking things up if they fell off a table or bed. And considering how much Flit hopped around the furniture, that was actually pretty often.

“One last adventure before dinner then,” Villy said, offering his arm. Lisbeth took it, but she couldn’t help but wonder what his servants would think about the physical contact. He’d spoken about how he had to be proper around nobles just moments ago, but to Lisbeth he still seemed so true to himself. “Shall we?”

“By all means, lead the way.”


Chapter 10

Cleanliness is Next to Godliness


“It’s right this way. Villy said there would be towels, soaps, and all sorts of oils there for whatever we need.”

“Wonderful.”

Lisbeth had half-expected for her and Vanka to go straight to the baths in the lower floors of the manor right after dinner, when Villy dismissed himself to “attend to some matters with his father,” but the foreign woman had procrastinated quite a bit until well after lights out. Lisbeth had just guessed that she was very involved with the book she had been working on for the past week and had almost fallen asleep, sure that the woman was far too caught up in whatever she was reading.

But no, Vanka most definitely hadn’t. She’d closed her book with authority and startled Lisbeth out of the contemplation she’d allowed herself to sink into. The woman had announced that she was ready for her relaxation, and now the two of them were headed toward the distant area, nightclothes draped over their arms.

Lisbeth hadn’t been quite sure she wanted to join at first, but once she realized that she would be insane to miss out on an opportunity to experience a naturally occurring hot spring again, she was much more amenable to the idea.

They passed quietly down a couple more staircases and then a few halls. It was still mind-boggling just how expansive the manor was, and the fact that it was just one of perhaps the three dozen or so that occupied all of Lower Kyerchov before the final depth where the palace was. Meanwhile, all the population of Upper Kyerchov occupied much less space. What few nobles and sympathizers Lisbeth spoke to always argued it was because the middle and lower parts of the caves as well as the palace were built hundreds of years after Upper Kyerchov, and maybe there was some credence to that statement, but Lisbeth was pretty sure that wasn’t the main reason.

No, she was fairly certain she knew exactly what the real reasons were.

“So you’ve been in a hot spring bath before?” she asked as they strolled, the manor entirely too quiet around her. It wasn’t the first time Lisbeth had been walking around after lights out, but it was certainly the farthest she’d ever walked into the depths of this massive residence.

“Yes. Home had couple.”

“Oh, it did?”

“Yes. Why surprised?”

Vanka sure knew how to ask questions when Lisbeth least expected it. “Hmm, I don't want this to come across poorly, but your description of barbarian life is a lot different than what I've been taught it’s like.”

“Barbarian? What does this word mean?”

Ah. For some reason, Lisbeth hadn't thought about a barbarian not knowing the word that the people of Kyerchov used to describe them. It made sense that she didn't know, because how would she? But Lisbeth had never taken a second or two to consider that before.

“Barbarians, you know. Your people. That’s the word we use to describe people outside of Kyerchov. You know, kind of like enemies. Or savages.”

“Savages?” The woman repeated, sounding surprisingly indignant. Her face twisted into an expression that Lisbeth wasn’t used to seeing on it. “You compare me to Aeotarai?”

“Aye-ee-oh-what?” Lisbeth asked, completely bewildered. What word had the woman even been trying to say? Lisbeth couldn't think of one in her native language that sounded anything like that.

The woman’s strange reaction was gone almost the moment it began. “Nothing. Is unimportant.”

Lisbeth very much doubted that was nothing, but it wasn’t like she was going to interrogate Vanka while they were on their way to maybe become a little more relaxed than usual. “Ah.”

That seemed to kill off the rest of the conversation until they reached the heavy alabaster doors to the hot spring baths. Lisbeth didn't know if they were made out of the actual expensive stone or some sort of dupe, but that didn't really matter to her. What mattered was that whoever had designed the room had been incredibly purposeful in making the overly ornate entrance. She could feel herself starting to get judgmental about how much money this stupid thing probably cost versus how much it would cost to feed an entire family in the slums, so she bullied her thoughts right past that. No need to work herself up. She would have plenty of time to worry about the injustices of her home when she didn’t have a heated bath at her disposal.

“Here we are!”

Vanka didn't say anything, but she did give a nod of approval as she looked around. For some reason, her previous words were sticking out to Lisbeth, poking at her mind much more than they probably should. For a flashing moment, quicker than a breath, the woman had looked so repulsed. Lisbeth couldn't understand why. Vanka didn't know enough about the native language of Kyerchov to understand the negative connotation of the word barbarian, and Lisbeth had no idea what the word she used was referring to, so the whole thing was just confusing.

Perhaps it was better to just not think of it and chalk it up to a language barrier issue.

Yes, that made the most sense to Lisbeth, especially as she began to strip to get into the warm water. Even standing beside the deep pool that was carved into the rock, she could feel the heavy and pleasant steam against her skin. It was warm and soothing, coaxing her to relax in a way she rarely could.

It was only as she was stepping into the pool that she realized just how sore she was. After so many days of not doing much besides playing with Flit and occasionally helping Vanka, she had thought that her body was fairly well recuperated.

She was wrong.

The way her muscles began to unknit themselves, and the throbbing parts of her body settled, nearly took her breath away. That sensation of relaxation only increased as she waded further and found one of the submerged seats within the pool to perch on.

“Oils?” Vanka asked from where she sat at the edge. Her legs were hanging over the side to soak her feet, and Lisbeth wondered if the older woman was a bit more sensitive to temperature. After all, the Void was supposed to be an incredibly cold place with no light to warm it other than the liquid fire that poured from the earth's core in certain areas. Not that it mattered, but Lisbeth just had so many questions about the mysterious foreign woman.

“I wouldn't say no to lavender if they have it,” Lisbeth said, already having forgotten about the luxurious oils that she never could hope to afford on her own. “Or fickle root. I hear that's supposed to be very good for inflammation.”

That was actually a fact she'd learned from Mads during one of the several times she interacted with the older woman. It wasn't one of the more common fungi that grew in the caves, usually having to be purposefully cultivated by some of the mycologists in Middle and Lower Kyerchov, but it certainly was useful.

“They have both.”

“Then I think I will be greedy and take both,” Lisbeth chuckled. Of course she wasn't actually being greedy, and she knew that, but using two expensive oils at once was certainly not something that someone in her social class would normally be able to do. She was well aware that nobles likely did it most days without ever even batting an eye. They really did live in different worlds.

“It's not greedy. It’s using resources given.”

Yet another sentence that probably should have just been a throwaway bit of conversation, but for some reason, it stuck out in Lisbeth's mind. Maybe because it was so different from her own personal view of things. Maybe it was because she was struggling with her paranoia again. Who could say? Certainly not her. And that was why she took both oils with a quiet “thank you” and poured a bit into her palm, mixing them together before happily applying them to her skin.

The two of them sat quietly for a long while. Long enough that Flit clawed her way out of the basket she had been soundly sleeping in and began to look around.

“Hey there, little one, do you like the water?”

“Some dragons swim,” Vanka said as she began to slowly unbraid her hair from the bun she had put it in. If anyone had noticed just how starkly white the woman's tresses were, they hadn't commented. That was mostly because it was only the healer who saw Vanka, as the woman tried to keep her hood up in the few times she was not safely nestled in their rooms, the library, or the healer’s chambers.

“Really?”

“Absolutely. And usually smaller ones.”

Well, Flit was certainly small. Lisbeth patted the water, watching her dragon with keen interest. “It’s safe, you see? You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to, but you’re more than welcome!”

Flit came right up to the edge of the pool, little nostrils flaring so adorably. If someone a year ago would have told Lisbeth that she’d find something that basically looked like a very large cave lizard dipped in paint with wings glued on “adorable,” she would have thought they were insane. But that was exactly what she thought every time she looked at her little charge.

There was definitely a small side of Lisbeth who wanted to just grab her dragon and pull the tiny thing into her arms so they could experience the bath together, but she knew that there were certain choices her dragon needed to make for herself. Whether or not she was going to jump into a hot spring definitely seemed like one of them. They would never be able to build trust together if Lisbeth surprised her with nasty shocks like that.

After a couple of minutes and a few more words of encouragement, Flit backed up, wiggled her tail, and then took a running leap forward, splashing as close to Lisbeth as she could. For a horrifying second, the dragon plunged under, a multicolored rock sinking straight toward the pool floor. Lisbeth dove forward immediately, intending to help her little one out of the water and smother her with kisses, but before she could even so much as touch the reptile, Flit was already bobbing back to the surface.

“There you are!” Lisbeth cried in relief, stretching her arms out to her scaled friend. Her dragon clearly wasn't worried at all, however. She slowly began to paddle forward, her tongue lolling out of her mouth in what Lisbeth had long since identified as a dragon smile. “Oh, you really do like this, don't you?”

Flit let out a bark that had to be an affirmative and finally reached for Lisbeth, curling up to her front. Wondering how far she could push things, Lisbeth reached out toward Vanka. “Hey, would you mind tossing me a washcloth while you're sitting there?”

“I can do that. Is no issue.”

No, the only issue would be if Lisbeth would be able to catch it or not considering she was supporting Flit’s bottom with her dominant hand. Thankfully, she'd had more than her fair share of hand-eye coordination practice with all of her scrapping, and she did manage to catch it. More than a bit fascinated, she poured a little bit of oil into the cloth and began to slowly polish Flit’s tiny scales.

“What do you think of that?” she asked, as always, like Flit could respond in kind. “Do you like that?”

Naturally, the dragon didn't reply with words, but she did let out a sound that was almost like a purr, and a ripple went through her scaled hide in time with Lisbeth’s strokes. It was too cute, and yet the young woman somehow managed not to combust. But just when Lisbeth thought her dragon couldn't get any more relaxed, Flit’s eyes did the sideways blink, telling her that her charge was indeed blissed out.

What a wonderful thing to discover.

Lisbeth took her time, slowly polishing every section of Flit’s back, and then her sides, then her shoulders, neck, and head. By the time she flipped her dragon over the way one might cradle a baby, Flit was nearly unconscious, completely boneless. If it wasn't for the subtle rise and fall of her chest, Lisbeth might have thought she was dead.

It was just too adorable, and Lisbeth couldn't help but think that even if her dragon stayed this tiny forever, it would be pretty wonderful. There was something special about taking care of the tiny creature that had already saved her life once. Like she was paying back a debt that no one could put a price on.

