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  Dedications






For the trans community,

My beautiful sisters, Julie, Raechel, Ellie, and Josie,

Cassandra and Jamie, two cuties I can’t get enough of,

and Mike, without whom I may never have made it this far.




Special mentions for Jess (Jessamine Larrimer), Alex (Penelope Burdette), Alexandra (Alexandra Delacroix), Erica (Erica Foraker), Roxie (Roxanna Le Guin), Crystal (Cristabel Deluth) for donating names when I could not come up with some,

and you, dear reader, for taking the chance on some trans girl’s scribblings. 







  Preface



Hi, everyone. Abby here. You might know me under a different name outside of this, I’ll come right out and say it—Abby is my pen name, not my own name. I’m a fairly private person, but I don’t like to hide so it’ll be pretty easy to figure out who I am. I just wanted to spare a few words to the reader. I’m a trans woman and old enough to not have the internet for much of my childhood. Living where I do in the USA, information about who or what I am was impossible to come across. It wasn’t until I did have access to the internet, at around the age of fifteen, that I finally had some idea. At first I thought I was just a crossdresser. The feelings I felt were shameful and I knew instantly that they couldn’t be shared with anyone, least of which my family. But I’d felt them since five or so and was highly incentivized to not talk about them. The end result is that my first forays into what that feeling was took a relatively common line, and one that is maligned due to, well, chasers and TERFs.

I started my exploration into my identity on a crossdressing fiction website featuring petticoats and crinolines and the like, and that website led me to transformation fiction, primarily focusing on guys becoming girls. Finally, that led me to an anime fan website that focused on transformation, as above, and who had an IRC channel where people roleplayed constantly and consistently. Over a period of around 3 years, I started thinking I was just a crossdresser, then realized that just roleplaying a girl made all those feelings ebb a bit. I tried women’s clothes at around sixteen and realized then and there, when I first looked into my mirror, that I wasn’t a crossdresser. I was a girl. It still took me until twenty-five to come out, but I wasn’t even on my own for a while.

So my experience might not meet up with yours. You might not even be trans, and if you’re not, hey, thanks for picking up a book with a literal trans flag on the cover! But if you are, and you’re concerned about transphobia that might be in this book, please understand that the reason I chose this setting was to explore the feeling of not knowing what it is you were, of dealing with it on your own, and of coming to terms with it with the help of new friends, while experimenting with presentation or sexuality. I also wanted to tackle it in a way that lets me tackle internalized misogyny, toxic masculinity, and societal norms too. It won’t be perfect, but please know that this world isn’t written to be perfect, and as a white trans gal, I sure as hell ain’t perfect either. It’s fiction. It may make you feel bad. I just hope you see it for what it is, and not ascribe some lurid transmisogynistic tripe to it! Lastly, including magic but discluding HRT is just shorthand for “Alissandra can’t do everything!” In keeping with the vaguely 16th-17th century setting, HRT is hard to come by. I tried my best to stay free of anachronisms, sticking to the time frame and deviating only slightly for convenience. While it’s certainly possible to just make everyone lesbians and have a nice little romp, I didn’t feel it was appropriate in the type of story I want to tell. Anyway, that’s all for now! Please enjoy!♪ -AST








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Sir Tarence Moxley, third son of the House Moxley, knelt at his prince’s feet in deference. Here, in the Castle Maximillian, only four such people deserved such treatment: King Patrick Maximillian, his betrothed, Queen Margaret Maximillian nee Oscar, seventh daughter of the House Oscar, and their children, the Princess Deirdre, and the Prince Brendan.

Tarence’s kneeling was a usual sight around the castle, for the prince and he were friends since childhood, and his valor in battle won him the privilege of guarding the next heir to the throne. Brendan was less than pleased to see his friend bow and scrape, but ever the professional, Tarence made sure everyone knew by the scraping of his greaves against cuirass that the prince had arrived—with Tarence in tow, of course. It was a running joke that was wearing awfully thin by now.

“How many times must I beg you not to scrape so low? Please stand, Tarence.” Brendan said, with a roll of his eyes and an outstretched hand. He’d made the mistake of mentioning his status again, and Tarence’s gently mocking wit had again wounded him in return. It was his way of reminding Brendan that he was not only a prince.

“My liege, isn’t it customary to kneel in deference? Even the royal guard must do so.” Tarence asked with a slight smile. “Would you have me disrespect the royal family by refusing to?” 

The grin widened, and Tarence stood with the prince’s help. “Come on now, Brendan, if it didn’t needle you so, I’d stop!”

Brendan scoffed and pushed at Tarence’s shoulder. “You know I could have your head, right?” He replied with a customary grin. The prince, just shorter than Tarence, but slightly more broad—when Tarence was without armor, anyway—was handsome in a way few men were. With a firm jaw like his father’s while being softer spoken like his mother, he was popular around the city. Given the number of discarded marriage proposal letters he received—even from the commoners!—you’d think he would be married by now. Not so. In the end, it didn’t really matter how handsome you were; if you looked as if a mule kicked you, you’d probably find someone if you were adept at speaking to them.

Brendan could talk to anyone but women, and he often became very clumsy with his words—and body besides—when doing so. Even were he to want to respond to those letters, he simply couldn’t manage, for fear of causing them offense at his refusal! And that clumsiness still had him banned from his own library without chaperon!

So it was. Tarence and Brendan didn’t quite grow up together. Though House Moxley was a mere minor noble house—a viscountcy—nestled just on the opposite end of the royal hunting grounds, its holdings were a morning’s ride away. The families were close enough for the Moxleys to visit a few times per month in their childhoods.

Tarence’s great grandfather, Leonhardt Moxley, was a shrewd man, and happily extended the rights to the royal family to use the river running through the hunting grounds for a closer relationship with the crown itself, and was provided the viscountcy for the effort. Since then, Moxley and Maximillian hunted together, grew and expanded together, and now a mere viscount’s son was the protector of a prince!

Brendan did not care for those kinds of things. The politics simply bored him, which was a shame, considering just how adeptly charismatic he was when women weren’t in the equation. 

He was close enough to Tarence that they might have been brothers, and was eminently pleased when Tarence spoke the oath of his guardianship. Of course, he commonly got in the way, and times like these, when he acted the jester and feigned obsequiousness, never quite crossed the line.

Tarence was nearly always a bit too professional outside of the prince’s chambers, almost like he was always acting a bit part, but it wasn’t like Brendan wasn’t amused by his japes. “My sister’s eighteenth is approaching, Tarence. I, of course, shall be in attendance at the celebration, but so will many foreign dignitaries and the unusual addition in the citizenry. Please see to it that Oliviera’s plans are prepared for. And don’t you dare make a run on my sister, either!”

Tarence laughed boisterously. “My liege! What kind of dishonorable, boorish, loutish scum would deign to even think of daring to besmirch the name of the princess? What do you take me for?” He layered his words for comedic effect—a Tarence special.

“A pig, says mother. She knows of your incident with her on her birthday last!” Brendan replied, “So you would!”

“You wound me, my liege! She merely asked to ride upon my shoulders! It is not my fault she had been sipping wine the entire night and needed a reprieve there, and I couldn’t have woken her up! You know how she gets if you rouse her—I swear it was not I who was at fault.” Tarence joked, but the queen was mightily upset. The night in question had resulted in a capital-wide manhunt for the princess, who had fallen asleep at the castle parapets as she watched the stars with Tarence himself. Had he mentioned this to anyone else, perhaps it would be different, but the watchman was deep in his cups and the princess’s puffed up pout could—and often did—move mountains.

Needless to say, it could have been catastrophic for him if the princess had not admitted to the plan to escape her own party. 

“Why is it that you did not approach officially? Surely, with House Moxley being so close to us, there would have been no issues. We could actually be brothers if you married her!”

Tarence blushed pink and shook his head. “She is a princess. The princess. I’m only a lowly viscount’s son, and I have taken an oath. My royal guardsman vow, I cannot sire an heir while in the royal guard corps! What use would I have as her husband? She adores me like a brother, but I cannot give to her advances, my liege. To say nothing of the fact that I consider her a little sister!” As Tarence spoke those words, his shoulders slumped.

“Ah, I remember now. Have I thanked you for your impeccable service lately, Tarence?” The prince asked, hand on Tarence’s shoulder. There was something suspiciously relieved about the way Tarence said these things, and Brendan figured they were polite lies. He was sure the man was avoiding talk of forming his own family, but Brendan would not pry.

“Every day, as a matter of fact, my liege. It won’t stop me from bowing and scraping for you, though!” With a forced grin, Tarence shook Brendan’s shoulder back, and Brendan put the thought out of mind. “What would you like to do today?”

“Well, the usual patrolling should be fine, and I would like to visit the citizenry. I’m not sure why Baron Hawthorne wanted them in attendance for my sister’s celebration; it seems like to cause security issues more than anything else. What is your take on it?” Brendan asked, affixing his cape and pulling it close. The winter months were chilly.

“I don’t like it, my liege. The gentry is one thing, but citizenry? Hawthorne is mad. You are correct in that it’ll make my job harder, though.” Tarence didn’t mind the cold, and typically refused cape and cloak both.

“We’re going to need more guards all around. The gossip has been that Cedric is first in line for her arranged marriage. Do you happen to know if that is true, Brendan?” Tarence quipped, resting his hand idly on the pommel of his longsword.

“It is a foregone conclusion, my friend. Come her name day, the announcement will follow shortly. It goes without saying that you shouldn’t share this with anyone, though.” Brendan shuffled his cape and started moving.

Maximillian Castle was situated in the center of the capital, Antissa (in the Kingdom of Antiga), and was a large, heavily fortified structure in an age that simply no longer called for it. Though the wars of yesteryear always roiled its threats to return, Antiga’s political maneuvering and focus on diplomacy normally kept those at bay, and King Maximillian himself was said to be wise and rather merciful, if perhaps a little blunt.

The wide corridors and heavy, easily braced doors made for easy movement of soldiers for defense, embrasures for cannonades and arrow slits lit up otherwise darkened corners with the sun’s glare, and candles and torches lit the rest. It was not so much that this place was out of time, but since a relative peace had fallen, the time where this castle would be used to shelter citizenry and defend siege had long since passed, and it had become merely the diplomatic and administrative hub of the Antigan capital, with some decrees stretching kingdom-wide when any were decided upon.

The prince did not have to patrol—that’s what guards were for—but his father did it, his grandfather did it, and it had become something of a custom among the men of the royal family. 

Of course, it was always a good idea to be on fair terms with the servants—of which there were many—and since he would be their king one day, what sense would it make to ignore them? History told many stories of nobles and royals that didn’t heed them, only to later pay the price. Antiga’s throne would not be so unwise.

“Brother! Are you going out on patrol? Oh! Sir Tarence, what a surprise to see you, too!” A distinctly unsurprised but playful voice said. As if waiting for them to pass her doorway, Princess Deirdre pounced, and as if she meant to all along, threw her entire weight behind a tackling hug aimed squarely for Tarence himself. He caught her gracefully—this was a common sight around the castle as well! Thankfully, Deirdre was far shorter than her brother and feather-light. 

Tarence often snuck her sweets, and her dappled cheeks as she savored them brought a smile to his lips often. Her button nose and soft features suited her well, but she was willowy thin, narrowly avoiding sickly, and Tarence half-expected they had placed her on a restrictive diet to keep her that way.

She was, of course, joined by Lea, her faithful personal guard, and Tarence’s counterpart for the young princess. While Lea said nothing, she shrugged silently.

“Sister, please! You are almost a lady full, and shouldn’t act this way with others!” Seeing Tarence spin gleefully with Deirdre was enough to calm him down, however. “But yes, we are on patrol. Must you do this every time? If Mother were to see you doing this, she would have our dear friend hanged!”

Tarence placed Deirdre back on her feet, and from his small pack, offered her a few slices of candied pear. Deirdre, instead of taking one, took all of them and immediately plunged one between her lips. 

“You’re almost eighteen. What do you want for your birthday, Princess?” Tarence patted Deirdre’s puffed shoulders off and met the amused look Lea gave him. Deirdre’s dresses were often quite fetching, but she had a reputation for dirtying them. Tarence had a reputation for catching those dirtied spots better than most, but that seemed to go for all dresses, not just the princess’s ones.

“I wunna dwgon.” She pleaded through a full mouth, bouncing one of her blonde ringlets. By the look of her, she fussed with them often, pulling them enough to cause them to straighten into the waviness she was born with. 

When Brendan glowered disapprovingly, she swallowed her sweet quickly. “No, two dragons! And I want to ride on their backs like horses!” Deirdre exclaimed, matching Tarence’s amused grin.

“That’ll be mighty hard to do, Princess! Dragons are an endangered species, you know.” Dragons didn’t exist, not that Tarence knew of, but there were plenty of stories that included them. Quite how she managed to acquire such unladylike things was beyond anyone’s imagining. The queen suspected Tarence, and she would be right, but then, she seemed to suspect him for a lot of things, and she couldn’t prove it. In truth, the princess was a bit tomboyish, but she needed to keep up appearances. Ruffling Deirdre’s hair, Tarence shrugged a shoulder as he gazed at Brendan.

“Well then, if you can’t do that, I’ll just have to have you as my present, Sir Tarence! Have you heard? Cedric Hawthorne is to be my betrothed. But I feel nothing for him!” Deirdre clung to Tarence firmly, as if begging him. “I would never love him! But if you marry me before he can, then I won’t have to go through with it, and we can be toge—”

“Sister,” Brendan interrupted chidingly, “we all have our responsibilities. I know it is not fair, or particularly just, but assuaging the Hawthorne family at a time when our largest threats may be within and not without is important. You are the Princess Maximillian, and one day you may be queen. Were something to happen to Father, Mother, and I, yours are the shoulders our kingdom must rest upon, and if you do not have a husband, dear sister, you may have no heirs! And on whose head would lay the crown, then?”

The princess was, frankly, adorable, and the search for a suitable suitor had been stretching since before her adolescence. It was common for these marriages to be planned well in advance, given that they were often transactional in practice. Her royal provenance gave her little say in the matter. 