It felt right.

Lisbeth was lost to both her thoughts and her task as Vanka got into the water. Considering that the woman didn't start any conversation on her end, it seemed that she was alright with the silence. Granted, Lisbeth was talking occasionally, just not to the foreigner. Her words were directed toward her dragon. Words that she would be mortified if anyone else heard her say them.

She didn't know why she trusted Vanka to see her be so silly over a dragon. It wasn't like she exclusively trusted the woman. Maybe it was just that of all things, Vanka seemed to inherently understand what it was like to bond with a dragon.

Wait, had Vanka ever had a dragon?

She seemed to know an awful lot about them and how to train them. What if her enemies had killed her dragon? Or if she was separated? Lisbeth couldn't imagine being apart from Flit for more than a day or two, and she was sure the feeling would only intensify the longer they stayed together. She didn’t even want to think of what it would be like to be forced away from a creature that she might have spent years with.

Could that have happened to Vanka? She supposed so, but she also supposed that she was probably wasting her time contemplating all the possible stories that could have led Vanka to the situation she’d ended up in. It was better to just be patient rather than build up impossible ideas in her head.

Still, Lisbeth couldn't help but wonder, and not for the first time, she found herself anxiously hoping that Vanka would one day have enough grasp of the language to fully explain her origin story.

Because no matter what the finer details were, Lisbeth knew it was going to be a crazy tale.

She wasn't really sure how long they spent in the hot spring, but she knew it was long enough for her face to be flushed and her fingertips to be wrinkly. She had heard about such a thing happening before, but she'd never had the opportunity to bathe long enough to experience it. It made her giggle, fascinated with the way her fingers felt when she pressed them together.

As for Flit, the baby was soundly asleep for most of the experience. Not that Lisbeth minded. She loved that her little one felt safe around her. But when Vanka finally suggested that they return to their rooms, Lisbeth was extra careful to make sure she placed her dragon back in the basket without waking her up. Would that mean she likely would jolt into consciousness halfway through the night and run around their room like a whirling dervish? Possibly. But the risk was worth it.

Right as Lisbeth was almost finished drying herself off with the overly large towel that had been sitting on a steam-heated rack in a cabinet by the door, Vanka squinted at the wall.

“That say time?”

Lisbeth followed her gaze to see that the woman was looking at the steam-clock against the wall. She didn’t think there was a single one of those in Upper Kyerchov, but she’d spotted one or two in her father’s manor the couple of times she’d snuck in. She was also pretty sure she’d grabbed one or two broken ones out of the trash when she was still too young to go topside for scrapping.

“It does. It’s about four hours after lights out. There’s another three hours until morning.”

“Hmm, I see.” Lisbeth couldn’t quite say for certain, but it almost seemed like the woman was disappointed. “Let me braid hair.”

That just about stopped Lisbeth in the middle of wiping down her torso. “Pardon?”

“Your hair. You got it wet. Let me braid it. Protection, yes?”

Lisbeth furrowed her brow. While she wasn’t offended, she didn’t understand what the woman meant by protecting her hair. “What do you mean?”

Now it was Vanka’s turn to look confused. “Some other moniali had your hair. They braid it or, um, wear…cloths? To protect.”

“I don’t think I really understand.”

Strangely enough, Vanka’s look grew almost pitying. “No one teach you your hair?”

“I didn’t realize someone needed to teach me my hair.”

“I… I am not explaining well. Here, can I show?”

Although she was apprehensive, Lisbeth shrugged. “Sure, why not.”

“Okay, why not sit at pool? Soak feet?”

Lisbeth was half-tempted to say that she’d already dried off, but in reality, she wasn’t exactly opposed to pampering herself a bit more. Despite how long she’d already been in the bath, there were definitely certain parts of her that were still quite sore and wouldn’t mind a little more heat treatment.

Once she was settled, Vanka set a basket of supplies beside her before sitting right behind Lisbeth. She was a bit too close for comfort, but the young woman decided to wait and see what happened before she objected.

“Might hurt head a little. Let me know.”

Hurt her head? Wasn’t this supposed to be protective?

Despite the more paranoid part of her, Lisbeth didn’t object. Not when the woman grabbed a strange-looking comb from the basket that had been beside the warmed towels and began to carefully part Lisbeth’s hair.

The young woman knew that her hair was different from Katyana’s, and definitely from Solomiya’s, whose blond, almost-white waves were desperately wanted by nobles, but she’d never put much thought into it. While she wasn’t the only dark-skinned individual she knew, with Polina being a much deeper shade of earth than her, she had only been raised by people much lighter than her. People with very different hair.

It had taken Lisbeth a long time to realize that she needed to treat her hair differently than them. While they needed to scrub their scalps with sand and use willow ash to absorb some of the excess grease, Lisbeth needed to rub ointments or tallow into hers. Her curls had improved quite a lot since then.

Never in all of her years, however, had she imagined whatever Vanka was doing. She was parting Lisbeth’s hair in such a particular way, like the lines she was combing were of the utmost importance.

“Sorry,” she said after several long, quiet minutes. “Not very practice.”

“It’s okay. You don’t have to, you know.”

“I do not mind. But you want me stop?”

Did she? Lisbeth paused, considering how she actually felt. Although she wasn’t exactly comfortable, she wasn’t opposed. In fact, her curiosity was beginning to get the better of her.

“No, it’s okay. I trust you.”

What a loaded phrase. Was it a lie? Lisbeth didn’t like to think that she lied except when it was necessary, but she supposed she both did and didn’t trust Vanka. She didn’t think the woman would ever purposefully hurt her or any of the children, but she also didn’t think that the woman was being entirely honest. She was hiding things, and whether those things turned out to be detrimental or not remained to be seen.

The minutes ticked by with plenty of tugging, but nothing too painful. Eventually, the woman reached back into the basket and pulled out a hair ribbon before then working on the other side of Lisbeth’s head.

“What time now?” Vanka asked as she tugged the comb through Lisbeth’s hair.

“About twenty minutes since you last asked.”

“I see.”

The woman didn’t seem to increase or lower her speed despite her concern for what hour it was, so Lisbeth just guessed Vanka was either curious or just enjoyed having access to the actual time. In Upper Kyerchov, the only thing that really was consistent was the lighting and extinguishing of the lamps that lined the streets in some areas.

Whatever the reason for her query, the woman didn't ask again before she finished tying another hair ribbon to the second finished braid.

“There,” she said, sounding a bit proud of herself. “Feel. You can see when we at room. Look in the glass there.”

“Looking glass,” Lisbeth said idly as she patted her head. Sure, enough she could feel neat braids going down either side of her head to her shoulders, but they were different from the complicated fishtail braids she occasionally saw paler people wear. No, they felt curled in a very particular way, like each individual part of the braid had been purposefully twisted.

Suddenly, Lisbeth was strangely...excited? It was a strange feeling to have it about hair, but she couldn't deny that she was eager to see what it looked like.

“Looking glass,” Vanka repeated. “You ready?”

“Yup!”

With a bit more toweling off, Lisbeth began to get dressed in her nightclothes. A moment later, she heard a terse sentence from Vanka and turned back toward the woman to see if something was wrong.

“You okay over there?”

The woman turned to Lisbeth and held up her nightclothes, which had somehow gotten completely soaked. “I think I splash them?”

“Oh goodness, that's not great. Do you think you'll still be able to get into them?”

The woman seemed to consider it for a moment before shaking her head. Lisbeth couldn’t really blame her for that as they would be cold, clammy, and incredibly difficult to put on. “It is okay. I think I can wear towel. We just need to be sneaky.”

It certainly wasn't the craziest idea Lisbeth had ever heard, but as far as she could tell, Vanka seemed like a fairly modest woman who liked to cover up. It wasn't entirely possible for another servant to see them on their way to their rooms, and she didn't want the woman to be mortified by someone seeing her in such a state of undress.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I think is not big deal. What is worse that happened?”

“What is the worst that can happen.”

“Oh yes, that.”

Lisbeth shimmied into her own nightdress and draped a towel over her shoulders for warmth. Although the bath chambers were quite lovely and comfortingly toasty, she knew that the hallways and long walk back to the room would most certainly not be.

“Alright, then,” Lisbeth said, picking up the basket that Flit was still soundly asleep in. “Let's go.”

Together, the two of them strolled back the way they came. Lisbeth tried not to be too anxious to see what was going on with her head, but she couldn't deny that she was eager to look at her reflection. She felt strangely close to Vanka, even if it was just hair. What an interesting phenomenon.

It was when they were about halfway to their quarters by Lisbeth's estimate that Flit’s head popped out of the basket, the little dragon letting out a confused sort of warble.

“Hey, no, we’re almost back,” Lisbeth chided. “Just a little longer, okay?”

Flit didn't seem all that soothed and began to chitter far too loudly for how late it was. Of course after being so incredibly relaxed, life would immediately have something happen to ramp Lisbeth’s tension up. Her mind immediately went to previously sleeping servants deciding to investigate what the strange, whiny sound was and appearing all down the halls on the way to the room.

Maelfic Manor was just about one of the last places she ever wanted Flit to be found out. While she had been incredibly lucky so far, she was pretty sure that luck would run out the moment that the lord of the manor laid eyes on the little creature.

“Hey now, none of that. You've been behaving so well today, let's not ruin it all now.”

Lisbeth snuck her free hand into the basket and gently petted the scales leading from Flit’s chest down to her belly. The dragon resisted for maybe a moment before she capitulated, her eyes fluttering shut as she sank back into the basket. Good to know the baby had an off button.

Lisbeth had been so preoccupied with making sure that her dragon didn't have a bit of a fit in the middle of the hall that she didn't quite realize where they were until she looked up. Abruptly, she was very aware that she didn't recognize the staircase they were ascending, and the hair on the back of her neck stood up.

“Vanka, where are we going? This isn't the way to our room.”

The woman made a humming sound like she didn't understand. “Pardon?”

Lisbeth stopped dead in her tracks, something in her gut telling her that where they were was entirely incorrect. “I said this isn't the way back. Where are you taking us?”

“Oh! I found shortcut. Less risk of people.”

A shortcut? When had she been able to find that? While Lisbeth wasn't with her every single moment of the day, considering she still needed a nap from time to time, she felt like she would have known if Vanka had gone wandering off on her own to map out part of the manor. What was she supposed to do, though? Accuse Vanka of lying right to her face? Especially since it was very possible that she could be telling the truth.

“Are you certain?”

“Yes, found it once when you were sleeping.”

Oh, well, that explained how Lisbeth didn't know.

“Okay, if you're sure, go ahead and lead the way.”

“Yes, I show you! Maybe you will use it when you visit your handsome friend.”

Why was she calling Villy handsome? Then again, what if she wasn't talking about Villy and Lisbeth was the one assuming because she'd use the word handsome? Then again, again, who else could she be talking about? No one else really fit the criteria for “friend” here.

Besides, it wasn’t like Lisbeth cared that her best friend had become quite attractive and would likely be beating off future proposals with a stick. It was completely irrelevant to all of their interactions.

She was again distracted by her thoughts until they reached a long hallway, and Lisbeth was almost certain they were lost. It was an easy thing to happen with just how massive and interconnected the manor was, but she wasn’t exactly happy about it. If she’d just been paying attention, she was sure they wouldn’t have been led astray.

“Vanka,” Lisbeth hissed, trying to keep her voice low. “This isn’t the way to go.”

“Trust me,” the woman said, and it was funny how that particular word kept coming up in Lisbeth’s life lately. “This will work.”

Lisbeth wanted to argue more, to grip the woman’s arm and force them around, but she froze for the second time in just a couple of moments when a door opened halfway down the hall.

She had tried to warn Vanka, and now some servant was going to see her half-naked, only the trunk and private bit of her body covered by her towel. How frustrating. She just hoped that the foreign woman didn’t freak out.

Except it wasn’t a staff member who stepped out from behind the heavy, wooden door. No, it was none other than the very man Lisbeth had been trying to avoid for ages.

Lord Maelfic.

Lisbeth instantly put her basket behind her back and stood ramrod straight. Dread flooded her in a deluge, and a cold sweat broke out all along her body. So much for that warm bath. Every single ounce of tranquility and relaxation that had been in Lisbeth's body vanished in a flash as she stared at possibly the worst person to have run into.

“Who are you?” he asked, voice low.

Lisbeth's heart skipped until she realized that he wasn't even looking at her. No, his eyes were locked on Vanka, who was standing tall in front of Lisbeth. Her back was straight, and her chin was raised like she was challenging the lord to say something.

For a moment, the young girl didn't understand why he was so focused on her, until her brain caught up with the entirety of the situation. Vanka was a beautiful, strong woman with her legs and decolletage bare before him, her wet hair framing her face in a way that was much softer than how she usually presented herself.

Oh.

Oh.

It all clicked in Lisbeth’s mind as Vanka bowed, still clutching her towel tightly to herself. “We be guests of your son,” she said. Maybe Lisbeth was crazy, but she could have sworn that the woman's foreign accent was less thick. Was that even possible? “We were returning to our chambers after hot springs, and I fear we grow lost.”

If Lord Maelfic thought anything strange of the woman's word choices, he didn't say. Instead, his blue eyes raked up and down Vanka's body with interest, which made Lisbeth’s skin crawl. There was just something so…greedy about the way he looked at her.

“What interesting guests my son is keeping,” the man said noncommittally, even though his expression was quite charming. Lisbeth was beginning to see where Villy got some of his habits from, which made her more uncomfortable than anything else. “Are you an entertainer from Middle Kyerchov?”

“I am but a humble resident in Lower Kyerchov,” Vanka said, suddenly much more fluent than she had ever been before. What was going on? Had she been pretending the entire time with Lisbeth, or had she just been practicing the words that she was going to say now? Neither option made a lick of sense, so what was the truth? “Your son allowed your staff to give healing care. To me. I hur— I…was injured.”

“It is good to know that my progeny is looking after our people. It is our duty as shepherds of the people of Kyerchov to make sure everyone is safe.”

Lisbeth wanted to scoff and say that if that was his job, then he was certainly doing terrible at it, but she also didn't want to draw any attention to herself. So far, Lord Maelfic seemed so caught up in Vanka that he hadn't even looked once in her direction. That was fine with her. She didn't want him recognizing who she was and tattling on her to her father. That would certainly cause more trouble than she needed.

“He has made us safe, and we grateful. Surely, he learned from father?”

Lord Maelfic preened, and Lisbeth couldn’t help but wonder if all men were so easily swayed or if Vanka was more beautiful than Lisbeth had estimated. She supposed she wasn’t the best at judging such things, considering the view she had of most people was usually straight up their nostrils at her height. Hard to look all that impressive that way.

“I would like to say that that's the case, although I fear it would be rather braggadocios of me to say so outright."

Braggadocios? Who even talked like that? And there was no way that Vanka actually knew what that meant.

“I understand. Humble is important.” Wait, she did know what that meant? How?

Lord Maelfic laughed and maybe it was a completely normal sound to everyone else, but when it crashed against Lisbeth's ears, she couldn't help but think that it seemed so incredibly slimy. “Humble is important, indeed.”

Lisbeth didn't know what to do. On one hand, she wanted to stop the conversation and quickly say that they needed to return to their rooms. On the other hand, she didn't want to risk drawing the lord's attention in any way, shape, or form. The more he stared at Vanka, the better off she was.

Then again, with how different her hair was, would he even recognize her? They hadn't seen each other in almost a year, and Lisbeth liked to think she had grown up quite a bit in that time. Maybe not quite vertically, but she'd filled out with some muscle and had brand-new scars he had no way of knowing about. Not to mention the interesting style Vanka had carefully quaffed her hair into. A hairstyle that she still had yet to see.

In the end, she didn't have to risk it. Vanka bowed again, her voice as sweet as honey. Lisbeth was pretty sure she’d never heard the woman use a tone even remotely like that. “Forgive this being of bold, but it is quite late. We must return to our quarters. But I would be most happy to continue this conversation under soliel.”

“What was that, dear lady?”

Vanka’s half-lidded expression faltered for only a second, but Lisbeth didn't miss it. “Uh, I meant… I meant…”

“During the day,” Lisbeth whispered as quietly as she could while determinedly staring at the ground.

“I meant during the day. On the morrow.”

“Most excellent,” Lord Maelfic agreed. “I find that I myself must return to bed. Sleep is quite a precious resource lately, and one that has been eluding me. Good night, Lady…” His eyebrows went up in an expression that was so like Villy, it almost felt like her best friend's face was just his father's painted a second time and made younger.

That realization made Lisbeth wonder. Did she look like her mother in that way? She knew she didn't share many similarities with her father beyond her nose. She supposed it wasn't a good question to ask herself anyway. She would never meet her mother, and there wasn't a single piece of art showing what the woman might have looked like. Still…she couldn’t help but wonder.

“Vanka. I am called Lady Vanka.”

“In that case, pleased to meet you, Lady Vanka. I look forward to hearing more about your story tomorrow.”

With that, the tall man strode away, confidence exuding from his every movement. He did pause right before he turned the corner, looking over his shoulder with a smoldering sort of expression that Lisbeth wasn't used to actually seeing in real life. She had occasionally heard stories where the handsome prince wore such expressions, or maybe even had seen art of it, but it was another thing entirely to witness it in real life.

And just like that, he was gone. Lisbeth hardly dared to exhale. Had she really escaped that entire situation without being noticed? It seemed almost too good to be true.

“By the spirits, ancestors, gods, and whatever else,” she muttered, her heart still beating incredibly hard in her chest. “Let's get to bed before anything else happens, shall we? And this time, I lead.”

Perhaps foolishly, Lisbeth had expected Vanka to turn to her with a somewhat embarrassed expression. After all, the woman's mistake had caused them to come face to face with a grown man. Not to mention a grown man that was single. Some things just didn't seem appropriate, even if Lisbeth didn't really care all that much about propriety.

But instead, when the woman faced Lisbeth, she looked quite pleased with herself. Like she had accomplished exactly what she wanted to. As Lisbeth hurried to head back to the actual path to their rooms, she couldn't help but wonder if the woman had done what she meant to.

And if she had, why had she wanted to do it in the first place?


Chapter 11

Two’s Company, Three’s a Crowd, and Twelve is a Fight


“I know the two of you plan to leave today, and I can absolutely arrange your transport back to the boardinghouse, but before you do, can I at least take you to some shops I have been wanting to visit for ages? I have no one to go with me, considering they're in the middle and upper districts, so I would greatly appreciate your company.”

Lisbeth looked dubiously across the table at her best friend, wondering if she should tell him about how they ran into his father last night or let his father inform him. Did it even matter? She felt like it did. Then again, maybe she was working herself up for nothing. She did seem to have a habit of doing that.

Granted, was it a bad habit to have when she was right more than half the time?”

“I’m not sure we have time for that…” She hedged, thinking it over in her head. If Villy was asking her to shop with him in Lower Kyerchov, she'd be much more suspicious of it as a stalling tactic—like he was trying to distract them with finery far from home in an attempt to keep them another night—but taking them toward Upper Kyerchov would just put them that much closer to the boardinghouse. It really did seem like a killing-two-birds-with-one-stone situation.

Although Lisbeth wasn't really sure why anyone would want to kill birds with a stone. There were much more efficient weapons readily available, according to the history book she’d read.

“I would like to,” Vanka said like everything was completely normal and she hadn't possibly orchestrated a run-in with Villy's father the night before.

Lisbeth had laid in bed for hours, her mind going back and forth on whether she was crazy or not for thinking such a thing. How could she not? The whole interaction had been so bizarre, from Vanka getting them lost to her practiced phrases to Lord Maelfic.

“Before I is stuck in boardinghouse,” Vanka continued, interrupting Lisbeth’s thoughts.

Well, as much as she would like to, Lisbeth supposed she couldn't blame Vanka there. The woman had been granted quite a lot of freedom since spending time in the manor and no doubt it would be an unpleasant shock to return to basically living out of two rooms.

Lisbeth wondered, with how well the woman's hood and scarf helped cover her, if it wouldn't be possible for her to go out every once in a while even when it wasn't lights out, but that was something she would have to talk to the woman about at another time. Maybe once they were home again and settled.

“Then it’s agreed! We’ll spend this morning perusing, perhaps catch lunch at a tavern, then return you back home as right as rain.”