Absent some tragedy, she would surely be married to that cowardly prig. Once, Cedric Hawthorne was scared all the way home with soiled trousers by the very sight of a red fox during the hunting season. How he managed to live it down must have been some fantastical trick. A mere baron’s son—him especially—would only be chosen for some political ploy. Hawthorne’s lands were almost entirely used for grain, pigs, and cows, and the prices thereof had been rising steadily for years, though there were rumors of unrest amongst its citizenry.

Tarence bowed out of this conversation, staring at the floor. His own father was not too happy that he had accepted this oath, as Tarence himself was likely to be promised to a baron’s daughter to spread Moxley influence. The political sniping and flanking reminded him of a battlefield, in which lives were ruined all the same, only through backstabbing rather than front-stabbing. Tarence preferred the latter if there was going to be any at all. It was bad enough that there was.

Being handsome like his brothers, with sandy blonde hair and a pale, almost pretty complexion, Tarence was fairly popular with women, and it was not particularly a surprise that it included the princess. Now at twenty-four, he’d been approached by dozens himself, but often made friends with them faster than he made lovers of them. His honor had been besmirched about the same amount of times, too—one often needed to take care when being friendly, lest it look like philandering.

He inherited his mother’s kind eyes, though in an ice blue as opposed to his entire living family’s brown. While the royal family all had blue eyes, others with them were few and far between, but he was always told he looked like his grandfather did, as his eyes were similarly that icy azure. 

While Brendan was also twenty-four, it was wholly in his power to choose a bride, so long as he did—and there were plenty to choose from, even those from foreign lands. They were often quite eager about it, as the prince was quite the looker himself. But there was heavy pressure to marry, and quickly, for the princess more than the prince. Brendan at least had a deeper understanding of the nature of such arrangements and a hesitation to marry for reasons as banal as politics.

Admonished, Deirdre slumped her shoulders. “Of course, brother, you are right… My apologies, Sir Tarence.” The look in her eyes immediately took a turn for the sullen, and she turned on her toes to return to her room, pushing the heavy oaken door closed behind her, perhaps a little too firmly. Lea cast a sympathetic look at Brendan, but wisely refused to admonish him for his words, even though she clearly wanted to.

Tarence was not so disciplined. “You don’t have to be so harsh, my liege. She is still just a girl yet, and as I recall, neither of us were prepared for adulthood proper, either.” He replied casually and all-too-truly, to which Brendan slumped his shoulders, too. 

Tarence would know better. After all, he spent much of his adolescence in the army, and still hadn’t told the story of how he’d wound up there. He effectively only had lady friends and Brendan, and seemingly was estranged from his family.

“You’re right, Tarence, but… it is our responsibility to crown and country beside. We all must learn to play the life we have. This is the way of things. Were it not so, that would be a different question, but for as long as it remains so, straying can cause far more problems than not.” Brendan shook his head and continued on his patrol, while Tarence followed quietly.

Compared to his father, Brendan was an idealistic whelp, and sometimes spoke of the neighboring Farin’s political situation, having transitioned into what they called a ‘république,’ and its effect on local politics. After all, the Hawthorne Barony was awfully close to Farin. Perhaps that was why the princess’s engagement was timed so.

Tarence himself did not think it wise to place power in the hands of the people without bolstering their education, but such things cost money enough that he could not conceptualize the effort. Then again, shrugging the monarchy off would simply consolidate power in the hands of the nobility instead, and he fully expected some of those families to be truly tyrannical once the crown was not overseeing them. 

The patrol continued until the afternoon with nothing to report, and when Brendan retired for lunch, Tarence’s secondary took over, allowing him a reprieve. Not… that he typically did much with it until the evening. A nap, some lunch, and another shift, before burning his time with a few ladies in the city, sharing ale and stories, but not much else most of the time. Life was good, or good enough. A distinction, he thought wrongly, without a difference.

~~~

“All preparations have been made, and our agents are ready. On her name day, they will slip in with the citizenry. A distraction will be called, and in the confusion, they will strike. Is this amenable, good sir?” A sharp accent from the bordering Cassia accentuated a woman’s voice. Cassians were somewhat uncommon in the capital, not least of which was due to the slight diplomatic tensions between the two countries—it had only been a few years since they were at war with each other.

“Yes, that is acceptable. The king and queen are far too old to bear any more children, and after this, the path will be clear. We will have the throne.” A man’s voice replied in rich, bold tones.

“Very well. Now… about the payment. For the preparations, it shall be seven bars, and after operations complete, the remaining five. I will take the seven now and we will be in contact for the remainder at a later date.” This woman demanded stonily, peering through one of the chamber’s glass windows at the Farinian border and planning even now an escape route.

“Gracious, you people are such parasites. Fine. Take your money. But I expect results—if you cannot deliver, then we shall be meeting again quite soon. For the last time, one way or another. Remember, wound, but don’t kill. Incapacitate them however you will.” The man reacted in dismissive ire. It was not enough for this waif’s country to be defeated—if anything, she ought to be begging to conspire with him.

“Of course. Clandestine actions like this? It would be terrible if it were found that either of our… parties had anything to do with this work.” 

Sly as she was, she seemed to play with the man. In truth, she had no real reason to do this, save for an ulterior motive this man hopefully hadn’t picked up on. Her contractor needed something akin to wetwork, and she was happy to oblige, though it would be easier if it were wet, as opposed to terrorizing, even if it would be injurious for her health later on; intent made quite the difference.

“Good. Here, these will cover your… fee. Ensure it is done.” The man demanded in return, coupled with the metallic thunk of several bars of gold. Paid for by the taxes on citizens of his barony, with some skimmed off the top of Farinian imports.

“Hmhm… of course, milord,” the woman said, and with the tapping of heeled boots, made her way toward the exit. She sensed the presence of another in the hall just beyond the door, and sidestepped as she finished with a predatory smile, “we will be in touch.”

The door opened just as she predicted, and she winked at a younger man on the opposite side of it as she exited. Approaching the first, he leveled a quizzical gaze there. “Father, who was that? I don’t believe I have seen her around before.”

“Pay no mind to it, Cedric. Merely a foreign merchant looking to make inroads into the kingdom. What do you need, my son?” The older Hawthorne asked with uncharacteristic glee.

“Well, Father, I wanted to speak to you about the announcement of my engagement to the princess. Why is it necessary to wait until after her name day? Would it not be customary to announce it at the celebration itself?” 

Cedric Hawthorne asked his father, with suspicion in his eyes. It was awfully strange—they immediately announced most engagements. And to add the citizenry to the celebration was lunacy!

“It’s simple, my son. Our plans are continuing apace and as it is a member of the royal family we’re talking about, the utmost of caution should be used. It would be a problem were Antiga’s adversaries to find that out. So instead, we focus on the celebration’s… festivities.” Raymond Hawthorne replied calmly.

Cedric looked confused. Why had his father worded that so? Shaking his head, he shrugged the odd feeling off. Was he merely imagining things? “Very well, Father. We must prepare to leave anon—I’ve already packed and we can be at Antissa tomorrow for the celebration that afternoon.” Cedric bowed to his father before taking his leave, and Raymond left his study to prepare.

Soon. We will ensure the Hawthorne family takes its place upon the throne. We can lay the blame on the royal guard, install our own for the prince’s ‘protection.’ Once we take care of him, there will be none but my son to be king. The throne shall be mine.

~~~

Royal celebrations tended to take Antissa by storm. Though they were typically limited to Castle Maximillian, other smaller celebrations spread through the city like a plague, and as such, guards were typically watchful there. A few too many ales could cause all too many problems, after all.

This time, the unusual step of inviting the citizenry within the castle walls to join in the celebrations was taken at the request of Baron Hawthorne, and they spread the guards throughout the castle, rather than the city itself. The density of people was astounding, but the princess herself seemed incredibly pleased by it, even if Antissa itself was suffering under numerous smaller parties for those who couldn’t gain access.

The crowds made Tarence’s job harder—the more people that were present, the more potential threats there were. While the royal family was placed on a raised stage within the grand hall of Castle Maximillian, they were at increased risk.

Thankfully, he was not the only royal guard present, as every member of the royal family had a personal one, and the remainder held the perimeter to ensure order throughout the partying populace.

Roger, a man with the burnt umber tones of a Farinian and cropped hair that nevertheless frizzed at the slightest provocation, guarded the king directly, and did so with gusto. Broad-shouldered and tall, Roger dwarfed even Tarence—if only by a little—and made Lea look positively tiny by comparison, yet alone the queen or princess.

It was rare to see a foreigner in the royal knighthood, and nobody had ever learned the story of quite how. Roger was given to make up a new story on the spot every time you asked, but the rumor was that he was the adopted son of Alistair Oliviera, the current, well-aged captain of the royal guard corps.

The queen’s was Marcia, the younger half-sister of Duke Jonathan Larrimer and the oldest of their group. Bearing a sharp chin and the customarily piercing green eyes of a Larrimer, she was cousin to the royal family by way of the queen’s expansive line. Given her age—though she’d never tell it—she was due to retire from active duties soon, but still carried herself like a younger woman, full of life and sass even though the popping of her joints could be heard in the dark before the rest of her would be. It was entirely possible that her devil-may-care attitude was what caused those things though, and so long as they only made noise and did not fail, she had made her peace with it.

Lea, the spunky brunette with common brown eyes, was assuredly the only real commoner there, and quite the firebrand. With a lowland accent and a bottomless pit of a stomach, she could eat, drink, and curse—and often did—the three of them under the table. Quite how she managed it and still gained nary a pound nor ill repute was beyond Tarence and especially Deirdre, who loudly resented the fact on a daily basis.

Nobles and gentry mingled around, but so too did the citizenry, filling the space with unfamiliar faces. There could be a dagger in the cloaks of any one of them, but broaching their honor and names with an active search would be unwise. If indeed there were domestic political considerations, it would most definitely inflame them.

The sounds of heeled boots and the like tapping upon the polished marble floors made it hard to focus on threats outside of that, and Tarence visibly bristled. “I don’t like this, my liege. There are too many people here. Please stay behind me.” Tarence muttered softly to Prince Brendan. “These conditions are too ideal for an attack.”

“Relax, my friend! This is a celebration. None would dare, especially with the citizenry here! Come drink with me, Tarence!” Brendan replied jovially. “Everyone else but you and I are dancing! So help me, if you keep me from enjoying my sister’s name day, I’ll have you strung by your ankles!”

“Fine, fine. I’ll quit bugging you about your own security. Maybe I’ll get a last dance with the Princess before she’s married.” Tarence grinned at Brendan, who responded with a half-glare before returning to his wine. However, rather than dance with Deirdre, Tarence continued to bear a watchful eye toward the party’s guests.

The entertainment was spectacular. From knife jugglers and dancers, to the band playing in the corner with harpsichord, cello, flute, and a vocalist in a lovely dress with a soprano tone that would melt any heart, there was something for everyone. Tarence tried to tune it all out and stay focused. Outside of those, there simply didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary. Tarence kept a short leash on the Prince while the party continued, finally had some wine, and enjoyed the music. He was never any good at playing it, but who could resist listening to the pipes on that girl?

The afternoon wilted into the evening, but the crowd refused to thin. With the lower light conditions of the evening came displays of magic and jests and skill, from those who breathe fire, to those who could hold it in their hands and cast it like shooting stars in varied colors. Much of the citizenry and nobles besides watched on at the bright and shiny distractions, equal for just this moment. Soon enough, they would be back to their own lives, but for now, they could enjoy themselves.

Until it happened. “Fire! Fire!” Came the call, and panicked guests suddenly scattered in a mad stampede for the exits! While Tarence worked his way through the fleeing crowd toward the ‘fire,’ several hooded figures did the same.

“Bring water from the wells! Guide the guests out! Get a move on!” Tarence yelled, guiding the panicking guards into precise action, barking orders as he made his way toward the stage to survey the damage and guard the royal family. What he saw once there, however, confused him for a moment. There was no fire.

In the panic, some guests were being pushed around or even to the ground, and from the crowd, the royal family’s personal guards joined him. “There’s no fire,” Tarence barked, heart racing, and operating on his gut alone, “shoulder to shoulder, shields up! It’s an attack! Let’s move, we’re extracting the royal family!”

The hooded figures crept closer while everyone else bolted. As the city guards struggled to regain order, the royal guards formed a protective barricade and made their way down the stage. That’s when the hooded figures began their attack, but in their haste to defend the royal family, the royal guard were less prepared to defend themselves. 

The sharp thwip of taut crossbow strings assailed them as three assassins approached, and Roger yelped in pain as one struck him in the chest just beneath his shoulder. The shaft hadn’t pierced fully, so while it may have pierced the chain beneath, he may not have been in grave danger… until the realization dawned that he couldn’t lift his shield arm anymore. It must have nicked a tendon.

Instead, he drew steel and broke formation. The hooded figures drew knives and engaged him. “Tarence, Marcia, go! Take them and go! I’ll hold them here!” Gritting his teeth, Tarence pushed the royal family along quickly with his back, blocking their rear with his body.

They exited the grand hall toward the west wing, whose corridors were supposed to be guarded by a conspicuously absent group of city guards. “Daddy, what’s going on?!” Deirdre cried, but Patrick huddled over her and Margaret, quietly. In fear, the royal family moved with their guards, Tarence holding the rear, with Marcia and Lea up front, each with their metal shields forward.

“It’ll be okay. We’ll protect you. You’re safe with us, princess.” Lea comforted, but Deirdre began to cry. In hushed whispers, the king and queen consoled her, and Brendan snatched a rapier from the walls as they passed a display as they hurried past, just in case.

“We’re almost to safety. Tarence, do we have any hangers-on?” Marcia yelled, and Tarence squawked a negative. As they approached the far end of the west wing to safety—the west tower was their agreed upon evacuation location—the city guard finally joined them. 