“Sounds good,” Vanka said with an enthusiastic nod.

Lisbeth felt absolutely zero compunction to remind her that the actual Lord of the Manor was expecting to see her. The sooner that whole thing was forgotten, the better. Maybe Lisbeth had gotten the wrong impression, but it seemed that Villy’s father was charming enough that he could likely have a woman on his arm whenever he wished it.

“Me too,” she half-fibbed. Sure, she liked spending time with Villy and was interested in seeing whatever he wanted to buy, but she was also keenly aware that she needed to make sure they were in Upper Kyerchov before evening fell. Otherwise, she could see it being all too easy to end up stuck at the manor for yet another night.

Maybe that didn’t sound like too bad of a fate, but it just opened them to so many variables that could lead to unfortunate circumstances—from rumors starting to Lord Maelfic becoming a little too interested in a foreign woman that he was supposed to know nothing about.

Naturally, Lisbeth kept her wits about her as they headed out, fully cognizant of the three guards that trailed a few paces behind them. Did Villy always have to travel as such, or was he doing so for their benefit?

Lisbeth wasn’t sure, but she didn’t ask either. There once was a time, perhaps when she was a couple of years younger, that she would utter every question that popped into her mind. But she’d long since learned that could irritate people, so it was best to wait for really important ones and not burn out the people around her. She guessed it just took her a lot longer to grow out of the excessive why phase that all toddlers seemed to have.

“Oh,” Villy said as they were just beginning to turn onto the road that led up to the cable-car that would take them to the merchant-heavy area of Middle Kyerchov. “I forgot, there's a couple of special artisans I've been meaning to see in the new part of the western quarter that just opened up. Why don't we stop there first?”

Lisbeth was amenable to that, but she also wasn’t a fool. She’d dealt with far too many little ones before bedtime to not know a procrastination tactic when she heard it. “As long as we’re quick about it.”

Villy just rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “Lissy, it’s early in the morning. I’d have to take hours in these shops for it to keep us here past lights out.”

“I know. But nonetheless, I’d rather not linger.”

“I would not mind seeing the shops,” Vanka added, a contented smile on her face as she looked around. It most certainly seemed that the woman was quite comfortable amongst all the finery of the nobles’ layer of Kyerchov. That sense that she was actually used to things returned to Lisbeth, leaving her with that weird feeling again. Maybe she would be a bit leerier if she understood that every minute Lisbeth was out and about in an area she was not supposed to be in was another minute for her father to catch word of it and send someone to clean her up.

That was the tenuous nature of their deal that they both understood without uttering a single word. While Lisbeth technically wasn’t supposed to be in Upper Kyerchov at all, her father couldn’t exactly stop her from popping in every now and then. As long as she kept a low profile, it worked for them. And while her father technically wasn’t supposed to try to kill her or make her vanish, it wouldn’t be unheard of for a street rat to get into fatal trouble.

It was a delicate balancing act, that was for sure, and considering she’d never told Villy of her original deal with her father to get him to safety, or Vanka about her father at all, she couldn’t blame either of them for not knowing.

Still, she wished that they would be a bit more practical about things.

Practicality was not what won out, however, and they ended up at a millinery shop, a place that exclusively sold crystal, shining creations that looked like they’d been carved from diamonds, and a toymaker.

Lisbeth would say that at fifteen years of age, she was largely too old for toys and hadn’t understood why they were going to such a shop given that Villy didn’t have any siblings, but she understood the moment they were inside.

The incredible creations sold here could hardly even be called toys. They were more akin to works of art or incredible machines. There was a dolly who blinked when you rocked her and talked when a cord on her back was pulled. There was a little mining drill that lit up with the same bioluminescent blue that many of the fungi around the caves did whenever it was pressed. There were cable-car models that actually moved, seeming to power themselves with steam, and even a fake, metallic kitten that could clunkily move in circles and curl up to nap while purring.

“Is this magic?” Lisbeth breathed, hardly daring to speak as she approached what looked like the softest stuffed rabbit she’d ever seen. It had big, shining, black eyes, and its fur was a blend of blushing pink and baby blue.

“Sometimes, I think so,” Villy said, plenty of reminiscence in his tone. “All the arts really. I’ve never had a gift for any of it, so it all just seems like, well, magic.”

Lisbeth couldn’t agree more. She wished that she had such skills, but they often seemed like things for the rich, as they had the time and materials at their disposal. Maybe one day, she’d have enough time to try to pick up a hobby. It seemed pretty fun.

“Would you like it?” Villy asked softly as he stood right beside Lisbeth, his arm pressed to hers. It wasn’t crowding her, though, not at all. It was more of a comforting sort of presence.

“Oh, what would I even do with it? I’m too old for such things.”

“Are you?” Villy gave her another one of those looks just loaded with so much, but this time, it didn’t make Lisbeth feel guilty. No. Instead, it made her heart ache.

“Yes, I am.” Then she thought of Polina, who had only recently recovered from that awful fever she’d had and how the girl had spent several nights shivering against Lisbeth’s chest during the worst of her sickness. And Lyubov, whose mother was still recovering and would occasionally wake up crying. Even Solomiya, who was so mature all the time but deserved some softness. Some comfort. “The little ones aren’t, though.”

“That’s right, they’re not,” Villy said with a broad grin. “Why don’t we pick out things for the whole house, and I’ll have one of the shop runners deliver them?”

Now that sounded like an excellent idea.

“Yes, I’d love that very much.”

Together, they picked out incredible things for all of the little ones, and instead of aching, Lisbeth’s heart was singing by the time they finished. She didn’t even want to look at the cost of the specialty toys and figured if Villy was concerned about it, he would say so. She was finally coming to terms with the fact that her friend now had a completely different perspective on money than she did. He had to, in order to adapt.

Vanka seemed amused too, a warm smile on her face as they finished up and Villy gave the shopkeeper the address that the toys would be delivered to. Lisbeth didn’t miss how the man’s expression faltered when he realized exactly where that address led to, but oh well. She wasn’t about to pick a fight about it, though she did interrupt to softly ask that the shopkeeper make sure the packages were inconspicuous. If a courier arrived at the boardinghouse with brightly colored boxes and bags, that was sure to draw far too much attention. Attention that could get them robbed or one of the little ones hurt.

Lisbeth hated that she had to think that way, but Kyerchov had trained her to do exactly that to survive. Part of the reality of living in the slums was that one couldn’t be too flashy about any resources they had. Doing so was begging for someone to come even the score and appropriate some of that extra supply.

Ugh.

They should all be helping each other, not tearing each other down. Lisbeth knew that, but it seemed like far too many didn’t. One of the only reasons nobles got away with all of the stuff they did was because the poor were too busy fighting amongst themselves over scant resources, like a barrel of angry cave rats killing each other over a scrap of cheese rather than helping each other to get out of the barrel they were trapped in. She was fairly sure if every citizen in the slums and Middle Kyerchov banded together, they could really change the way things were run.

But that would never happen. There were just too many desperate people with not enough time, and the consequences if they failed would indeed be terrible. It wouldn’t just be them who would suffer, but everyone they cared for as well.

“You alright in there?” Villy asked as he finished up the transaction. “You look like you slipped away a bit.” He lowered his head so that it was right beside her ear, and Lisbeth tried not to let her breath hitch. He was so close that she could feel the warmth of his breath. “Is it Flit?”

She shook her head, although she did squeeze the handle of her basket just a little tighter. So far, her dragon had been on her best behavior, and she was grateful for that. People in Lower Kyerchov were a bit too keen for the hatchling to be any sort of rambunctious. The people here had enough time on their hands to notice such things easily, unlike those in the slums.

“Just thinkin’.”

“Alright, well, don’t strain yourself. There’s a couple more places I want to check out.”

“In Lower Kyerchov?”

“No, I think we’re done here. Onto the upper levels.”

With that, they exited the toy shop and headed toward the cable-car that would take them to the merchant area of Middle Kyerchov. Their shopping setup was interesting, as it was different from both levels of the cave that sandwiched it. While Lower Kyerchov had clusters of artisanal shops dotted toward the center of each district and Upper Kyerchov had merchants and tents just put wherever people could afford them, the middle layer of the city kept a majority of their vendors clustered around a fairly beautiful town square toward the northeast of their section. Lisbeth didn’t get to go there often since they didn’t have many black-market traders or people interested in dealing directly with her for scrap, but she always enjoyed when she did get to visit.

Except for one thing.

Middle Kyerchov was where she had almost died, quite recently. Despite trying to level her heart rate and keep cool about it, Lisbeth couldn’t help that her mind flashed back to the last time she’d been there. To being outnumbered, the long chase, and having to throw herself over a craggy edge to tumble into the crevasse.

…not ideal. Not ideal at all.

Lisbeth did her best to shove those feelings deep within herself, buried so far down that even Flit wouldn't be able to detect them. She didn't know how successful she was, but she did know that neither Villy nor Vanka commented on her mood, nor did her dragon start to rattle at her basket of a cage with worry. That had to be a good sign, right?

She hoped so.

They went to a candle shop first, and then a cobbler. Lisbeth wasn't really expecting anything other than to give her opinion, but she probably shouldn't have been surprised when Villy insisted on the woman in charge of the shop taking her measurements to supply the young woman with a brand-new pair of boots.

Once more, Lisbeth found herself almost refusing on instinct. She knew firsthand just how expensive new shoes were, even when made from cheap supplies in Upper Kyerchov. She didn't even want to think of how expensive they were, made out of actual hide and from a specialty shop in the middle of the city.

But nicer shoes would help her scrap better and would keep her legs and feet from aching so much at the end of a long day. If she was in less pain, she would have more energy and be able to get a lot more accomplished before she needed to rest.

So really, it would be selfish of her to refuse. Or at least that's what she told herself as she allowed the woman to guide her to a chair and take some very specific measurements of her feet.

That was also how Lisbeth found out she was a lot more ticklish than she thought.

After a bit of squirming, and a whole lot of blushing, the woman got what she needed, and Lisbeth put her worn shoes back on. She did catch how the cobbler gave the pair several pointed looks, but she didn't say anything about it. It wasn't like the woman was insulting her to her face. And who knew, maybe if Lisbeth made shoes, she'd be equally offended by the state of her footwear. They were worn, patched together by tanned mushroom hide and thick twine, and they were a bit too small judging by how they scrunched Lisbeth’s toes together. It was one of the few times her lack of growth had benefitted her, since she knew the taller Solomiya had a lot of issue with how her shoes fit her feet.