“Perfect! You lot, take our rear and let none pa—” The fierce thwip and crack of a crossbow breaking upon firing interrupted Marcia and, for just a moment, she couldn’t piece together what just happened. One guardsman’s crossbow had shot her in the thigh, and she hunched in pain with an angry growl, grasping at the fresh bolt deeply impaled there! “Traitors! Agh, damn it all that hurts!”

“Oh Goddess, Marcia!!” Lea cried, and grabbed Marcia from under the arms so she wouldn’t fall over before setting her down and drawing her blade. “The stairs, my liege! The stairs! Hurry! Tarence, cover them! I’ll hold them here!” Lea engaged them directly while Marcia shouted expletives and threw herself over the stairs to slow the ascent of the would-be assassins. She gratefully wasn’t bleeding heavily from her wound, but to put weight on her leg would cause it to collapse under her again!

“Quickly, keep moving! The tower, up the stairs!” Tarence held their rearguard all the way to the second floor, then when it was clear they weren’t being followed, led the royal family toward the third floor. To cross over to the tower required one trip on the open-air sky bridge, but as Tarence turned the corner to check it, he saw a figure in the moonlight, lying in wait! He slid on the floor instead of stopping, and had little time to react, as, with a flick of their wrist and a flash of golden sparks, a magicked ball of fire launched his way! It splashed upon his shield with all the force of a pike, heating it so quickly that he could feel the searing through his gauntlet, and smell burnt hair.

“Tarence!” Brendan yelled, but the cascade continued, in blooming gouts interspersed with fireballs. Tarence’s shield was starting to liquefy under the intensity of the heat. As it dripped its brass and iron, he cast it aside to charge the mage, ducking a fireball and wincing as it splashed upon the wall behind him in the sizzling pop of melting stone.

“I’ll be fine! Stay put! When I tell you, get back to Lea!” Drawing his sword finally, a cocky grin split his face. “You picked the wrong night, witch!”

A woman’s voice cackled a contralto laugh and flung another gout of flame Tarence’s way, but his charge continued in a zig-zag to close the gap. This wasn’t the first mage he’d fought! Once the enemy was in his range, he lunged, swinging his sword upward across them, but catching only the clasp of their cloak. It tore from the figure and revealed her visage: A Cassian woman, ebon curls framing her toasted tawny face, dressed provocatively in skin-tight black trousers and darkly stained leather cuirass. “Well,” she replied, ruby lips parting in an amused smile, eyes glittering with the gold of channeled magic, “you’re a quick one, aren’t you?”

“Identify yourself!” Tarence shouted, swinging his blade again. The woman acrobatically spun, ducked, and withdrew a pair of daggers, one notched, a swordbreaker, and the other straight. Just in time, she managed to position the swordbreaker to notch Tarence’s blade, but Tarence was familiar with it, too, and rather than drag—and likely break—his sword, he kicked her while she hadn’t the leverage to spring back up. She rolled away to her feet gracefully and lunged once more like a wild animal, pressing Tarence on the backstep.

“I underestimated you lot! I didn’t expect you to get this far—perhaps I should have entered with eight,” she preened, whipping her daggers to and fro but meeting only Tarence’s defense in return, “but they did their jobs well enough, didn’t they? And all that’s left is you, and you’re no match!” Finally, she struck true, latching her swordbreaker near the handguard of Tarence’s blade. They struggled momentarily until Tarence checked her with his shoulder, but she wrenched his sword off the open air bridge! Terance reached as it left his grasp, only to then find the ground sliding away beneath his feet!

With the woman’s hand alight with gold, he managed only to yell, “Run! Now!” before he felt the impact of the sky bridge’s stone structure, and the air left his lungs. She had thrown him into one of the supports, but luckily not off of it! Tarence fell flat just as quickly as he’d been launched, and darkness claimed the edges of his vision. There were sounds of movement around in the unfocused color that Tarence could grasp, mostly that damnable woman cackling, joking with someone. His eyes soon readjusted to the scene, only to see Brendan standing above him, rapier drawn. Oh, that idiot!

The woman was clearly toying with him. Brendan was not adept with the rapier, and though he certainly tried, all he got for the trouble was a cut on his arm. 

“Such a cutie, it’s too bad I’ll have to ruin you!” All-too-easily, by merely gripping him by the chin and batting the rapier out of his hand with the mere back of hers, she stopped Brendan’s assault. Her hand burst alight once more with gold. “Mmm… I wonder what you’ll become?” Forcing him upon the stone support, she gloated, knowing in that moment that she had won.

Tarence struggled to stand, and his feet finally caught purchase. Hoping Brendan could see him craning his neck, he gestured to push her. As was normal, the scraping of Tarence’s greaves against cuirass brought unwanted attention. Still clutching Brendan’s chin, the woman turned. “Still alive, I see! I do so hate it when men are persistent.”

Brendan took his cue and struggled, elbowing the woman in the side and pushing against her with all his meager strength. The woman almost lost her footing and tore her glance from Tarence to glare at Brendan, holding herself up by one of the bridge’s supports. Tarence, waiting for his opening, launched himself at her.

It was as if time stood still. The woman’s grasp was freed from Brendan’s chin and the bridge’s support just as her magic sizzled into being, but the sky bridge was open air, and she had nothing behind her, so she slipped off the edge and plunged downward! 

Tarence braced himself with painful momentum against the structure as the woman fell, then raptly watched her fall, only to come face to face with the witch’s magic-wreathed hand. 

From her shoulders burst a flitting gossamer wings of gold, undoubtedly her magic, and they fluttered to slow her descent and all-but-guarantee her escape.

Sir Tarence Moxley’s eyes widened to take in the scene, but he had enough time only to mouth an expletive as an auric burst left the witch’s hand.

And then he saw nothing at all.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“Goddess… What happened to him? What foul magic would transfigure a man so?” The distant voice of Prince Brendan asked, voice dripping in concern, somewhere far away. “Can you fix him?”

“My liege, it is not impossible, but may require better mages than I… and we must know what spell was used. Perhaps if we had the one who cast it in custody, we could interrogate them, bu-” Another voice replied, just as distant, but was cut off.

“I don’t want excuses, Alissandra! The man saved me from a similar fate. He is a hero and a dear friend besides! I shall not stand idly by and watch him be reduced so! Our coffers are open, hire as many mages as is necessary!” Brendan yelled, increasingly, desperately, angry.

“Brendan… without the original spellcaster, we are more likely to kill him than restore him through magic. You must understand, we are doing what we can!” The court mage retorted grimly, and Tarence felt her touch distantly upon his forehead.

My, but she’s a beauty. I’m in good hands… Tarence thought from the darkness. He didn’t know how much time had passed as he drifted in and out of consciousness, catching only tiny snippets of the goings on around him. Dreams intermingled with reality for what felt like seconds or years—he couldn’t tell—before Tarence finally opened his eyes.

The sun glared through an open window, and he instinctively squeezed his eyes shut again, but a grin spread across his face. “Al…ive.” His throat felt dry and body heavy, it was hard to lift his head, yet alone move anything else, and between numbness and weakness, he thought for sure he had been maimed. “Hel…lo? Is anyone there?” He managed to call out weakly, though his throat hurt and his voice was hoarse and cracking.

Nobody answered. Tarence struggled to sit up, but his body simply felt too heavy to move, so it took minutes of struggling to get onto his elbows enough to push up the stack of pillows cradling his head. “Anyone out there at all? Hello?” Why does my voice sound so strange?

After waiting for what felt like an eternity, Tarence’s face lit up as the door opened. One of the chambermaids, carrying a bucket of water and brush, walked in and closed the door behind her. “Good day,” Tarence greeted her quietly, “I was beginning to fear I’d been forgotten.”

The maid jumped in surprise, sending the bucket and brush to the floor and spilling water all over. “Oh Goddess, you’re awake!! Alissandra! Madam Alissandra!!” She left almost as soon as she’d entered, but this time she left the door open. Tarence could hear the thumping of her feet as she hurried down the hall, and slumped his shoulders weakly.

“What was that about?” Tarence mumbled, shaking his head at the sight before shifting his weight back a little, trying to sit up proper. It was harder to breathe, as if he wore weighty armor upon his chest a size too small. When finally he managed it, Alissandra shortly joined him. Weakly stretching his arms out, he grinned. “Hey, Lissa. I didn’t worry you, did I?”

Alissandra bore a slightly upturned nose and full figure, accentuated by her cream blouse but hidden for the most part by a stained long coat. Clearly, she had been busy working on something. Her chestnut hair was tied back into a loose ponytail to keep it out of her face, which unfortunately tangled her swept-back bangs at times in the wiry frame of her spectacles. Lissa was adroit at matters magical and chirurgical, and she certainly dressed and looked the part.

Tarence liked her. Absent all the effort that many women often felt pressured to put into beautification, Lissa was just her. What you saw, as they say, was what you got. The dark circles beneath her eyes and her ghostly pale complexion matched few noblewomen, however, since she saw too little sun and habitually under-slept. Far from concerning her, Alissandra seemed to take some pride in it.

Once, Tarence made the mistake of telling her she could stand to smile more often, and she returned that poorly offered advice with a learned experience: sometimes a drink is more than just a drink. To hear her tell it afterward while trying to keep the contents of his burning stomach in his stomach, she had extracted a compound from imported peppercorns and presented it to him instead of the water he thought he was drinking. Needless to say, Tarence hadn’t so much as considered giving his advice to another woman since. Her directness truly knew no bounds, but that meant that, when she looked worried, she actually was worried.

“Tarence! You scared Nina sideways! I’m glad you woke up. We’ve been trying for weeks! Of course you’ve worried us! Nina, don’t just stand there, fetch a fresh brush and towels! He’ll need a scrub again, but now that he’s awake, he can bathe. Tarence, uh…” Alissandra was as energetic as she normally was, but bore a nervous look on her face as she straightened the spectacles her exaggerated movement had sent askew.

“C’mon, Lissa… you know it’ll take more than a single mage to keep me down. You’ve tried plenty! Haha… Maybe once I’m up again we could get together?” Tarence jested. Alissandra was the court mage, like her mother was before her retirement to a home in the capital—one Lissa rarely returned to because of her strange schedule.

Because he predominantly guarded the prince, Tarence was a mainstay in her life, always around the castle keeping company with Prince Brendan, and though she was busy with her studies and chirurgical practice, and he with his work, they always made time together with Brendan when possible.

“Tarence… You know, yes. We should. But, Tarence, there’s something important you need to know. Have you… looked at yourself? Nina said you just woke up?” Alissandra replied. “The magic you were struck with is, it… I’ve been studying your condition for weeks, and I, ah…”

“Oh, please, Lissa. Relax! Smile! What could be so bad that you look at me like that? I’m alive, right? What of Lea, Marcia, and Roger? And Prince Brendan, he’s okay? What about the rest of the royal family? We threw ourselves in front of the assassins, so I’d damn sure hope they are! You didn’t feed me some of that peppercorn stuff again, did you? My throat…” Tarence replied, rubbing his throat again.

“They’re alright, Tarence. All of them. We saw to that. Please, um… listen to me. Tarence, the magic that you took has changed your body and in none of my mother’s books can I find a way to change you back. It’s been over a month. We need the mage that used the magic, but it’s… not likely we’ll be able to find them… and we can’t…” Alissandra sat next to Tarence on the bed. “I have confirmed it myself. Please, look.” Holding a polished bronze mirror up to Tarence’s visage, Alissandra sighed a quick, “I’m sorry.”

The reflection did not match what Tarence knew of himself. Its eyes and nose were noticeably smaller. He already had higher cheekbones, but rather than sloping to a slightly more square jaw, the reflection’s thinned into a sharper curve, with more pronounced cheeks that gave it a pretty look that seemed familiar.

Tarence stared at this reflection in silence for a few moments, reaching up to touch his face shakily. The reflection mirrored it. A complex feeling struck him then, distinctly unique, and though the shock seemed to drain from its eyes, its lips parted in awe. The reflection’s eyes watered. This… is me.

“…Ahem. Tarence, that… isn’t the only thing that changed. Your body, too. The rest of it. Other than becoming a woman, you’ve… It’s been over a month. Your musculature has atrophied further than the reduction caused by the magic, and you’ll need to do some exercises. You might not be able to stand on your own yet, so we need to get you started on those slowly. And… it goes without saying, but you have changed… all over. We couldn’t carry you with your armor, as it was too small for you.” Alissandra tried to continue explaining to Tarence as she attempted to stand.

“…I can’t let this get in the way of protecting the prince, Alissandra. I will need to get back on my feet as fast as possible, and… perhaps get new armor made. If Lea and Marcia can do it, then…” Tarence replied, shakily sliding her feet around for purchase and wiping her cheeks as they began to itch with tears. On attempting to stand, however, she couldn’t quite support her weight, and tumbled chaotically back onto the bed.

“As I was saying… It will be some time before you can lift a sword, yet alone fight… and not in your chest plate, either, Tarence. Prince Brendan has a new personal guard, and the rumor is that you will be released from your vow. Honorably, of course. We can’t …do anything for you but help you acclimate.” Alissandra’s tone went hushed and sympathetic, and she reached out to take Tarence’s shoulders. “I’m so sorry… Please believe me, I’ve done all I could and I just… couldn’t fix you.”

“Lissa…” Tarence placed her hands upon Alissandra’s wrists and opened her mouth to reply, but couldn’t find the words. “…But what am I to do? I’ve lived my entire life for this, I—I’ve bled for this! They can’t—I can’t just… Just…” She was getting worked up. The amazement at seeing her reflection, mixed with the abject terror of what it meant for her life, was too much to bear.

Alissandra wrapped her arms around Tarence’s back as a comforting gesture, and was mirrored by Tarence firmly. As Tarence sobbed ugly, gasping sobs, unable to choke them altogether, Alissandra squeezed harder, patting her on the back while Tarence buried her face into Alissandra’s shoulder. “There you go, go ahead… It’s okay to cry…”

“I-I can’t stop it… Lissa, I can’t stop them… h-how do I…” Tarence sniffled pitifully, before breaking into sobs again. The last time she could remember crying like this was nearly ten years prior, when her mother finally passed from illness. That’s why her reflection looked so familiar. She could recall the face in the mirror anywhere, the way her cheeks dappled with surprise, or the slope of her eyebrows… Tarence looked like she was her mother’s daughter.