Once she was done, she half-expected Villy to offer the same thing to Vanka, but he didn't, and the woman didn't seem interested either. Sometimes, it felt like those two understood each other without even communicating. That was certainly strange. Not because Villy was particularly bad at socializing but because Vanka didn't seem to be the most expressive person. Nor the most trusting person. Or the most open person.

Or maybe Lisbeth was just biased and viewing the woman though the lens of how she had been when Lisbeth had first rescued her.

Whether she was or not, they left the shop and headed to the next one. Or at least they started to until Lisbeth’s basket began to rattle a bit. It was only a little at first, and she ignored it for a couple buildings, but then it grew more insistent.

“Hold on,” she said, stopping by a narrow gap between buildings that she knew led to an alley that was largely used for delivering supplies to the shops. “I need to check something.”

“Sure, sure,” Villy said cheerily. “Take your time. We'll cover you.”

“Thank you.”

Quickly, Lisbeth darted into the gap and went as far back as she could before ducking behind some wooden boxes. Cracking the basket open, she looked down at her now very much awake dragon charge.

Flit’s beautiful eyes blinked at her, her pupils rapidly adjusting to the change in light. Goodness, she was so much cuter than she had any right to be. All shining gaze and rounded features.

“What's going on?” Lisbeth asked gently. She wasn't mad at Flit for moving around. It wasn't very reasonable to expect a wild animal to be perfectly still and contained, although Lisbeth liked to think that her little one was less wild beast and more very enthusiastic companion with limited language comprehension.

Flit chattered for a moment, a right storm of noise coming out of her mouth, before Lisbeth recognized one very particular sound.

“Oh, do you need to relieve yourself?”

It wasn't like her dragon knew what that meant, yet she seemed to chirp in affirmative. Then again, Lisbeth didn’t know exactly how much language Flit’s kind could understand, or even if they had some sort of mental connection that allowed easier communication. It was something she certainly was keen to find out, but she figured that just like many other things, it would have to wait on Vanka’s language skills.

Looking around to make sure that the coast was clear, Lisbeth set the basket down and opened the lid. “Alright, do your business, but we have to be quiet, okay? It's not safe here.”

Flit trundled out, giving the cramped space there a once-over. Once she seemed satisfied, she did indeed “do her business.” When she was done, she looked to Lisbeth almost proudly. Like she wanted the young woman to know how well she listened.

“Very good!” Lisbeth murmured, wondering if she should think it strange that she was actually quite proud of her dragon for going to the bathroom. Surely that was a pretty low bar. Cats could figure that out at only a couple weeks old, and Flit was several months in age. “You did great.”

Low bar or not, Flit let out a very happy chirp before climbing back into the basket and settling onto the soft cloth at the bottom. Had Lisbeth just been blessed with a particularly agreeable dragon, or were they all like this? Another question to ask Vanka at another time. Maybe she should write them down sometime. Have a nice, long list so she wouldn’t forget anything.

That wasn’t a bad idea, actually.

With Flit properly secured, Lisbeth headed back out to the street. Sure enough, Villy and Vanka were indeed waiting for her. Although there was something interesting in her friend's hand now.

“Hungry?” he asked, despite the fact that they had just eaten breakfast a couple of hours earlier. With that, he extended his hand, which was gripping a skewer of what looked like a fried cave lizard.

Lisbeth couldn’t lie, she was particularly fond of fried meat. Especially when it was cooked hot enough that the tiny bones melted. Besides, although her fortunes had changed a lot recently, she still couldn't really bring herself to refuse food.

“Thank you,” she said, taking the offering.

“Hey, anytime,” Villy answered, and she knew he meant it.

For a moment, she allowed herself to fantasize about what it would be like to actually let her walls down and allow her friend to just take care of her. To live in luxury where she had a plush mattress, all the pillows she could want, thick comforters to ward off the chill of the caves, and a hot spring bath to access whenever she wanted. Not to mention more delicious food than she could ever eat.

It was a heady thought, that was for sure, and for the first time since he'd asked her, Lisbeth was almost tempted to give in, to just move to the manor and succumb to a life of luxury. She'd bring the rest of her family with her, of course, so Solomiya would get a chance to rest and not have to cook so much, and the kids could actually get an education and not have to do so many chores. Katyana could get better treatment for her back and finally rest more. And even Miss Mykhaila and Mr. Oleksander could have full-time care. Someone to look after them to make sure they didn’t wander off when everyone else was asleep.

Then, she thought of the way that Lord Maelfic had looked over Vanka. Like she was an intriguing art piece to collect, rather than a person. And she also thought of the way that he'd thrown away his son and let the poor boy languish on the edge of death for years because he thought he could get something better. She thought of the young ones possibly being taken advantage of, or worse, being made staff for the manor. Sure, maybe life really was a struggle in Upper Kyerchov, but at least no one in the boardinghouse was beholden to the whims of a noble. That seemed more dangerous than anything that Lisbeth could encounter in the ruins of Kyer.

So, just as quickly as she allowed herself to go into the fantasy, she kicked herself out of it. Some things just weren't worth it. Besides, she was fairly certain that she would be pushing her luck far too much by doing that, and her father would swoop in to not only ruin the deal she made to get Villy back into his home but also kill her, and perhaps everyone else from the boardinghouse.

No, definitely not worth it. Not worth it at all.

Naturally, with that kind of reasoning, her mood definitely soured. While it was easy to get lost in all the fineries, and even enjoy being spoiled by her best friend, she could never forget the price that came with it. But the crazy thing was, she would do the same thing all over again if it meant getting Villy out of that hovel he'd been left to die in. She would save his life every time, even if he never knew it.

She didn't want him to know. She was sure it would crush him if he was aware that it took her going to her father, the man she hated more than anyone else, in order for Lord Maelfic to care about his son. She would prefer her friend be under the illusion that his father had had a change of heart and actually cared for him rather than know it was political machinations that got him back into his home.

“Hey, you're doing it again.” Villy’s voice brought her back. Not an entirely new phenomenon, but something she needed to happen less often. She couldn’t afford to drift off so much in the open, even with three guards trailing about ten or so feet behind them.

If any of the three thought it strange about them stopping and Lisbeth disappearing into a gap between buildings, she was grateful that they hadn’t said anything. She just hoped they wouldn’t return to the manor and gossip about it in some way. Fingers crossed, they assumed it was just Lisbeth who had been the one who needed to relieve herself and not a secret dragon she was smuggling in her basket.

“Hmm? Doing what?”

“Going somewhere else. It's okay. I never mind. I just wanna make sure that you're alright in that head of yours.”

Of course, Lisbeth wasn't going to admit what she was thinking. It would kind of defeat the whole point of her keeping her deal with her father a secret. So instead, she just pasted a smile on her face.

“I'm fine, I promise. Just thinking about catching up on stuff from being away from the boardinghouse for so long.” It was the best excuse that she could think of, but the young lord-to-be seemed to accept it.

“Ah, fair enough. But you know if you need help with anything, all you have to do is ask me, right?”

Lisbeth took a big bite of her street food and nodded. Thankfully, the way the rich, warm, buttery flavor of it melted on her tongue definitely helped her fake being in a much better mood. “I know. And I promise I’ll never forget.”

The smile that spread across Villy’s face was so sweet, so genuine, that it made Lisbeth’s heart race but also guilt rise up within her belly. “Good.”

He was so kind to her. Always so kind. Not for the first time, Lisbeth wished that she could just lower her walls a little and feel fully comfortable with her best friend again, but it was like the way she had saved him had ultimately separated them. She hoped it wasn't because she subconsciously resented that his life was so much easier than hers now. That would definitely be a bitter sort of irony that she just didn’t want to swallow.

Yet, part of her couldn't help but wonder if that was true. She liked to think that it was mostly just her apprehension toward nobles, but she really couldn't puzzle it out one way or the other. Which was a bit disappointing. It felt a bit like she had sabotaged her own friendship, but that had never been her intention. She had just wanted Villy to have a fighting chance. There was only so much she could watch him suffer on the precipice of death when she knew that she could do something about it.

“If you thought this was good, I heard that there's actually a pigs’ feet stall a bit away from here.”

“Pigs’ feet? Really?”

Much like beef, pork was another rarity in Upper Kyerchov. Usually, the only meat they had was either chicken or some cave critter that was either hunted or trapped. Lisbeth had had pigs’ feet twice in her life, and she recalled liking it. There was something strange about the texture, but not entirely unwelcome.

“Yeah, I think so.”

Once again, it was much easier to pretend that she was perfectly happy when food was on the line. Her brain may have liked to think that it was in charge of her whole body, but really, she was pretty sure that it was her stomach.

“Pig feet?” Vanka asked, her tone quite uncertain.

“They're good!” Lisbeth said, although she supposed she had no way of really guaranteeing that. After all, everyone had different tastes and preferences, but it was hard to wrap her head around the idea of someone not liking pigs’ feet. “Try it with us!”

“Yes, I will try.” At least she looked intrigued and not apprehensive. Food was much more fun to share when everyone was interested. Goodness knew that both Lisbeth and Katyana once had to fight with Saesha to get him to eat much of anything for a while. After the kid had been weaned, it seemed like he'd taken a personal affront to food. It took him nearly starving to get over it. He still had some issues with certain textures and smells, but he was much improved.

“This way, then!” Villy practically crowed, grabbing Lisbeth's hand as he hurried off, and she allowed her best friend to guide her down the rest of the block and around the corner.

They were leaving the main square, but she wasn't entirely surprised by that. Food stalls and other less fancy shops tended to be a bit farther out from the beautiful town square. Although she didn't often purchase anything in Middle Kyerchov, it was usually from those vendors when she did.

“Ah, there it is!” Villy said, pointing somewhere a bit ahead of them. “I think I see it!"

Lisbeth was more than content to let him guide her the rest of the way there. It was fun pretending to just be a carefree shopper, especially when yummy snacks were the reward. She was definitely going to have to sneak Flit a little treat in her basket. There was no way she was going to let her reptile charge miss out on something so tasty.