Those were her eyes, if still blue, and her chin, and though part of her was awash with horror, another part grappled with a warmth in her breast. She couldn’t understand the feeling, not in the least. This… uneasy feeling, that perhaps it ought to hurt, but didn’t in the way she expected it to, or perhaps, the uneasiness of it failing to hurt at all.

“You simply aren’t used to it… it will get easier. I promise. I’m here to help you through this, okay?” Alissandra replied, not quite understanding what Tarence felt. “Here, I will help you stand. We can get you started on the exercises, but first we’ll get you bathed and dressed, okay? Now where did Nina…”

As if on cue, Nina entered with a brush and fresh towels. “Here you are, Madam Alissandra. My apologies, she… uh, he woke up and scared me! May I, um, Sir… Tarence?” Nina gestured with the brush as she approached. “I’m just going to give you a good scrub to stave off the bed sores…”

“Um… U-uh… Lissa?” As Alissandra stood, arms under Tarence’s, Tarence followed suit, standing shakily and leaning into her for support. “Don’t suppose you could give me a good scrub elsewhere too? Haha…” The weak resignation coupled with Tarence’s usual flirtation brought a thin smile to Alissandra’s visage.

“I could drop you right now and nobody would blame me, you know.” Alissandra replied, and Tarence’s weak chuckle was enough to know they were joking. “Come now, Nina, let’s get Sir Tarence to the bath instead. Careful, he’s like to tip over. We’ll need the brush, too.”

Alissandra walked Tarence from the bed and down the hall, providing her a better look at her surroundings. There were potions and ingredients, crates and boxes of both, with empty beakers and flasks ready for use, strewn through open classrooms and store rooms. “This must be rear of the west wing?” Tarence asked curiously. Mostly, mages and apothecaries were given wider berths and longer leashes to experiment and explore, but this often made their work dangerous.

Too dangerous to be kept inside the castle, but too good a target to reside outside of it, The Royal Magic and Medicine Research Academy was nestled inside the outer baileys, and true to its name, taught the quite rare gifted students to control and use magic effectively, mix medicines, and research both subjects. To put it another way, Baroness Alissandra Reval was one of what they affectionately nicknamed MagMed’s better researchers, like her mother before her, and had wide leeway to do as she would. Typically, that remained as research, education, and training of the kingdom’s mages.

Including, as it turned out, attempting to counteract the effects of unfamiliar spells, or care for the victims thereof. “That’s right, you’re in MagMed. They brought you straight here after the incident.” Alissandra said, shifting her weight to support Tarence better. Tarence finally caught purchase with the ground and tried to support herself a little more.

“I feel so damn weak… just a month does this?” Step by step, she attempted to help Alissandra by standing on her own. “Oof… dizzy, too… Roger and Marcia were wounded, but you said they were okay?” They had been working together for years, and thinking of them was better than thinking of this.

“You have only just woken up! Patience, please. Lea had minor injuries, but Roger could have lost his arm without chirurgy. Marcia was very lucky—we had to remove a bolt from her thigh. A little further to the right, and she likely would have bled out. You are in luck too! I was just about to bathe myself, but you can use it, if you do not mind smelling as I do.” Strangely enough, the bath was ready in a copper tub, brimming with steaming water. Alissandra helped Tarence up the stool next to the tub and sank her back down into it.

A contented groan escaped Tarence’s lips. “Ooh, Goddess, this! I needed this…” A soft, unfamiliar groan escaped Tarence’s lips as she let herself relax and stared into the wavering surface to another curious sight of her reflection. Alissandra gingerly scrubbed beneath the water, and Tarence squirmed at her touch before shakily lifting her arms to explore. “I’m glad they are well, truly. But then, why is it that I cannot return, myself?”

“Given your heroics, they had a better idea, but it would require you to retire.” Scrub. Scrub. Alissandra was gentle as she was with any other patient, and just as thorough as well. “How do you feel? Weak, a little dizzy… and just a little emotional, correct?”

“Yeah… I can’t believe this, and it’s staring me right in the face. I don’t like how you’re taller, either…” Tarence replied quietly, rubbing her neck a little more and swallowing the knot in her throat. “…And I’m… as big as you. Er, if you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean!” Lissa snorted. “I’m afraid this would be quite funny if I had managed to furnish you a cure, Tarence… But it will take us some time to figure out. Months, or perhaps years. Apothecarial means require much time, magical means are… impossible without the mage that cast it or an appropriate spell with the opposite effects. So, you must prepare yourself to live like this for the foreseeable future. To that end…”

Alissandra kept scrubbing, and Tarence retreated into his thoughts silently. There were too many things that would happen because of this… change to prepare for. What will father say? I look so much like her. Is… this okay? Will I be okay? Would the King truly release me from my vow? At that point, I would have no choice but to return home if I were recalled, and… A sharp, surprising prickling made Tarence gasp and jump beneath the waters. Alissandra’s brush had caressed between her legs, and its roughness was harshly unpleasant.

“Gyah! W-what the hell was that?” She yelped, with a voice altogether higher than she had been speaking with before, sending a hand down instinctively to cover… her womanhood. There was an indecipherable trembling. This is my…

“Sorry, I tried to go gently there, but I guess you weren’t paying attention, as always,” Alissandra remarked, continuing her scrubbing, “you may be pleased to know that you won’t have to worry about your monthlies for a few more weeks. I’ve confirmed a few things on examination since your stay here…”

“Monthlies!? You mean, I’m bleeding?” Tarence replied in shock. “What foul magic would do that to someone?!” Truly, the magic had been thorough, and once more Tarence peered into the water. From… there. My… womanhood. I… I’m a woman. I truly…

“I ask myself the same question every month. It happens every month after it starts until we’re old. Importantly, it is likely evidence that you can—ahem—bear children. Though, for obvious reasons, I chose not to venture further down that line of investigation.” Alissandra reached behind Tarence’s head and pulled a hair tie and hair pins loose, letting the long blonde locks cascade downward to float along the surface of the water. “Take a deep breath for me.”

“Wha—” Tarence scarcely had time to reply before Alissandra dunked her head into the water. When Alissandra let her up, she sputtered for air. “Lissa…! You can’t say something like that and then…” Her mind reeled at the suggestion. Sure, one or two times she had imagined being a woman in her prime, but every man did that, right? But those were mere imaginings, and this was here and now. The terror continued to spike, and in response, Tarence took a deep breath and tried to calm herself.

“It’s the truth, Tarence… And you’ll probably want to change that name. No man wants a woman named Tarence. As it happens, not many women did either, right? Ehehe.” Alissandra teased, running a comb through the… voluminous hair Tarence only seemed to notice now. Hers was short cropped… beforehand, anyway, and the long tresses were out of place as… the rest of her body.

“I’m not going to change my name just because I’m a woman now, and what do you mean by that?! Women adore me.” Just not in a long-term way, for reasons unfathomable. “But Alissandra, surely you understand the position I’m in, I—Father will surely want me to return, and… do what is ‘good for the family!’ Were I to refuse his call, and lose my position, stricken from my vow, I…” Tarence’s voice raised, tinged with panic and fear. Genuine fear, worse than facing legions on the battlefield, gnawed away at her once more, but the warmth in her breast staved off the spiraling descent less this time. The world was still changing, and it was the norm for women to be married off and to obey their fathers and husbands. Though the penalties for refusing had been stricken, she knew just how wicked men could be, and even just the tip of the iceberg of how women were still treated was terrifying.

“You would have nothing left. I understand, Taryn. How do you like that? Taryn. It’s basically your name, just…” Alissandra started, brushing soaps and fragrance into Tarence’s hair. The thoroughness of her cleaning left little to be desired, but this was lost in her panic.

“Alissandra, don’t… joke like that. That name was…” Tarence replied coldly, slumping further into the tub as the warmth of its waters ebbed into chill. “I… I can’t.” The fact that she used the full name at all made the woman stop her cleaning and stay silent. “Alissandra, please… Please tell me that there is something I can do. Who can plan for this? Who… would have done this to begin with? Alissandra, I… It’s too much, I should just…” Tarence looked toward the door, briefly considering running as soon as she was able.

“You’re a coward.” Alissandra finally replied, helping Tarence out of the tub once the cleaning was done, and finally she had stopped muttering. “You don’t think you can handle something as simple as just being a woman, and you want to run away? You don’t like it, I understand. But running away won’t solve anything! Don’t you see that we’re doing the best we can for you? Because we care about you? Love you?”

Tarence winced up at Alissandra, struggling to keep from flooding her cheeks with tears… same as she, and the knot in her throat kept her from speaking her mind, and the masculinity she expected of herself merely made it worse. She couldn’t share what she thought, even if she could speak. How dare she? Instead, she considered, and forced it back down so it wouldn’t be heard: I won’t—that’s not what I’m saying! I’m just afraid!

“If we didn’t care, we wouldn’t have bothered. I wouldn’t have spent a month looking to change you back! Brendan has been pacing and checking on you daily, and don’t you think he has things he ought to be doing?! Or I? But we would rather be here. With you. Understand?!” Alissandra’s tirade admonished Tarence with withering effectiveness, and she sank lower into the tub as if it would grant her protection.

“You are the best person I know next to the prince. Always lending a hand, always helping, hardly thinking of yourself almost all the time, you… you stupid, stupid man! You threw yourself into a certain death for the prince, and you think somehow it’ll all be over because you changed instead of died?! If you didn’t need me to walk you back to bed after this I’d slap you so hard your head would roll! Get it through your thick skull! We are here to help, and so long as we can, you won’t have to face this alone.” Alissandra focused her anger into tugging Tarence out of the tub. To her surprise, the other woman didn’t fight, and forced herself to stand.

It sounded like the right thing to say, but Tarence was not so sure. It assuaged her fears for a moment, and yet it hurt all the same, as if some piece, one that not even Tarence knew was missing, had been forgotten. Though Tarence slumped her shoulders, she still slid her feet to stabilize herself. Ultimately attempting again to support herself properly, this time with more success, she still needed to lean on Alissandra. “I’m sorry. I must’ve put you through a ton of grief, huh?” What was on her mind was better left unsaid for now. It didn’t take long to return to her room.

“You did. But you’re alive, and I expect you to stay that way. So does Brendan, and so do Deirdre, Lea, Marcia, and Roger. The queen herself wouldn’t wish ill on you after what you did, and you know how she dislikes you.” Come now, let’s dry you off and get fresh clothes for you.” Alissandra replied. “You’ll be less than pleased to know they’re not your usual fare… and I’m afraid we don’t have slacks for you, either.”

“…You’re going to make me wear a dress like one of your dolls, aren’t you? Look, Lissa, I’ll go by Taryn only if you don’t make me wear a dress.” Taryn replied indignantly. It seemed to fit well enough for now. Lissa was quite fond of stitched and ceramic dolls. Her bedroom at MagMed was full of them. Taryn did not like how they stared with glassy eyes, and was thankful there weren’t any here. “Lissa, please don’t tell me you’re going to make me wear a dress.” Taryn was a name as good as any and, with a bite of her lip, she distinctly recalled it to be the name her mother wanted, were she born… this way instead.

“Deal. Taryn it is. I’m not going to make you wear a dress.” Alissandra replied, and Taryn breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m going to have you wear a nightgown. As you’ve been wearing the past month, in fact.”

“Nightgowns are just nighttime dresses, Lissa!” Taryn replied snippily as Alissandra gently nudged her onto the bed. Taryn hunched over, feeling the unfamiliar tug of her bosom much more obviously this time. She had beheld many a pair in her time as a man, though graciously avoided the ill repute that would follow an extensive history.

It was quite the experience looking down upon them from here, and once more, Taryn hefted them to test their weight… only to grow red in the face as the very touch elicited the slightest twinge of their new softness. With an unfamiliar experience despite not being unpleasant, staring down at them from this vantage gave her the same feeling as spying her reflection.

“Are you done, Taryn? There will be plenty of time to touch yourself, as you will need to rest after your therapy sessions. Now you just sit there and give me a moment to collect some clothing for you.” Alissandra moved out of view, somewhere behind her, and Taryn tried to stretch, letting a pained groan escape as she did.

Nina chose that moment to burst through the door. Wielding a plate of roast mutton and leafy assorted vegetables, she wasted no time. “Madam Alissandra, I have food, but—”

“Did no one teach you to knock first, Nina? Come in, come in, you’re right on time. I’m just about to dress her.” Alissandra tossed a few articles of clothing on the bed and continued to dig for more.

“Madam Alissandra, of course, I’m sorry, but—” Nina started to reply, but was interrupted again by Alissandra.

“No excuses Nina, leave the food and drink here at the bedside.” Alissandra replied curtly and, finally finding what she was looking for, gathered the ensemble. Nina placed the plate and flagon upon a bedside table, easing the candle there over carefully.

“Madam Alissandra, it’s just, I wanted to warn you that—” Nina began again, only to be interrupted by a man appearing in the doorway.

“Tarence! Lissa, Tarence is awake, right? Excuse me, miss. Tarence!” Taryn’s gaze snapped up to the doorway as the familiar visage of Prince Brendan peeked through. “You are… Tarence, you fool! You could have died!”

Brendan entered the room as if naught was amiss, only for Taryn to look up at him. “M-My liege! Lissa told me you were okay! Are you unharmed? What of the princess? The king and queen?” Taryn asked hurriedly, attempting to foist herself upon the floor to kneel respectfully. Unfortunately, she landed a little harder than she wanted to, and squeaked at the pain shooting through her knee and of the rough bounce of her unbound chest.

Alissandra was unamused. “My liege, please. She has only just woken, and… Taryn! Goddess, damn you, what are you doing on the floor? Gracious…” As Alissandra helped Taryn stand again, Brendan realized Taryn was in the nude, and hurriedly looked anywhere but at her.

“Oh! Oh, I—uh, well, um, I’m sorry, please, uh, please continue. And would you stop kneeling for me like that, Tarence? Please, you have no need to…do that…” If Brendan had turned his head any faster, he might have broken his neck.

“I’m sorry, my liege, you know I can’t!” She snorted, shakily climbing back into the bed. “I’m glad you are whole, Brendan. Um, why are you looking away like… that?”

“Because you are naked as the day you were… well, I suppose the day you were born still works.” Alissandra replied, hurriedly working to dress Taryn while Brendan still looked away. Taryn herself crossed her arms over her chest.

“M-my apologies, Tarence, I am unaccustomed to barging in and—er, that is to say, I don’t make it a habit to—no, that’s too…” Brendan muttered to himself. Taryn hadn’t seen the prince like this since they had passed the town brothels on an ill-fated extended trip to visit the populace. The poor sod had stammered his way into silence, tripped upon a water bucket, and nearly destroyed a fruit stall. Taryn laughed raggedly as Alissandra finished dressing her.

“It does me well to see that you’re the same stammering fool in front of pretty women, my liege. Lissa has… informed me of my condition and… I am dressed now. Thank you, Lissa.” Taryn crooned between bouts of giggling—a much easier sound to make, with a throat as parched as hers. She immediately reached for her food and drink, carefully sipping with the plate upon her lap.

“Yes, well, I came to visit and the maid here mentioned you had awoken. From the bottom of my heart, Sir Tarence, I must extend my deepest gratitude and sympathies for your condition. Thanks to the actions of our guard, the royal family was mostly unharmed. Lissa tells me you may… not be able to return as you once were for a long while, and… In the meantime, I’ve been assigned a replacement from the guard corps. Antonio is one of the newer recruits, and will do fine for a while. Father seems moved by your plight, and Lea and Marcia made recommendations for you, but…”

Taryn braced herself for disappointment, squeezing her flagon firmly enough to shake, but decided to ‘rip the bandage off,’ personally. “My liege, it’s… unlikely I will be able to continue as part of the royal guard for some time. Lissa’s treatment requires therapy and even then, I may never be half as adroit as I was, even with consistent training.” She quietly picked at her mutton.

Brendan hung his head. “Yes, Tarence… You have the right of it. But all is not lost. In recognition—and this is a secret, so pretend to be surprised when you are awarded it—we will elevate the Moxley family to an earldom, and make you an earl with your father besides. Or, I suppose… a countess. This was the best I could do, and it is fortuitous that Earl Huxley passed without a wife or heir to allow us this opportunity. Besides, you could use the reprieve! You haven’t used a lick of your days for yourself since I took you as my guard!”

Alissandra gasped. “Really! An earldom? And the Huxley estate?! That is wonderful news!” Lissa shook at Taryn’s shoulder. “See? I told you it was too soon to give up.”

“Hah! Would that I could refuse such a gracious offer, my liege. I only did as my duty demanded, neither for glory nor recognition. Besides, if I had failed at the princess’s name day, the crown would have two princesses by now! What was it you told me? Why did I not approach officially? I might have!” Taryn replied cockily, wheels turning in her head. “Ah… but the Huxley estate, that’s… Where is that? How would that even work? And… my father and I are both to become Earls?” Personally, she would rather remain the prince’s personal guard.

Brendan snorted and shook his head in disbelief; at least Taryn’s humor hadn’t changed! “With the passing of Earl Huxley, his holdings have been returned to the crown, and I believe it is the perfect fit. The unblemished mountainsides shall fall under Moxley land holdings when your father is made an earl, as well—he shall become Earl of Willowbury, and you shall become Earl of Lesaan, or Countess of Lesaan, I suppose. That is the western beaches, and much of our foreign trade streams through its ports.”

“I know your father places much stock in the family, and this way, you cannot be recalled to… see to new duties, so to speak.” Brendan continued, smoothing his hair awkwardly. “This will also ensure you can’t be cut off by refusing as well, as you trade a royal guard pension for this. Unfortunately, you will have to relinquish your vow, or rather, be released from it, so you may, at some time in the future, sire or bear an heir.”

Taryn’s sullenness deepened with a frown as she finished her food and drink. “It is rare for a woman to be awarded peerage, my liege. I’m… afraid I don’t know what to say, or quite how it will work. And the expectations of it, truly, I am not particularly well-educated, my liege, and to administrate a county? That is a bit much! I will not be bearing an heir, though. That I can assure you, and I—”

“Will rise to the challenge as you always do, no doubt. But don’t be too alarmed, Taryn… or shall I say Lady Taryn?” Alissandra japed with a widening smile.

“This does come with some strings attached, however. As an upper peer, you would be required to conduct yourself equal to that station and… ah, until such time as you have… returned, that includes… the typical etiquette and wardrobe, as well. This will be provided for you, and the best tutoring facility is a live-in former convent. When you finish tutelage there, you will be elevated to the peerage proper, but until such time we will grant you the title to use as you will, save for its privileges at court.” Brendan explained. It seemed to Taryn that they were trying to cut as many corners as possible and breeze over the smaller details, which was not unlike the prince to do in a panic. Wait, what?

“A… convent? You’ll have me sent to a convent,” Taryn spouted in sheer disbelief, dizzily nauseous at the very idea, “for etiquette?”

“Is that Marianne’s, my liege?” Alissandra asked curiously. “That is within Earl Huxley’s holdings, is it not? I attended there, Taryn! You will love it when it is not raining. Beautiful markets, freshest fish, and a sunset worth actually leaving to look at! Oh, Therine is beautiful, you’ll love it.”

“That is correct. Marianne’s Academy for Formal Etiquette and Demeanor… It’s an all-women academy and places you there amidst your new county. It is a half-day’s ride from the capital by horse, through Larrimer lands, so we will be able to exchange letters while you are there, and it shan’t take very long, knowing you. Then again, with your chicken-scratch penmanship and boisterousness, perhaps it will take longer.” Brendan grinned jokingly and squatted down to Taryn’s level. “And we will provide the schoolmarms with an account of your bravery and condition, besides, so they will go easier on you.”

“This is so much to digest. My head is beginning to throb. Thank you for doing what you could for me, Brendan. When I am recovered, I’m sure Lissa will let you know, but until such time, might you continue to visit? And with the princess? I would like to see my compatriots too, if they can spare the time! Not that she is poor company, but Lissa’s been dragging me about all… afternoon?” Taryn slowly explained.

“Afternoon. And only because you could not yet walk on your own. And you still can’t. Now Brendan, I’m afraid I will need some time alone with Lady Taryn,” Alissandra shot a look to Taryn, who seemed unimpressed, “so we may speak of the therapy regimen in order to get her on her feet again.”

“Very well. Sir… er, Lady Tarence—Taryn. That is a lovely name. I assume Lissa came up with it?” When Taryn nodded and peered away to hide her blush—Why would you call me that, too?—Brendan continued, “I shall leave you to it. The coffers are still open, Alissandra, please keep me informed of your continued research. Taryn, I’ll try to bring my sister next time, and Lea. They’ll be happy to see you.”

“I shall, my liege.” Alissandra replied. “Thank you for coming by. Nina? See that the bars are prepared for Lady Taryn, and begin preparing fresh food and drink once more. She will need her strength.”

“At once, Madam.” Nina took her exit and Taryn leaned back into the bed, looking silently at Alissandra. They sat quietly for minutes.

“I suppose we’d better get a move on, Taryn.” Alissandra broke the silence, standing to help Taryn up.

“We should. I’m sorry, I’m still… I’m stunned. I really just don’t know what to think.” Taryn replied in a whisper. On one hand, she was… pretty. A woman, most definitely. But it unsettled her that her panic seemed somewhat muted.

Taryn’s heart was thrumming like a hummingbird, her face heated, and the image of her reflection still lingered. Why? The more she thought about it, the worse it got, so she stowed away those confusing details and took a deep breath.

“Well, perhaps some exercise will help you clear your head. With our methods, you will probably be back to working order within a month, though it may take quite some time to recover well. We are burning daylight! Shall we talk about it while you work?” Alissandra asked calmly.

“Yes, I think we shall. Oh, and Lissa,” Taryn began with a thin smile. Alissandra perked up to attention. “Please don’t refer to me as Lady anything… But I suppose Taryn shall do for now.”

“Of course, Lady Taryn—oops! My apologies, Lady Taryn. Oh, there I go again, Lady Taryn, ah, oh no…” With words honeyed by customary wit, she helped Taryn up to her feet. “Better you get used to it now. You’ll probably hear a lot of it soon.”
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Alissandra kept true to her word. Four times a week, they would be grueling physical therapy, three times a week far less so, focusing on hands and arms and not keeping Taryn standing or walking. Interspersed between them was an occasional torturous massage. Alissandra simply had no business giving them if they were to be painful as she made them.

While Taryn started holding things on her own rather quickly, she didn’t become capable of safely getting in and out of the bath until recently, and walking on her own took the bulk of the month to begin with. As the calendar turned to February, however, she awoke with throbbing aches and a harsh feeling of nausea, then dread. She had stained her pantaloons red in the night.

“It’s dreadful, Lissa!” Taryn exclaimed between pained cries, “Oh Goddess, this is… just hideous!” No matter how she sat or moved, the roiling cramps continued to radiate with pounding abandon, sometimes ebbing, but returning too soon with their ire renewed. “Women go through this every month?”

“Yes, they do. And we learn to live with it, same as you will, my dear. We shall furnish you with towels and belt to wear, and give you the day off. You’ve made quite the recovery already, but tomorrow, we’ll continue.” Alissandra stated plainly, setting layered white cotton cloths in a stack at the foot of Taryn’s bed. “These will help keep you from staining your clothing, and they can be washed afterward, and you can wear this over them to keep them in place.” Dangling a strange leather belt. Alissandra stretched it out to show that it would fit between her legs and stretch over her hips, pinning the cloth in place beneath her pantaloons.

“…How do I make it stop?” Taryn asked wryly, squirming with wincing, desperate ardor. “Terrible… terrible! If it just hurt all the time, I think I could get used to it, but it goes in and out, ugh!”

Alissandra cackled, clearly enjoying this. “Well, there are a few ways. First? It may last a week, sometimes less, sometimes more, and will grow less intense as that time goes on.” Her face split with one of her wide, nigh on sadistic grins, “The second is to be with child. Would you like for me to arrange a suitor, Lady Taryn?”

“No! Absolutely not! I’ll wait the week, please don’t joke like that, Lissa!” Taryn shouted with aggravated embarrassment. “That’s not funny!”

“It’s a little funny, Taryn. Your ears are blushing!” Alissandra chided, whipping back the blankets from Taryn’s body. “Let me show you how to wear these. You’re going to want it to be held in by the belt, but wide enough that it covers your womanhood wholly, and then all the way back to pin on the rear side of the belt, too. It will take some getting used to, but your pantaloons will hide it, and you will also need to change them regularly. Your pantaloons too, but I’m certain you don’t need to be reminded.”

“Thank you, Lissa. I’ll keep that in mind after I… after I bathe.” Taryn forced herself to her feet once more. “Will a hot water bath reduce the cramps?” Though she tried not to wince, her discomfort was plain, even as the pain seemed to venture away for a short time. It had been vacillating since the day before, leaving only to return with a vengeance.

“It may! I can also mix you something to help with the ache while you bathe. I have gifts from the prince and princess, as well. Unfortunately, they were unable to come themselves today, but I too have a gift for you when you finish your bath. And do use the soaps I left you this time? That is why they are there. I will make sure you don’t faint.” Alissandra grinned. “Then I’ll help you with a braid. You’ll want that, I’m sure!”

“I’ve not braided my hair before, but there’s so much that… perhaps I should. I tire of waking with it in my mouth.” With practiced stretches, Taryn limbered herself up before ducking into the bathroom to bathe. She had to pump the water herself as of late, but it took enough effort to strain her. In addition to pumping the water, she also lit the furnace that would heat the tub. Once the water was to her liking, she quelled the furnace and added soaps and fragrances before slipping in.

A content moan escaped Taryn’s lips as she sank into the steaming brew. She had been bathing herself for nearly a week, now that Alissandra could trust she wouldn’t hurt herself leaving the bath of her own accord, and it was the perfect thing for the pain of muscles, joints, or cramps. Anything to avoid one of those hellish massages! She sunk deeper into the water, letting the fragrances waft. The slightly floral scent of lavender lulled her into relaxation.

It surprised Taryn just how much her chest was in the way of most things. If she moved too fast, they’d bounce. Stairs would make that bounce painful, if she moved too fast, and even the ‘natural walk’ that Alissandra was trying to get her to use made them sway disconcertedly, to say nothing of the hip swivel she was experiencing. Here, they were merely in the way.

Until this morning, Taryn was ambivalent about her… womanhood. Surely, she would miss the ability to plough maidservants or townswomen who happened to be interested or, at the least, entertained by her, but the altogether new feelings from it—and the fun chest that kept her from seeing it without craning her neck—sometimes made up for it. Not so today, or at least, not yet.

Though she was as gentle as she normally was, and the water’s heat permeated the air with the soft gray of steam, there was a deep feeling of want. Taryn stared down at her nipples, little peaks atop pink hilltops pushed outward and tingling in the warmth of the water. She had played with plenty of breasts before, but had avoided her own out of some misplaced concern.

Gentle. Just a little touching at first. Taryn thought to herself as she caressed her chest, carefully brushing upon her engorged nipples before pinching them softly. A very faintly tingling warmth crept over her, almost drowned out by the water, as Taryn grasped a breast in each hand. She kneaded them softly, but when that didn’t do much, firmed her grip, only to jump in surprise. Like a spark of lightning flashing through her body, everything tingled for a single tiny instant, so she did it again, and again, rolling her head on the tub’s rim. This arousal crept upon her like thief in the night and before she even knew what she was doing, Taryn’s fingers were resting at her sex.