Unfortunately, they never quite got there. As they were about to pass the wide gap between the fancier shops in the town square and the more rundown ones, Vanka suddenly grabbed the backs of both of their shirts and yanked them toward her.

“What the⁠—”

“Hey!?”

Both Lisbeth and Villy objected, but their protests quickly died when two crossbow bolts buried themselves in a wall across the street, having shot through the space they’d just been occupying.

Oh no. Not again!

Suddenly, Lisbeth's heart was going a mile a minute, and her blood was rushing through her veins. They were under attack. Despite everything, she still wasn't safe. Was it Victor again? No, he was supposed to still be locked up. But if not him, then who?

“Show yourselves!” one of the guards yelled as the three Maelfic guards raced forward, pushing Lisbeth, Villy, and Vanka further back. Lisbeth calmed ever-so-slightly, realizing that she wasn't going to have to deal with this on her own. No matter what happened, she had her best friend, Vanka, and three men who protected people professionally.

She never thought she would be grateful for an escort, but she certainly was now. Desperately, she looked around, trying to find some sort of weapon.

Lisbeth didn't have to look far, however, because Vanka jumped to the closest window, picked up a rock from the ground, and smashed it through the glass. For a flash of a moment, she wondered if the woman had gone crazy, until Vanka grabbed two large pieces of broken glass and handed one to Lisbeth.

“Be careful of fingers,” was all she said, but it was enough. Was a large shard of glass the best weapon? No. But it was better than nothing. Lisbeth realized that from now on, she was going to need to carry some sort of weapon with her. She hated that idea, especially since it put her at risk of it being used against her, but she really had no choice. It was clear that any hope of her being able to move subtly through Kyerchov like she used to was long gone.

More crossbow bolts flew out of the space as the guards dove out of the way, arranging themselves on either side of the gap.

“Surrender now, or we will have no choice but to use lethal force!” a guard yelled, only to be answered by another volley. Lisbeth realized that the guards were being forced to fight blind, which may or may not work out for them.

Well… Maybe it was time for her to test out how much of her climbing skill she’d retained after so much time being injured.

Reaching down, Lisbeth used the jagged piece of glass to cut the bottom hem of her breeches, then she wrapped that scrap around the base of the glass. With her chances of cutting herself on it greatly reduced, Lisbeth clenched the piece between her teeth and hurried over to the closest wall.

“What are you doing?”

Lisbeth didn’t bother to answer Villy’s hissed question. Instead, she felt at the pipe on the side of the building to make sure it wasn’t for heated water, because she didn’t need burned hands on top of everything else she had to deal with. Her body definitely groaned as she began to pull herself up, but a groan wasn’t a full rebellion, so she kept onward.

It took her longer than it would have before her injuries, but not so long that whoever was in the alley was able to rush out and overwhelm the three guards. Carefully, she pulled herself up over the roof’s edge and crawled toward the perpendicular side.

As quietly as she could, she peeked over it, hoping that she would just see a couple of raggedy allies of Victor or whatever gang he was clearly working with. But no, she couldn’t be that lucky. It wasn’t a handful of discordant criminals. No, she saw a tight formation of about a dozen, full-grown men. Four knelt in front while they reloaded their crossbows, and behind them were four more, standing and actively firing their own bows. And the four behind them? They were waiting with swords drawn, leather armor covering a majority of their bodies.

Lisbeth quickly slithered away from the edge, her heart going a thousand miles a minute. There was only one explanation for who those people were. Not criminals. Not Victor’s friends. No. They had to be hired hitmen. That was the only thing that made sense.

That meant her father not only knew she had been hanging around in Lower Kyerchov, but he was also real mad about it. Perhaps it had been naive, but Lisbeth had hoped that she would receive some sort of warning. Like maybe a hired thug or a singular hitman sent after her first. She didn't expect a full dozen right off the bat.

Just went to show she should never underestimate the cruelty and callousness of her own father. She sometimes wondered if that same ruthlessness was in her blood, but she hoped she would never have to find out.

As quickly as she could, Lisbeth made her way back to the pipe and shimmied down. As tempting as it was to shout out what she discovered in the hopes that it would help the guards that much faster, she didn't really want the hitmen to overhear. Besides, as long as they thought they still had the element of surprise, it was likely that they would try to stay relatively concealed. If they knew that they were exposed, they were much more likely to rush out. At least, that's what Lisbeth figured she would do if she was in their situation.

Granted, she didn’t make a habit of assassinating illegitimate children, so maybe she had no idea what she was talking about. Whether she did or not, the closest guard looked to her when she was on the ground again, curiosity in his gaze. Lisbeth held up both hands, with one finger held up on her left and two on her right.

Thankfully, he seemed to understand, or Lisbeth assumed he did by the way his already pretty serious expression fell even further. Yeah, finding out there were twelve enemies down an alley wasn’t exactly good news.

He turned to the other guards and made a couple of hand motions that Lisbeth didn’t quite catch, but the others definitely did. They looked both ticked and determined all at once.

…it was really nice not to have to fight against impossible odds on her own. Hopefully, having three professionals would make a world of difference. Lisbeth couldn’t imagine that it wouldn’t, considering she wasn’t tall or fully grown.

It felt a bit awkward to just stand there, and for a moment, Lisbeth wondered if she should help or just keep standing there, until the first guard looked to Villy and made another very specific hand gesture.

“And that's our cue to go,” Villy said, grabbing Lisbeth’s hand and pulling her along with him. Vanka fell in step naturally, although Lisbeth noticed she didn't drop the glass shard that she still held quite firmly.

“Wait, what about the guards?” While she knew they were literally doing their jobs, it felt wrong to leave them behind. Cowardly.

“He gave me the signal that he wanted us to leave. Likely to let them concentrate on the fight and get away while we can. I'm sorry, but I don't think we can get to the boardinghouse right now. It's too far. Come back to the manor with me.”

Lisbeth didn't like how he said it almost as if it were an order, but she didn't think it was the best time to argue either. Instead, she let him guide her back to the cable-car leading to Lower Kyerchov and got inside.

She wished she could just explain to Villy that taking her back to his home was actually part of the issue. Her father was making a very clear statement that she had pushed too far, and she needed to get back to where she belonged. In the dirt. In the slums.

But once more, she found herself unable to articulate that, because if she did, Villy was going to ask questions, questions that might lead him to discover what she had given up to make sure he was safe and secure.

“Do you think it was the same people who hurt Vanka?” Villy asked, breaking the silence that had settled in between them.

“Perhaps,” the woman said, giving a slight shrug like they hadn't just almost been skewered by a bunch of crossbows. “Is possible.”

Well, at least her saying that took the heat off of Lisbeth. It was probably not the greatest character trait that she was so willing to lie to her friend, but she liked to think that lies of omission weren't quite as bad as bold-faced untruths.

Or maybe she was just deluding herself. A worry she was having more and more often lately.

“I'll have Watchman Davis talk to her superiors and see if we can open some sort of investigation. This has to stop!”

Lisbeth did her best not to roll her eyes. Not only would that not help anything, but it was pretty mean. Once they are back at the manor, she would explain to him why it wasn't a good idea to have law enforcement open an investigation based around the harassment of a foreign woman who definitely was not even supposed to be in Kyerchov. Considering that she didn't want to be overheard, however, she kept those thoughts to herself for now.

If Vanka was thinking along the same lines, she didn't say. No, her bright eyes were quite sharp as she looked around, never quite letting her gaze stay in one place. It made Lisbeth feel a bit better after losing their escort. She had already seen the woman fight once and knew that she could more than hold her own.

It was a good thing too, because after they stepped off the cable-car and rounded the corner that went right to Villy’s home, Flit suddenly let out a snarl that Lisbeth had never heard before.

“Hey!” she hissed, trying to soothe her dragon charge, but she couldn’t so much as get a shhh out before Flit burst out of the basket, taking the lid with her. “Flit, wait!”

Lisbeth lurched after the reptile, her blood running cold as if she was a lizard too. Her worst fear was happening right in front of her, her tiny dragon exposing her existence to the people around them.

They weren’t alone. Sure, while there wasn’t a lot of foot traffic outside of Maelfic Manor late at night, it wasn’t anywhere close to being late. It was barely even midday, meaning that there were at least six or seven other citizens of Kyerchov nearby.

But Flit paid no attention to that. Before Lisbeth could even blink, she was halfway up a wall, climbing her way up with her jaws snapping. She was still making a truly awful, aggressive sound, somewhere between rocks being crushed and a cat hissing in an especially echoey cave.

As terrified as Lisbeth was, as certain as she was that her world was about to crumble to pieces in front of her, she suddenly had one important thought.

What was Flit making that sound at?

It bubbled up in Lisbeth’s mind, hot and sharp, and she jerked her head upward in the direction that Flit was furiously climbing. That was where she saw four more men in dark clothing crouched on top of a building, readying their crossbows.

Oh.

“We need to get to cover,” Lisbeth hissed as quietly as she could. “Bows on the roof.”

“What—”

Lisbeth didn’t take the time to explain it again and Vanka didn’t either, grabbing Villy’s arm and the back of his neck then shoving him into one of the decorative bushes at the edge of the street.

Lisbeth jumped after him, rolling forward so she popped up under a windowsill. She was sure that Vanka would be right after her, but as she straightened, she couldn’t see the woman anywhere.

Where did she go?

Lisbeth had no idea, but her thoughts were quickly drawn away when she heard an inhuman screech above.

Flit!

Lisbeth’s panic abruptly turned to fury. If any of those men above had hurt her dragon, she would rip off their kneecaps with her teeth. She would not let that happen. Flit was an innocent, sweet being who had never purposefully, maliciously hurt someone in her short life. She was a baby.

Spitting on her hands, Lisbeth stepped up onto the windowsill then jumped, catching the bottom of the next one. Although her fingers protested, she ignored it and pulled herself onto that one until she was close enough to a vine-covered lattice to jump over and climb her way up.

She went as quickly as she could, muscles screaming. Her arms had already been protesting from the way she’d clambered up the pipe just a few minutes earlier, and they certainly weren’t happy with her now. They could wait. Her dragon was depending on her.

Lisbeth’s heart was practically exploding out of her chest by the time she made it to the roof, but she dragged herself onto the solid ground into a most unexpected scene.