Dare I? Taryn thought silently, biting on her lip to control herself once more. Am I even allowed to? Just a single finger at first, brushing the lips and folding them back experimentally, before a second one joined. This part was not so sensitive, nor was it sensitive only a little further in, but she could… feel her fingers intimately, as they delved deeper, and her breath hitched nervously.

She was too careful to get anywhere at first, far too nervous, far too concerned that she would hurt herself, even though she’d done this with women before. Ultimately, the want overtook her concern, and her fingers delved deeper. While one hand continued to knead one breast firmly, Taryn withdrew her fingers, tracing those lips upward to tackle her button.

Taryn didn’t recall the word for it immediately, remembering first the euphemisms key and nymph, but eventually settling on the word clitoris at the same time her fingertips brushed upon it deliberately, far too roughly and far too soon for her to be ready. She couldn’t stop herself from yelping in surprise, lifting her hand cautiously once more! Relying again on her experiences, she recalled women usually needed to be warmed up first. If you went for the clitoris first, then it wouldn’t feel good.

Instead, her fingers played around it, carefully staying close but not too close. A circle around her clitoris first, then brushing below, carefully stretching her fingers to delve lower, then inward—before she realized she was doing it, Taryn was panting and gyrating her hips, gently brushing against a little spot that felt different compared to the rest of her, somehow rougher. Her fingers crooked in long strokes and she started grinding into the palm of her hand, so only the smallest touches brushed that nub. That soft spot the pads of her fingers found needed just a little more pressure, and…

Only then did she notice that her panting was not panting anymore, but needy whines. They sounded louder than they probably were, but she slapped a hand over her mouth to shut herself up. If Lissa heard that, she’d—well, it didn’t bear thinking about! Not now, anyway.

But she couldn’t stop either. The butt of her palm brushed into her clitoris even as her fingers stroked and pressed and played within, not quite as deep but enough, enough to push herself higher and higher and higher and—!

The sounds she made as she brushed and probed couldn’t be cloaked by her hand any longer. Eyelids fluttering, she surrendered to her own blissful ministrations and writhed in the tub, rapidly approaching what she knew she couldn’t come back down from without changing somewhere deep inside. But at that point, she didn’t—couldn’t possibly—care in the least.

She must have looked ridiculous with her hand half over her mouth, screaming her fool head off as she crested the best climax she’d ever had, only then to lounge contentedly in the tub, shivering and shaking just like the world around her seemed to. The quivering afterglow led her to slump into the surrounding warmth, humming with a satisfied lilt.

Taryn couldn’t stop grinning when she finally left the tub a full bell later, its chilly waters making her shiver as she exited and happily wrapped linen towels around her—just as Alissandra showed her, strung about her bust to hang down to her thighs. Though her legs felt a little like jelly—no wonder women liked to cuddle after—Taryn felt divine. She pulled the cork plug from the tub and wandered off as if in a trance.

Until she left the bathroom to find Alissandra waiting, an impish grin on her face, chin resting on a fist. “My, that was an awfully long bath, Taryn! Were you having trouble with the hand pump?”

“U-uh… I spend a lot of time scrubbing, you see. I almost forgot the soap! Haha…” Taryn struggled to answer, blushing a dark red and averting her eyes from Alissandra’s all-too-knowing glance.

“Mm-hmm, I’m sure you were scrubbing one particular place a lot more than the rest, Taryn.” Alissandra’s grin widened considerably. “You don’t have to lie to me. In fact, I’d much prefer you didn’t! For one, you’re bad at it, and two… I’m an apothecary. If you don’t tell me the truth, any number of awful things can happen.”

Taryn shrank away embarrassedly and gazed down the hall, avoiding Lissa’s stare as she walked in that direction. “I… I uh… It’s been so stressful, trying to get back in the swing of things, and the prospect of basically losing my life—I mean, Sir Tarence Moxley effectively died that day, Lissa. After this month with you, I mean, I had to learn how to walk again. And every time I look at myself, every time I feel myself settling into the sway you have me walk, I think… I think that I don’t know who I am.”

Alissandra brought her dear friend into a soft embrace immediately, sighing into her ear. “Oh, Taryn… Our work continues. I have no doubt that you’ll be able to return one day. But these things take time. All of our preparations for you have been to ease you into a stable life while we continue to work, and ensure that you know how to comport yourself until it is done. And then you may be Tarence again.” Taryn stiffened at her touch, lingering sensitivity from her actions in the bath still tugging at her senses.

Alissandra gripped a little tighter. “But you are still you, no matter what you look like. If you were not, I wouldn’t dote on you so.”

“Y-you aren’t mad that I… explored this body?” Taryn asked shamefully, low enough to be a whisper. “T-that I… deflowered myself?” Shame, that’s exactly what it was. Antigan cultural norms were slow to change, even if they were changing faster by the day. If nothing else, the shame of a woman with an openly healthy sexual appetite was still rife, and often continually reinforced. Though a not insubstantial number of people worked to change that too, the experience of growing during a time where it hadn’t changed still clung to many, including Taryn herself.

“Absolutely not. Everyone does it… and I know you used intercourse to deal with stress before! I like to think my maidenhead was what convinced you to accept the post with the royal guard to begin with,” Alissandra ribbed gently, quite fond of the blonde beast she appeared to be not so long ago, “but you shouldn’t have to worry about that yourself. As far as I could see on examination, yours was not intact—to your benefit, as it is sometimes painful to pierce. Deflowered… honestly, why do you men always seem to view women as pure or not?”

Taryn switched the subject back without addressing the difficult question. “It was amazing, Lissa, just far and away… scarier than before. But so worth doing! Over the last month I have nearly blanked out that I have… breasts! Because they are always there, like my nose. Just… there. I hardly even notice! But this, this curse, Lissa… I did not feel like this before, so… so…”

“Hungry? Empty?” Alissandra asked calmly, setting a glass vial into Taryn’s hand. “Here, drink this.”

“Yes! Is that… normal? I do not fancy myself becoming some… blower! But that… need was overriding, and sudden and satisfying, more so than ever as a man!” Taryn said, before downing the entire vial. “And it has certainly helped the… cramping, curling pain, but will it make it worse again?”

“It is normal sometimes during the course of your menstruation to have that need. And please, Taryn, you are a noblewoman! While the profession is commonplace, those who practice brothelry are often those who cannot support themselves safely in other ways. Even if you did decide to explore that, there ought not be shame in it! I cannot say I’ve heard of a noblewoman engaging in such, though…”

Lissa shook her head dismissively. “There are many things that can help you quell that fire, and you have struck upon one of them, though. This medication should help temporarily as well. Perhaps I can find you another avenue, but in the meantime… I did tell you that I have gifts, did I not?” Alissandra turned to move back toward the doorway with a sly smirk.

“You did… But now that I know it’s okay to play with myself, I fear I’m no longer interested, unless it’s snacks. I’m starving.” Taryn cracked a weak smile and lingered in Alissandra’s embrace a while longer. “Let’s see what you have for me.”

“Very well. First, my gift to you should help you with your bust issue.” Alissandra stood to swing the door open and, just outside, picked up a flashy, immediately identifiable little funnel tube of fabric, bone, and string, with shoulder straps. A corset, and one that was of uncommon style for Antissa—it must have come from the more fashion-forward Farin. “This is a corset, Taryn. It will support your chest better than nothing, and so long as it is not tied too tightly, it may only restrict some of your waist movement, though I can adjust it to do that less, perhaps. A bustier or proper bodice would be better, but those require measurements for best effect, and you will have to commission them on your own. This is a personal gift from myself, unfortunately… The crown’s coffers might be open, but that is no excuse to be wasteful.”

“Anything to keep these things from bouncing so painfully when I descend the steps outside, I suppose. You already have me wearing skirts and blouses! Um, thank you. This will help a ton.” Taryn replied with a nervous smile.

“See? I told you it’d start to grow on you. Here, let me show you how to put it on. See, it goes down over you, arms up, please, and then once you have it in place, you can tighten it as needed. If you tighten it predominantly under your bust like… so…” Alissandra slipped the corset over Taryn’s arms and down over her torso, before tightening the strings. “Then if you wish to tighten your waist, you can continue to tie it off. Constricting your waist may be dangerous, so please do not do so very tightly.”

“These things are hell to remove, it’s always knotted and so many women pull it dreadfully tight, too.” Taryn commented, trying to remember a time when she hadn’t had a problem removing a lady’s corset. None came to mind. “But if I only lace it there, it may ride up, right? So maybe I should. Um…” Taryn fussed with the strings instead. “Um… Hang on, I think I’ll…” Taryn managed to tie the first knot, and moved to the next, and so on, until the corset was on, but not too entirely tight. “Like this?” The corset protruded upwards over her bust slightly, with one rib of its structure resting just beneath her bust, the only place it was tighter upon.

The corsetry pressed her breasts a little upward but somewhat flatter, which wasn’t quite uncomfortable, but not comfortable either. Being used to cuirass made it a little easier to tie and actually familiar to boot, though she wasn’t exactly using it as a corset, so it lacked much of the back support and had no slimming effect whatsoever. “That’s right… Actually, I’m surprised you didn’t complain too much about it.” Alissandra commented with a slight smile. “Are you perhaps acclimating well to women’s clothing?”

“Ah… maybe. But this feels much like the cuirass I wore before, save for some… slight pinching. Nothing painful, but I like that it doesn’t restrict my arm and shoulder motions.” To illustrate, Taryn moved her arms in a circle and took a pacing stride around her room. “It’s not bad. I can still feel the weight, but they’re not bouncing as much…”

“Great! Wonderful, actually. Now, like I said, the prince and princess sent gifts of their own, so let’s get Brendan’s gift out of the way first. He’s sent over this, and said he had it shortened for your smaller frame, with a new belt and sheath, and balanced anew for the shorter length. We took your measurements to ensure you could still wield it with two and wear it without dragging it.” Alissandra lifted, again from outside of the room, a sword. Taryn smiled brightly and offered her hands out to accept it.

“My sword! Ah, I’ve missed you, my beauty… I’ve had this sword since the Cassian campaign! It’s saved my life in more ways than I could count. He said they changed it up, did they?” Standing happily, Taryn unsheathed the sword from its leather and wool sheath, holding it aloft. “Ah… A mite heavy for me now, but perhaps I could train with it again?”

“You may do whatever you wish for your upper body exercises, so long as you do them, Taryn, but be sure not to overdo them. I saved the best for last, however, as the princess sent over a gift you might not so readily appreciate. Though, I do hope you will in time! It is quite funny how similar in build you are to her now, save for the obvious.” Alissandra offered a hand this time to Taryn and led her out of her quarters. In the hall was a singular chest. “The princess has donated a wardrobe, Taryn. Clothes she believes will particularly suit you, but you know Deirdre and her… sense of levity.”

“Yes,” Taryn sighed resignedly, “I do. No doubt there are… countless gowns and underskirts, corsetry and fragrance, bows and lace and… ugh!” Taryn paled as her dulled cramping intensified for a moment, as if to accentuate her mild disgust. “Hnn… I wish to write a letter thanking them both for this. And thank you for facilitating it.” Wandering back into her temporary room, Taryn began the process of caring for her monthly curse before helping Alissandra lug the chest into her quarters. “It’s heavy! How much did she pack in here?”

“Oh, Taryn… This is only one chest. We have sent ahead the remaining eleven to your villa at the Lesaan estate for when you are named countess! Unfortunately, our time together here must come to an end soon, and since you are capable of moving on your own, the king has requested your presence. That is why we are taking a small reprieve, not, that is, that you are menstruating. We’ll continue tomorrow.”

“And that’s why you’ve given the gifts today. I see. Alissandra, I… Thank you for what you’ve done for me. I don’t know what I would do if… ah, I don’t know how my life will go after this, but without your help, who knows what would have happened?” Taryn asked, that trademark goofy smile stretching across her face, hardly changed despite the rest of her having done so. “Please keep in touch with me, and I will do the same. I know I can barely write to begin with, but I’m sure that’ll get better… there.”

“Yes, I am sure it will! It has been a pleasure to spend time with you without you gallivanting across the kingdom or needing so tightly to hold to the prince’s backside. I hoped perhaps that we would one day get together, and… ah no, no, it is not worth speaking of that…” The crestfallen look on her face spoke as plainly as she normally did. Lissa was lonely and busy. Without Taryn, she’d have few to turn to.