Somehow, Vanka had made it up a building across the street and gotten her hands on a crossbow. Lisbeth had no idea how, but she certainly was grateful. It turned out there were more than four men on the roof. She saw three of them laying on their bellies, trying to return fire, and then five others all performing a comical rendition of “try to catch the dragon.”

Lisbeth watched in utter disbelief as Flit ran, dodged, jumped, and dove. Winding between the men's legs and biting at their ankles, only to jump up and slash at their arms. Or their backs. Generally, anywhere she could reach. It wasn't anything lethal, not by a mile, but it sure was distracting.

Lisbeth’s terror shifted into pride that bloomed brightly within her. Sure, her dragon may not have been big, may not have been an intimidating specimen that could be ridden into battle, but pound for pound, Flit knew what she was doing. She was a mighty warrior in her own right.

And Lisbeth was more than happy to back her up.

Running forward, she jumped on the back of the closest man, slamming her elbow repeatedly into his head. He stumbled back, and for a moment, Lisbeth was afraid he was going to take them both over the side of the roof. So, she pitched herself forward, landing hard enough to drive her breath out but not so much that she was completely unaware. With her wits still about her, she kicked hard and hit the man between his legs. Naturally, he crumpled and pitched over the side of the building.

There was a part of Lisbeth that was absolutely horrified she had either killed or grievously injured a man, but it was a part of her that would have to wait. What use was guilt if it got her killed? Besides, she was pretty sure that if she hadn't taken care of him, he wouldn’t have any compunction against taking her life. Not that it made it right, but in Kyerchov, survival of the fittest always won out.

Popping back to her feet and ignoring how her side throbbed, Lisbeth looked for her next target. That was when her eyes locked with one of the men, and she saw his pupils swell when they landed on her.

“It’s the target!” he said. Well, that was all the confirmation Lisbeth didn't need. Running for him, she saw him begin to draw a blade, clearly thinking she was going to tackle him. But Lisbeth wasn't an idiot. He probably had a hundred pounds on her and much more muscle mass. Instead, she tucked forward at the last minute, hitting the ground in a slide that allowed her foot to connect with the man's knee.

He went down as well, so she rechambered her kick and slammed her foot into the man's chin. That knocked him back, but she didn't trust the force of her blow to actually render him unconscious. She threw herself on top of him and landed two punches to his face as best she could. They weren't powerful blows, nor were her fists that big, but they seemed to do the job.

As Lisbeth leaned forward to check his breath, a burning pain lanced through her head and suddenly, she was being yanked backward.

“Get off of him!”

It was as the roof scraped her legs that Lisbeth realized someone had grabbed her braids and was pulling her by them. Braids that she still hadn't gotten a chance to look at. Cursing, she tried to reach back and claw the man's arms, but he didn't seem to feel anything she was doing.

Lisbeth kicked and screamed, wondering if this was how she ended up subdued and couldn't help but feel a little embarrassed by it. She knew that hair was always a weakness in a fight, but she'd never been willing to shave hers off like Solomiya. If what scant bit of vanity she had caused her death, that would be a pretty unjustified irony.

Before the man could get her too far, that shriek sounded again. A streak of shimmering multicolor launched itself at his face, and for the second time, Lisbeth was treated to a very up close show of what her little dragon would do to protect her. Flit was like a creature possessed, screeching, slashing, biting. She was a total terror.

And Lisbeth couldn't be more proud.

She wasn't going to risk her dragon being hurt, however, so she got to her knees and launched herself upward. The hardest part of her skull collided with the man's middle, and she put all the power her legs had into the force of it. It was certainly stronger than any punch she could muster.

The air was driven from the man's body, and he crumpled, still batting at Flit. It wasn't until she straightened fully that Lisbeth realized he’d had a dagger in his hand the whole time. Had he been about to plunge that into her head? The thought was less than comforting.

But now he was slashing at her dragon, and she couldn’t allow that. Closing the distance between them, she brought her foot down on his stomach right where her head had collided with him. Once. Twice. Th⁠—

Abruptly, arms wrapped around Lisbeth and yanked her back. She kicked and tried to pull away, only for one of the arms to slide up and tighten around her neck.

It was hard not to panic, as that was a natural thing to do when one was cut off from the ability to breathe, but Lisbeth forced herself to keep her mind sharp. She needed to figure out some way to get air into herself, other⁠—

“Huh?”

Lisbeth was dropped before she could so much as begin to problem-solve. Confused, she whirled, only to see that the man who had been holding her now had a crossbow bolt sticking out of his head.

Looking in Vanka’s direction, she saw the woman loading another crossbow bolt into her weapon. Who was she?

Lisbeth had no idea, but she didn't get time to really contemplate it right then. The last two hitmen seemed to have noticed her presence and turned both of their weapons on Lisbeth.

That was about all they had time to do, because Flit launched herself at the throat of one, and a crossbow bolt pierced the chest of the other. Together, their bodies fell over the edge of the roof, one of them screaming.

“Flit!” Lisbeth cried, rushing to the edge. Perhaps she should be thrilled that she was safe, or relieved that all of her enemies were dead, but all she could think about was her poor baby dragon.

Had they really come so far only for it to end so abruptly? Had her dragon really sacrificed her young life so soon? No, that didn't seem possible. Lisbeth felt like she would know if her dragon had died. Like something within her would shatter and never heal again.

Sure enough, when she looked over the edge, she saw two bodies a couple of stories down below—but no Flit. Eyes scanning this way and that, she finally spotted a flash of multicolored scales gently floating down into a bush.

Thank the gods!

Lisbeth’s relief was short-lived, however, as several lawmen were running down the street. They would arrive in a minute, maybe two, judging from how clearly Lisbeth could see them from her vantage point.

She was acutely aware that she needed to get Flit back into her basket and somehow get the lid back on before anyone else spotted her. And sure, Lisbeth was aware that plenty had probably already at least caught a glimpse of the dragon, but she was hoping that most of them had been both distracted and traumatized by the several bodies practically raining on their heads.

Hoping against all odds, Lisbeth hurried down the building. Well, she tried to hurry, but exhaustion was quickly setting in. She really had lost most of her stamina while she had been injured.

But she made it down to the ground without falling, trying to avoid looking at the several bodies sprawled around. Thankfully, Villy was waiting there for her, the semi-broken basket in his grip.

“I think this is yours,” he said, his eyes wide and face pale.

Right. He’d never had to see her fight. She wasn’t sure how much he could have made out from his place on the ground, but whatever he had seen had shaken him up a bit.

“Hey,” she soothed, hoping she sounded convincing. “It's gonna be alright.”

“Lisbeth…” Oh, he was using her real name. That was never a good sign. “I just watched you scale a three-story building and send grown men flying off the side!”

“I mean, I'm pretty sure I only did that with one guy. The rest were all Vanka. Do you know how she got a crossbow? One moment, she didn’t have one, and the next, she was on top of the building with one.”

“Wait, Vanka had a crossbow? Since when?”

“That’s what I was saying!” Lisbeth agreed, happy that she seemed to have distracted Villy from his shock over her actions. But then it was her turn to be the distracted one as a chirp came from the side of the building. Rushing forward, she knelt beside the bush it was coming from and carefully put her basket under it, hoping it was Flit that she had heard.

“Hey, my dear, you did amazing. But you need to hide now, okay? I'm safe. I promise.”

Sure enough, a pair of beautiful eyes looked up at her through the thick foliage, doing that sideways blink that she never thought she’d love to see.

“There you are, gorgeous. I can’t say how happy I am to see you! But you’ve gotta hurry. Some people we don’t want to know about you are coming.”

Flit didn't go in right away, because of course she didn’t. She was a wild animal who didn’t actually understand human speech. For a hair of a moment, Lisbeth worried that her charge was about to bolt, but instead, she grabbed Lisbeth's arm. The young woman froze, afraid that her dragon would run up the limb in full light and view of others, but no, Flit just nuzzled the flesh of her wrist, tongue laving out gently.

Was… Was that a dragon’s version of a kiss? It seemed like it to her. Goodness, the lengths Lisbeth would go to in order to protect her charge…

“I love you too, you little bean,” she said, heart swelling within her. That sounded like a terrible thing, but it did feel quite lovely. Was this how the deep miners felt about their canaries? “But get in the basket, please. I promise all the treats once we get some place safe.”

Of course that was enough to convince her, and Flit scrambled into her pseudo carrying case. Once she was inside, Lisbeth hurriedly jammed the lid on, using one of her hair ribbons to tie the torn half to the rim. It wasn't perfect, but it was enough. Especially since the lawmen had reached them, pouring in with their nightsticks raised.

“This is now a crime scene under the jurisdiction of King Rykard the Great,” the closest lawman stated firmly. “Nobody is to come or go until we are able to collect a statement from everyone. And you!” He turned to where Vanka was standing, crossbow still in hand. It took all of Lisbeth's willpower not to let out a curse. She had hoped that the foreign woman would get out of sight. But no, it almost seemed like she purposely wanted to be spotted. Surely she understood that wasn’t a good thing. Yeah, her language comprehension wasn’t the best, but she seemed to have a pretty solid idea that she was very much not supposed to really be seen in Kyerchov. “You get down here right now!”

It had been a good run, but Lisbeth was pretty sure that they had reached their end. The law was about to find out that she had smuggled in both a dangerous creature and a foreigner. She had risked exposing her people to the very world that had nearly wiped them off the face of the world, and soon everybody was going to know.

Well, at least however they executed her sure was going to be memorable.


Chapter 12

Rescue in Strange Places


“So, why don’t you tell me your part of the story?”

“I don’t understand why you’re asking us again,” Villy said, his frustration more than evident in his voice. “I’ve already told you twice! And where are the three guards that we had to abandon in Middle Kyerchov? They can verify that we were attacked, and they ordered us to flee back to my home!”

“Right, and your home supposedly is⁠—"

“There's no ‘supposedly.’ It’s Maelfic Manor! I’m the heir apparent, Vilcyek Maelfic, and my father, the Lord of the Manor, would be most appreciative if you returned us to his custody!”

“Look, you were involved in a serious crime involving the deaths of several civilians. Your father, if he really is your father, can't just come in and whisk you out of this. This is serious.”

“Of course it’s serious! We were attacked. People tried to kill us!”

“Let’s say that your story is true; why would they wanna kill you?”