“But I will keep in touch with you by letter, Taryn. If only to speak of my research of a cure. Now… Let’s get you dressed, and I believe I promised to show you how to braid your hair?” Alissandra smiled sadly and hefted the chest’s lid open to delve within.

~~~

Never before had the gates of the Castle Maximillian seemed so imposing. It wasn’t even a far walk away from the MagMed Academy, and yet it took on a greater scale in its absence in Taryn’s life, especially knowing what lay beyond. Taryn had been in the presence of the king and queen often over the years of service to the prince as part of the royal guard, presiding close by for the Prince’s meals and sometimes offering reports directly to the king on his son’s itinerary when needed.

But that was then, when she was clearly a decorated veteran, and this is now. Though she had seen her reflection many times already, she imagined herself looking as one you would only speak to with candles extinguished, even in the finery the princess bequeathed upon her. While this was quite far from the truth, Taryn never would have imagined she would make a particularly comely lass, even though she did often think of it—surmising that most men thought of such a thing, of course. Clad in a colorful green dress, however, she looked every bit as noble as any other noblewoman.

It was strange to be walking in the open air again without slacks. A petticoat beneath a skirt that reached her ankles puffed it along and rustled as she walked—as women were wont to do when they wore petticoats—with the pinch of a corset beneath a blouse with frilled breast, framed without cutout in a square that ended with a clasping high collar, was her finery this day. She imagined it to suit her well at the moment.

In truth, she looked the part; some pretty little thing with her braid bobbing to and fro, save for the sword dangled at her waist, swaying in mimicry. A pair of gate guards stopped her before her entry, no doubt on high alert even now. “Good day, lass. Haven’t seen you around before! Are you a new maidservant?” One guard asked, nudging his comrade. “You sure come pretty nowadays, don’t you?”

“Nah, Paul, much too pretty t’be a maid. Maybe a concubine?” The other chimed in, and Taryn stared them down flatly.

“I am here to see the king. Please check over my summons, signed by royal guard Captain Oliviera and stamped with the royal seal.” Taryn offered the folded parchment to the first guard, paying their crass commentary little mind. She knew these men—or at least men like them, and knew that they spoke those words for a chance to… dip their wick, so to speak, or perhaps simply to harass.

“I’ll have to talk to the sergeant about this one. You just rest on your laurels, little miss. I’ll be right back. Evan, you’ve the gate.” The first guard replied, scratching his beard beneath his helmet and disappearing behind the gate.

“Aye, I’ve the gate. So, lass, wot’s the big deal? For ye t’be summoned by the king, you must be someone special, aye? Hmm. That is a fine piece of steel on your side as well. D’ya need lessons for it? I could teach you how to handle a blade, or my sword?” The guard, Evan, commented.

Taryn rolled her eyes. “My friend, I have more combat experience than you do. If anything, I would teach you more than you could teach me in both respects.”

“A mouth on you too, aye? I wonder if it’s good for anything but talking back?” Evan asked with a toothy—or rather, hardly toothed at all—grin.

“If you’d like to find out what it’s like to go through life with no teeth at all instead of the few you’ve got left, I could enlighten you.” Taryn replied coldly, feeling somehow attacked, or perhaps humiliated, by those crass comments. Comments she was sure she’d made before a lifetime ago, mind, but the way it felt to have them directed at her was… less than stellar. If ever she returned, she would need to curtail that behavior, if this was how it felt for women all the time.

“Aye, let ‘er in, Evan. Direct order from the Sarge himself. A bloody hero, he says! A woman!” That original guard, Paul, returned with crossed arms. Evan lifted the gate with a chain.

“Wot kinda ‘ero? She’s a woman, Paul! What’d she do, nurse for soldiers?” Evan asked.

“Sergeant… Harrik, right? I served with him in the Cassian campaign. Perhaps you’ve heard the name Moxley? And how that royal guard jumped into the path of an assassin’s magic, saving the prince?” Taryn asked sweetly, sounding it out for the obviously dim guard. Paul seemed mercifully wise, keeping his mouth shut.

“Aye, wot about it? And that man was a ‘ero, you ‘is daughter or wife?”

“Hmph. I think I shall have a talk with Sergeant Harrik. Perhaps reminisce of the old days when we strung subordinates by the toes for minor slights. Keep up the good work, boys.” Taryn replied with a wide grin, then passed right by. Of course, she didn’t have time to speak to Sergeant Harrik, nor did she actually serve with the man, but the bewildered, fearful looks of the guards were enough to put a smile on her face as she entered the castle proper. A somewhat familiar face met her in the halls and ushered her into another room for tea while she awaited her audience with the royal family.

Taryn was ushered into the throne room within the hour, and upon reaching the foot of the stairs leading to the thrones, where both king and queen sat with the prince and princess alongside, she dropped to a knee in deference. As expected, their personal guards were there as well. Lea and Marcia looked somewhat amused and Roger grinned his fool ass off. Taryn would’ve liked to see him reduced so, if he found it so funny.

“My liege, I have come in answer to your summons. My apologies for tarrying so long.” She said, hanging her head low. Perhaps in embarrassment, or perhaps in shame.

“Sir Tarence Moxley. Son of a viscount, decorated veteran of the Cassian campaign, loyal personal guard to my son Brendan, struck down in efforts to protect the crown from an attempt on our lives. I must say, you’ve quite a record for a mere viscount’s son.” King Patrick began, voice booming, as it commonly was. “Would that I hadn’t seen your valor—and that of your complement,” he gestured to Lea, Roger, and Marcia, “I shan’t have believed it myself.”

“You honor me, my liege, but all I have done is in service to crown and country beside.” Taryn replied softly, feeling that her voice did not carry so far. Not any longer.

“Nonsense. You honor yourself with your deeds. My son has kept apprised of your recovery, Sir Tarence, and I am glad to see you hale, if not wholly recovered. Baroness Reval’s report on the subject notes that a cure may take years to develop, and Goddess willing, we are prepared to ensure it is done. Sir Tarence Moxley… The crown wishes to extend its deepest sympathies and deepest thanks for your service. Your father will be here shortly, and,” a knock sounded at the door as if flawlessly timed, “that must be him now. Enter!”

A pale-faced man of blonde, if graying, hair and equally wizened beard entered the chamber, pausing to stare at the woman kneeling before him, who had surely once been his son. Sir Lawrence Moxley knelt next to her. “My liege, I took the fastest of our horses to answer your summons. I apologize for my late arrival.”

“Better late than never, I suppose!” King Patrick boomed. If nothing else, Taryn had inherited his punctuality. “I have brought you both here today not only to gush of Sir Tarence’s valor in the face of certain death, but to reward it. Margaret, my dear, if you would?”

The king and queen descended the stairs toward the kneeling pair. Margaret carried a blade scarcely wide enough to be called one and paused in front of Taryn. “In recognition of the valor you have shown, the sacrifices you have made, and the service you have proffered, Sir Tarence Moxley,” Queen Margaret tapped one of Taryn’s shoulders with the blade, then the other soon after, “we hereby name you Earl Moxley of Lesaan. Please stand.”

“In accordance with the right of the crown to grant title and domain in service thereof, we grant to you the county of Lesaan. Earl Huxley’s untimely death aside, we feel that it is a worthy reward given your condition. Your personal effects, and those Deirdre gifted to you, are like to be there by now.” King Patrick bellowed. “I have no doubt you will rise to the occasion in the administration of your duties, as you always have.” In response, Taryn pushed herself to stand, wincing at another cramp following the attempt. The queen tilted her head and stepped toward Taryn’s father, once more tapping her blade on each shoulder in turn.

“Viscount Lawrence Moxley, we hereby name you Earl Moxley of Willowbury.” She said plainly.

“In recognition of the Moxley family’s service, we grant to you the county of Willowbury, expanding your land holdings to the face and depths of the northern mountainside and all villages between. Please stand.” Lawrence Moxley stood, taller than his… daughter, and the prim facade waned as King Patrick approached. “Lawrence, my friend! My, but it has been too long!” King Patrick slapped his hands upon Lawrence’s shoulders. They spoke amongst themselves in hushed tones, laughing along with each other, and leaving Taryn to be approached by everyone else.

Taryn looked and felt queasy, squirming almost imperceptibly as Brendan and Deirdre approached. Queen Margaret noticed this oddity. “Are you uncomfortable, Sir Tarence? The garb of a woman appears to suit you well enough, but is it perhaps too warm?”

“No, my queen, not at all, it is… merely a temporary ailment brought on by my transformation.” Taryn replied, only to squirm once more with a wince.

“Temporary ailment? Why, Baroness Reval reported that you seemed to have no sicknesses save for this… change. Whatever is the matter, to make you writhe so?” Queen Margaret replied.

“M-my queen, I am… ah, whatever foul magic did this to me was… thorough in its path to afflict me. That is to say, perhaps I shall be over this cruel ailment in a… week’s time… until next month.” Taryn whispered, trying to beat around the bush. But the Queen beamed. Lea and Marcia, who followed behind, both giggled amongst themselves.

“Aha, so that is the way of it! Well… I harbor no doubts that you will grow used to it in time. Not that it does not make me smile after the trick you played this year last… Absconding with my precious Deirdre and all…” The queen teased. Deirdre and Brendan approached before Taryn could respond with similar levity.

“Sir Tarence!” Deirdre yelled boisterously, wrapping her arms about Taryn’s back and squeezing her tightly. “I saw you fall and feared for the worst, I am gladdened to see you alive! And so darling! You’re wearing the clothing I gifted, are you not? How do you feel? Why do you blush so?”

“A-ah, um, w-well, I’m happy that you are happy, princess, and… yes, these are the clothes you gifted me this morning, uh…” Taryn averted her eyes from the glare that Queen Margaret leveled at her. “I feel fine, princess, thank you for the kind gift. I would have preferred slacks, but this is… they are clearly of high quality and you honor me.”

“Good! They used to be mine, you see.. You’ve shrunken so much! When I saw you I feared you were wasting away, but Alissandra said you were merely sleeping and unable to eat your fill, and yet here you are! Look, Sir Tarence, I’m almost as tall as you, now! And I’ve still room to grow, too!” The princess talked Taryn’s ear off as she normally did, and she smiled vacantly in response.

“Princess, I admire your excitement, but I fear if you grip me any harder, my lady the queen will have me strung out with tomorrow’s laundry… as you can see, I am quite fine!”

Prince Brendan helpfully extricated the excited princess from Taryn. “It is good to see you walking of your own accord again, and I see that you’ve brought your sword, no less! I had Nathaniel Burdette personally adjust it for you.”

“Yes, my liege. Thank you for having it modified for me, it is much appreciated. I… may not be capable of serving you as personal guard any longer, and the county of Lesaan is… time away from the capital, so it may be some time before we see one another again. Come what may for myself, I am glad you were unscathed in the attack.”

“Speaking of. Patrick, my dear…” Queen Margaret fetched King Patrick, and Lawrence followed behind. “Please, Patrick. She, ah… He deserves to know of the attack on our daughter’s name day.”

Taryn again bowed to the king as he approached, and the king gestured for Roger to explain. “Well! There were numerous accounts of the evening… As it so happens, we believe the warning about fire was made on purpose to divert the guard, but the target was likely the prince. Were you perhaps less capable of fighting, or injured as I was, we would expect the prince to be… as you are now. Quite beautiful, by the way! But…” Roger explained, peeking over to Marcia to continue.

She obliged. “We have reason to believe that none of it was an accident at all. Baron Hawthorne’s request for the citizenry’s presence allowed the assassins to slip in undetected, with a small squad. We are still investigating, but we also believe the Cassians to be involved, as every one of the blackguards we captured spoke of being hired by a woman with a Cassian accent. Though ongoing diplomatic talks have continued apace, so even I am unsure of the meaning of it.” The king stroked his beard lightly as Marcia finished. “That will be a job for our spies and… the royal guard. I wish you could work with us. Instead, could you tell my niece Jessamine to behave? She too is to attend Marianne’s Academy—and may well learn from your bearing! And I may be visiting Therine soon, as well.”

“The royal guard will handle it…” Taryn trailed off with every intent on continuing, bearing a pang of concern and sadness in her voice. She would undoubtedly be part of the investigation, were she still… capable. “Good luck. Find the woman who did this to me. I should like my revenge, so don’t rough her up too much. Jessa—Oh. Yes, I shall ask her to… of course, Marcia.” Taryn had once spent the night with Jessamine—or rather, Jessamine had spent her—the girl was wild, an insatiable animal in bed, so Taryn shuddered to think of how she would react to her now.

“Yes. That’s right. Sir Tarence Moxley, by the Crown Antiga, you are hereby released from your vow. Henceforth, all rights and privileges of an earl shall be yours. Your honorable and valiant actions aside, in your current condition, it would prove incredibly difficult for you to continue for at least a year, if Baroness Reval is to be believed. If you still wish to return after then, we would of course accept you, if you can prove yourself once more. Well done, young man.” King Patrick placed his hand on Taryn’s shoulder and squeezed. “Now! Dreadful business this is, but we must be getting back. Margaret, my love. And Deirdre! Back to your studies, now!”

Deirdre dejectedly hurried off, with a wave and smile for Taryn, and king and queen both retired to see to their own duties, leaving Taryn, her father, the prince, his guard Antonio, with Lea behind.

“My liege…” Taryn began, but didn’t have to finish. Brendan placed a hand on Taryn’s shoulder and nodded.

“We have made preparations. You’ll leave soon, and we’ll see you off, Taryn. Thank you again.” That was all he had to say, and the gesture formed a knot in Taryn’s throat.

As Brendan walked away, Antonio followed suit, leaving the Moxleys to speak with Lea. Taryn slumped her shoulders and hung her head, but Lea took her by the shoulders. “Look at me. It’s scary. And I know y’worry about the prince. Antonio’s a fine guard—no replacement for you yet—but we will ensure the family’s safety. In… the meanwhile, if y’need anything, or if you have… questions, or just wanna talk or share some ale? I’ll be ‘ere! And do send for Marcia, too, she will retire soon, and if you have need of a guard, yourself, you could do much worse!” Lea offered her hand, and Taryn took it, squeezing firmly and pulling her into a half embrace. And just like that, Lea too had gone, chasing after the princess and leaving the Moxleys there alone.

Taryn had never had a good relationship with her father. Her decision to join the infantry army rather than cavalry was contentious, especially on the night of her mother’s funeral, absconding south for training scantly at fifteen. As the youngest of three, she had ached for glory and companionship, for the child with a busy father who seemed dismayed at her was often lonely and unrelatable, and the last thing she needed at the time was to be there.

And yet, when she returned, it was as if she had never left. Her father still berated her for not being boyish enough, the studies became overwhelming, until one fateful day, she simply packed up and left, sword at her side, military decoration in her pocket, hoping to be something—anything else at least—than the black sheep, the runt, and the target of disappointed glares of brother and father alike, or to perhaps simply disappear.

As a noble—or at least, the son of one—Taryn was expected to do great things, marry higher, study hard, and one day administrate a county or another viscountcy, or worst-case scenario, a barony. But she had wanted none of that, and was too proud of her accomplishments in places where names meant little to nothing to truly care.

When she returned to the capital and trained to become a royal guard, she was but twenty. Now at twenty-four herself, she had done so, and yet, it seemed all for naught. The two stood in silence for some time, the characteristic temerity lost between them, until finally, Taryn broke the quietude.