“Why does anyone want to kill anyone? I don't know! Are you trying to pretend like we don't have any issues with assassinations here? Even in our little bubble of a cave, politics are still causing people to live and die by the sword. Or, uh, crossbows, as it were.”

“So, you believe that these were assassins targeting you for political reason?”

“I don't know! Why are you talking to me like I'm lying?”

Lisbeth wished that she could tell her friend to settle down. That the lawman was purposefully antagonizing them to see if they slipped up or let any information fall. Luckily, they had the truth on their side. And perhaps it was manipulative of her, but the more attention that stayed on Villy, the better it was for Vanka and Flit.

Somehow, no one had really questioned either of them, focusing all their attention on the young lord-to-be. Maybe that was just because Villy was making so much of a scene within the Lawmen's Guild. It was a real, proper, noble tantrum, spittle and everything.

It was while she was staring at her friend's increasingly red profile that Lisbeth began to wonder… Was he doing in on purpose? Villy was many things, but he never was stupid. Naïve? Occasionally. Optimistic? Yes. But he was never stupid. He had to know that being in the Lawmen’s Guild was the last thing that any of them wanted because somebody was going to figure out that Vanka was a foreigner Lisbeth had dragged in, which had also resulted in a dragon being brought into Kyerchov.

If he could just throw a fit until his father arrived…

Huh, perhaps she'd underestimated her friend. Not exactly the best thing for her to do considering how often she hated when people did the same to her. She owed him an apology.

…eventually.

“Son, you need to relax. We are not your enemies here. We are just protectors of Kyerchov and wanna make sure that her citizens are not in danger.”

“Do not call me son! Do you have any idea of the repercussions that will come once my father hears of this disrespect! I'm not asking you to let us go, or even to give us any special treatment, but you're looking at three victims who were targeted by paid hitmen in the middle of the day. Whoever would be competent enough to do such a thing is an inherent danger to our people, so instead of interrogating us, you should be out there investigating who the hell they are!”

Lisbeth tried not to wince. Although she appreciated her friend's passion, and the possible fact that he was covering for them, he needed to be careful not to cross the line. It wasn't unheard of for someone to get roughed up by some lawmen. It was pretty rare for that to happen to nobles, but it seemed that not many of them believed who Villy was.

Not that Lisbeth was surprised. Maybe if he was on his own, the whole thing would be more believable, but he was traveling with two people who were very clearly in poor people clothing. That was enough to cast his entire identity into doubt. Lisbeth wished that he had just brought some form of identification, but she understood that as protected as he was, he likely hadn't even thought about it.

“I'm glad you recognize our need for investigation, but we won't get anywhere by dismissing important information at the very beginning. Speaking of which, your two companions. Who are they to you, and why were they in Lower Kyerchov with you?”

Villy drew in a deep breath, and Lisbeth began to sweat. She was worried about if they looked into who she was and found out the identity of her father, that everything truly would come tumbling down. She had so many ways she could be ensnared, but all she could do was sit there quietly and hope that her friend was loud enough to distract from her presence.

“Lisbeth is my friend, and her companion works in the same boardinghouse that she does.”

Phew, that wasn't the worst story. If it wasn't conspicuous, Lisbeth would have heaved a sigh of relief. She couldn't do that, though. She had to sit there, politely, and try to be as boring as possible. And also hope that her baby of a dragon who didn't really understand the situation somehow magically stayed perfectly still and didn't make any noise. Or at least not any noise that could be heard over Villy's protestations.

“And how do you know each other?”

“She saved my life.” Villy said it was such conviction that it took even the lawman aback for a moment. He blinked at them.

“Saved your life how?”

“It's a long story.”

That was the wrong answer, but Lisbeth got the feeling that Villy knew it. Maybe it was just all in her head, fueled by too much hope, but she couldn't help interpreting everything her friend did as a tactic to buy them just a little more time. He really would be amazing for the stage.

The officer sat back, set his pen down, and folded his hands together. “By all means, I’ve got the time.”

Villy sputtered for a moment, buying them more seconds. Each and every one was important. Another step toward being able to escape undetected.

“We were kids when it started⁠—”

“What is the meaning of this?!”

Oh, Lisbeth knew that voice. That was Lord Maelfic, and he sure sounded angry.

“Where is my son? Who dared to lay a hand on the heir of the Maelfic line!”

The door flew open, banging into the stone wall of the dimly lit room they were in. In the entrance stood Villy’s father, looking just as red as his son, and two other men that Lisbeth vaguely recognized as nobles. She couldn't remember their names, but she was pretty sure that she had gone through their trash at least once.

“Lord Maelfic!” the officer blurted, standing up so rapidly that his chair fell over. “I was just collecting interviews⁠—”

“You were collecting fodder, that's what you were doing! My son was nearly killed, and your first instinct was to lock him away like some sort of common vagabond!”

“Sir, we had to get his sworn statement. This is a serious matter!”

“Of course it's a serious matter! Someone tried to murder my son! Now, I'm going to take him home, and you are going to pray to all the gods and our ancestors that you wake up tomorrow morning with your career as a lawman still intact.”

“I— Sir! But⁠—”

The man was still sputtering as they made their way out, and Lisbeth couldn't believe her luck. She still couldn't decide if she had the best worst luck or the worst best luck, but whichever it was, she couldn't be more grateful that they had somehow escaped notice yet again. Once they got a free moment, she was going to need to talk to Villy. She had to find out whether he knew what he was doing, or if his newly spoiled nature had somehow saved the day.

No one said much on the walk to the carriage the lord had arrived in. Before they all climbed in, Lord Maelfic stopped his son. At first, Lisbeth thought he was about to reprimand the young man, but he just pulled him into a tight hug.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” the lord said, voice just about as full of emotion as Lisbeth had ever heard it.

“I'll do my best, Father.”

It was a sweet moment, and surprisingly tender considering who it came from. It almost felt far too intimate to watch, so Lisbeth found herself pointedly focusing on clambering into the carriage.

The ride to the manor passed in relative silence, no one seeming to be in much of a talkative mood. Lisbeth was hoping she could disappear to their quarters again as soon as they stepped into the giant house, but instead of being left to their own devices, they were led to what Lisbeth recognized as one of the dining rooms she'd waited for Villy in.

Except unlike those nights, it wasn't empty. There were about six nobles there, not including the two that had arrived at the jail with Lord Maelfic, all standing in different places around the room.

“Tell us what happened,” Lord Maelfic said, his tone incredibly grave. “What really happened.”

Lizabeth licked her lips, an absolutely insane idea rising within her mind. Yes, there were eight nobles in front of her, but her father wasn't one of them. Was this the time to possibly hand one of his enemies something that could give them a little power over him? Something that might free her from his shadow?

She opened her mouth, ready to tell them that the assassins were for her and had even called her the target. She was ready to tell them who her father was and that he was the one who must have sent them. There was no one else who made sense and had the means. But before she could do any of that, Vanka dropped her hood and took a large stride forward.

“In all my days here, I only know kindness. I been healed. I been fed. I been cared for.”

What was she doing? Everyone was staring at her light eyes, and her even lighter hair, standing out bone white under the artificial illumination. Villy hadn't monologued his way through an entire interrogation just for Vanka to out herself! Was she insane!?

“So, I fear I bring corruption with me.” Corruption!? Since when did Vanka know a word that big? “Those men must be from my home, which is…not Kyerchov.”

It was like the entire room jolted, and Lisbeth wanted to sink through the floor. Flit must have been able to sense or smell how stressed she was, because the little thing began to whine within the basket.

“Shh!” Lisbeth said quickly before covering it with a cough. Fortunately, or maybe not so fortunately, all eyes were on Vanka. The first foreigner in Kyerchov since its inception.

Lisbeth didn’t understand why the woman was doing this! It was pure insanity, and it was going to get them both killed. At the same time, though, she seemed so certain. So sure of herself. It was mind-boggling.

“You see, my home was good place. Like Kyerchov. Until a great brute took over. I fought as best I can for my people, but I not strong enough. I was exiled and barely escaped with life.”

Wait, was Lisbeth finally going to learn more about Vanka’s past? That almost, almost made up for the betrayal stabbing through her chest. Katyana had been right all along. Vanka was most definitely a hunter.

But what was her prey?

“My home was called Epoch Sol, and I think we can be great allies. Our city is aboveground, can trade you many goods. You have many valuable materials here. Trade with us. We also have protection from all attacks.”

“Protection? How!?”

“A massive shield of light. Completely impenetrable.”

Seriously, how does she know all these words?

“And you expose yourself and offer this up out of the goodness of your heart?” a lady said tersely.

“No. I do it for my people. There was a coup, and a brute destroyed us. You help take Epoch Sol back, we will be forever in your debt.”

Epoch Sol? An entirely different city with a shield made of light? Lisbeth thought Kyer had been the last civilization left and the barbarians just lived in roving bands that could survive the impossible environment of the Void.

“And who is this brute who took over? A savage? A warlord?”

Vanka just shook her head, and the anger in her eyes made Lisbeth’s breath catch in her throat. “The name of the warmonger is Tennegan Felter.”
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Don’t miss the next book in this epic fantasy adventure. Order Dragon Defender here:

amazon.com/dp/B0D7HP2SPK


THANK YOU

Thank you so much for reading Danger in the Dark. I hope you enjoyed reading the story as much as I did writing them. If you could leave a review for me, that would be awesome.

Things are really starting to get dangerous, and now that Lisbeth has survived an assassination, war seems inevitable. The only question is: who is the real villain? See what happens next in Dragon Defender.

Get Dragon Defender here:

amazon.com/dp/B0D7HP2SPK

Before you go, I wanted to let you know how you can get a free book! It’s an exclusive novella that you can’t buy anywhere, and we want to give it to you for free. All the details are on the next page.


Fantasy Reads Newsletter

Sign up and download your Free Book here:

fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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We absolutely love sharing stories with our readers and we created our Fantasy Reads Newsletter with that purpose in mind. If you want to know when new stories are published and when we have special offers, this is the place to be. And as I mentioned before, we have an exclusive novella for you when you join. It features one of the characters from the Brindle Dragon and Rise of the Black Dragon series.

And we have several more exclusive stories planned that you won’t be able to get anywhere else!

Sign up and download your Free Book here:

fairfieldpublishing.com/fantasyreads
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