“Father… I am glad you are well. My apologies for not returning in some time. As you can see, I’ve been… busy. I’m sorry.” She said, scarcely loud enough to be heard over the deafening silence. “I’m sorry for a lot of things.”

Lawrence beheld his… daughter, with neither frown nor glare, but remained silent. Taryn continued softly.

“In truth, I was afraid of returning to face your ire, afraid that… despite all I have done, that I was still a disappointment to you, as I was neither as adept as Frederick at riding and administration, nor as sharp as Martin in academics and politics, and not manly enough to eclipse either. I… was afraid of facing you as anything less than a man you could be proud of, and…” Taryn trailed off, knot in her throat, eyes wetting at her attempt to keep it down.

“I have always been proud of your accomplishments, Tarence. But you must know that I wished for you to live as a noble son. Though our betters at court claimed with glee that your decision was mine, that it was somehow required of you by our relative lack of wealth compared to… an earldom or marquisate, I was never embarrassed for your decision. Only saddened that you felt it was necessary. And perhaps embarrassed by my own failures.” Lawrence replied sadly, reaching out to put a hand on Taryn’s shoulder and squeeze it comfortingly.

Taryn continued to stare at the floor, shoulders hunched. “Even though it has cost me everything, and… cost you a son?”

“Even then.” Lawrence brought his daughter into a soft embrace, and in response, Taryn’s arms slung around his back. Sobs began to echo from his chest, and he squeezed tighter, gently placing a hand on the back of Taryn’s head. An awkward, if sincere gesture.

They remained so for a few more minutes, until Taryn regained her bearings again. “Prince Brendan and Liss—ah, Baroness Reval have recommended I use the name Taryn from now on… The fact that I am a woman chief among their reasons, and, they have also informed me that I shall attend… In the county of Lesaan, the Marianne’s Academy to ah, learn the things required of a lady of the court.”

“…I see. Would you prefer, then, that I address you that way?” Lawrence scanned Taryn’s face with a nostalgic look in his eyes. “Countess Moxley has a good ring to it. Your mother would be proud, as well. She too attended Marianne’s in preparation for our engagement, at her father’s request.” That simple gesture threatened tears again, even as Taryn tried to choke them down.

“Thank you, Father. And it is… perhaps a necessity. Though it will get around the Court—if it has not already—it will go some length to legitimize my standing, and to perhaps not share that shameful secret.” Taryn replied quietly, dipping her head down further.

Only, her father took her chin and tipped her head back up, before wiping away tears with his thumb. “You look so much like her. You always have, and acted quite like her, too. The similarities are so stark now. You have nothing to be ashamed of, my daughter. I know you will rise to this occasion as you have done every time before. But… do remember your old man, scarcely a day’s ride from Lesaan. I will have Francine fix you a grand feast, and perhaps you can regale us with the stories of your valor. …Rather than having us hear it through several pompous noblemen who heard it from the brothels they frequent.” And now, those threatened tears could no longer be stopped.

“I shall, Father. I… Thank you. It means so much to me to hear you… to hear you say these things. And here I feared you would have me recalled to marry off to some marquess’s son!” Taryn replied, finally swallowing the knot and giving a weak smile, even as her cheeks ran wet.

“Oh, of course. And then you can talk his ears to the stumps of your valor! Ahaha! Taryn, you… are your own, now. It would not be right for me to make that decision for you, after you went to such lengths to separate yourself from us. If you wish to pursue women, or men, or no one… Let it be your decision. After all, you’ve given me a greater gift than grandchildren, and your brothers will likely sire many.” Lawrence hugged his daughter with an arm, looking up at the thrones.

“Respect and honor?” Taryn replied, hanging off of her father’s shoulder.

“No, an earldom!” Lawrence laughed boisterously, and despite herself, Taryn found the strength within to do the same.

The Moxleys fetched supper at an inn that night before going their separate ways again, both far happier for the occasion. After a week more of practice and stretches and physical therapy, she was ready to leave for Lesaan. On a blessedly dry winter mid-morning, Brendan, Deirdre, Antonio, Lea, and Alissandra waved her off, and her father rode alongside the royal carriage chartered for the trip, making small conversation for a while. But, he was a busy man, and had much to attend to with the expansion of his holdings, and so at a crossroads, he took the northern road, and the carriage took the westerly one.

To relax in such conditions was often quite the burden. The roads were paved with cobbles close to the capital and the smaller satellite villages close, but those rattled and made the trip uncomfortably bumpy. Less so than the bouncing from the dirt roads more common further into the Antigan countryside.

The maroon and silver flag of the crown, its eagle crest perched watchfully, was lovingly decorated upon the black lacquered oak of the carriage, its frame strong and unmistakably royal. Within, plush down seats with dyed leather covers dampened much of the bumps on the road west, though their softness otherwise was uncomfortably soft. Too soft, by Taryn’s measure. The coachman made little conversation, which was a plus—after all, Taryn had much to think about on the trip.

In any case, it would take much of the morning to cross the Larrimer orchards to reach the outskirts of the Lesaan countryside, and the rest of the day from there to Therine, the county seat of Lesaan itself. And so, as she made herself comfortable, Taryn tried to while the hours away counting the fruit trees and grapevines that made the Larrimer orchards so wonderfully profitable, and struggled to think of what to do next.

In her thoughts, she found little peace of mind.
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Lady Taryn Moxley could not quite remember the last time she traveled by carriage rather than horse. It may have been many years ago in the northern Antigan countryside, when she was too young to ride on her own, so she rode with her mother while her brothers and father traveled alongside on their own horses. She was never particularly good at riding when she got the chance, and the none-too-gentle ribbing of her brothers and other noble peers in the army as the only noble in the infantry was a sore spot.

Not that the commoners in the infantry were much better. The army was always a place for stable labor, and the discipline gleaned from its training often helped in other aspects of life, too. The infantry was and likely always would be a commoner’s brigade, the ones that made sure things got done, even though the mostly noble cavalry typically took all the glory. Even in the infantry, Taryn hadn’t been well-respected until she found herself as the tip of the spear.

Staring from the carriage out at fields of oats and corn, Taryn shook the nostalgic feeling from her head and nibbled on the inside of her cheek. Lesaan was not exactly Antiga’s breadbasket, but being so close to the sea and not so cold in the winter, the numerous fisheries along the coast often ensured good fertilizer for grains with fish heads and viscera, and potatoes also grew in the outskirt fields. Those potatoes were especially tasty when roasted in the drippings of boar or fowl, and Taryn’s stomach rumbled just thinking about it.

Farmers tended to their fields, distant barns and homesteads dotted the horizon in multicolored little boxes, but the earthy scent of crops was off-putting. The forests of Moxley land were earthy in a different way, though maybe it was the light scent of sea salt that was throwing her off. From her seat in the back of the carriage, Taryn could not quite see the sea, but every minute brought the smell of the salty air stronger, another unfamiliarity she would need to get used to, considering her new home was approaching fast.

Taryn’s mind boggled at the task of administering this place. How much would be imported from the sea docks and exported to other areas in Antiga or across the sea in turn, the fisheries, taxes, maintenance… even if they were only on paper! Taryn rubbed her eyes and shook her head. There would be plenty of time for that, and she could always get help with those sorts of things.

But her mind turned instead to what would likely be the next year of her life, at Marianne’s Academy. She hadn’t heard stories so much as seen results. The princess attended for a year and came back much the same, if quite a bit more studious, Alissandra attended similarly, but came back quite a lot less tomboyish. Taryn’s mother had attended when the titular Marianne was still alive. What was she like before then? She couldn’t possibly say. Taryn pined for her mother again, to give her some succor, or perhaps explain to her what she’d gotten herself into. She had been gone for over a decade.

Nervously picking the skin beneath her thumb nail, Taryn continued to stare at the flood of blues, greens, and yellows, arranged with care into neatly tilled rows. The trip had taken most of the day, and the orange of the setting sun spilled purple and gray across the sky. Nestled in the corner of the wooden carriage, head resting against the door, Taryn’s eyelids began to droop. The Lesaan countryside vagued into formless color as her eyes closed into swirling black.

The rattling of the carriage wheels jolted her awake a short time later, when the sun hadn’t quite gone down fully, at the crest of a hill. The horses had paused; the coachman fussed behind the carriage, lashing weight to the rear in an effort to add friction. A runaway carriage was not often a concern in the mostly flat Antissa, but the hilly county of Lesaan evidently required these means to keep a carriage from overrunning its horses.

Nestling in again, Taryn gazed into the now visible sea, with the glare of the setting sun stretching toward the shore, writhing waters disrupting the reflection and white spindrift, giving way to blue and orange waters. Her lips parted in awe, drooping eyelids propping wide at the beautiful sight.

This, at least, excited her in a way she couldn’t fully understand. This was her new home. A place to explore and learn to begrudgingly love. But with a landscape like this, there would be little begrudging about it. The coachman climbed aboard the carriage once more and readied the reins to stir the horses from their break, but Taryn leaned in.

“It’s beautiful, sir.” She remarked, bewildered despite her attempt not to sound like it, and she reached for purchase to spy the sunset-dappled seas.

“Aye, that it is, milady,” the coachman responded, turning his head to make a tempting offer, “might ye want to sit up here for a spell? We’re drawing close to town, but it’ll give ye a grander view.”

Taryn snorted and leaned up a bit further. “That does sound nice, actually.” With that, she pushed the carriage door open, plucking her emerald skirt upward awkwardly to step down. The coachman offered his hand. Taryn thought little of it until her hand fit neatly into his, or how effortless the tug to bring her up to his level was.

The perspective still hadn’t settled, and a spark of what she thought might be longing for her prior self gave her pause. But knowing that the beauty of Lesaan mirrored her own was a welcome compromise. The coachman flicked the reins to stir the horses and continued toward the city proper.

Many travelers visited the town of Therine, seat of the county of Lesaan, for trade, work, and vacation. From beautiful silks to exotic spices, metals both precious and otherwise, and gems of fantastical color, the markets betwixt the multi-colored buildings held more treasures than Antissa itself, beyond its castle walls. Only the most desirable things typically made it there, traded off to merchants and marked up exorbitantly, but Therine was a merchant capital in and of itself.

None of which mattered very much when a royal carriage rolled into town, the kingdom’s maroon and silver flag emblazoned upon an ebon backdrop in well-tended lacquers. It wasn’t often that a royal envoy was sent by carriage, and never with a beautiful woman riding in the front, and yet there she was.

While Taryn gawped in wonderment at the markets she’d never have dreamt of, or the ocean she had never seen before, her pale skin and flowing beach-blonde hair catching the salt-sweet breeze began to circulate rumors. With rumors came merchants, ready to peddle their wares to what was assumed to be a wealthy patron indeed. Some seemingly had yet to make themselves whole this day, and desperately clamored for attention.

Not that Taryn was uninterested, but she had places to be and passing little savings with which to purchase goods she was interested in. The odd feeling of adulation from the crowd put a smile on her face, however, and she waved shyly. Eventually, the merchants became a train and followed her carriage for a while, before ultimately returning to their business. Time wasted was money lost, after all. The ride continued into the gated grounds of a large villa.

“We’re ‘ere, milady. The Lesaan county estate, as ordered,” the coachman gruffly said amidst the clopping of horseshoes as the carriage slowed to a stop, “ye ‘aven’t brought your things with ye?”

“No, good sir, my effects were shipped in advance of this trip, save for the one trunk. But thank you. You may leave that here, I shall have the servants bring it up. My apologies, shall I pay you or do you receive a salary from the crown?” Taryn asked, scratching her chin. “I am not accustomed to traveling by carriage.”

“Nah, nah, milady, the crown pays in advance to see you here, and nae bandits dare to assault a royal carriage!” The coachman wheezed a laugh, and Taryn went for her coin purse within her menial amount of luggage.

“Thank you for the honesty, sir. Please accept this.” Taryn pressed a bronze shilling into his hand and climbed down the carriage. “Safe travels!” With a wide smile, she saw the coachman off after he deposited the trunk inside the gate.

Taryn’s salary as a royal guard was twenty of those per month, and they worked in denominations of ten. Ten iron shillings for a bronze shilling, ten bronze shillings for a silver crown, ten silver crowns for a gold crown. By all accounts, this was a kingly sum; a night at a decent inn may only cost a bronze shilling or two, save for festivals and special events, while ale went for an iron per flagon, and Taryn didn’t need to pay for her place in the barracks. She had a healthy amount of savings as a result, spending little much of the time.

Lady Taryn was not quite sure how many gold crowns it would cost to build a villa like the one she stood in front of. Stretching three stories high, it dwarfed her old home—a squat two-story affair and far too narrow—and was decorated with seashells and spindrift motifs extravagantly. Truly, this villa was a status symbol above all else.

The heavy stone stairs, hewn gracefully toward lacquered oaken doors, lovingly carved, led to a stoop covered by an awning with stepped-down little shingles of red painted clay, which rested upon marble pillars slightly eroded by sea salt. The sun-bleached stone of its walls gave it a gray and brown gradient that caught the late afternoon light in just the correct way to give it an exuberant look.

Taryn dragged the trunk behind her and climbed the stairs, considering the large silver door knocker, expertly made in the image of a woman with the tail of a fish, resting center of the large doors. While this was her home now, she didn’t know whether she should knock first, or even if anyone would be there to open the door.

Nervously staring out upon the beach nearby, with a well-worn path toward the little private area off to the side, Taryn shifted her trunk to the ground. It would not have been a challenge to drag it, or even carry it before, but now its heft and odd size did not quite fit in her smaller arms and the strain from even dragging it behind her stung her arms.

Ultimately, she decided she should knock first and, if nobody answered, she’d help herself. So she reached for the door knocker, lifting the mermaid’s tail, and brought it down upon the door a few times, waiting with bated breath a step away.

The door creaked open wide with an outward swing, revealing the cavernous interior and the wiry frame of a woman in a dark and plain dress, her auburn hair tied into a bun behind her head, sharp brown eyes behind the sharper angles of rectangular half-frame spectacles. The woman tilted her head.

“Can I help you, young lady?” She asked, the creepings of age only just showing above her cheeks, but more evident in her voice.

“Yes actually, ma’am. This is the Huxley Estate, correct? My name is Taryn… um, Taryn Moxley. I have been sent by the crown to take on the duties of countess.” Taryn introduced herself, offering the woman a letter, sealed with the crown’s eagle signet.

“I see. Please come in, my dear. I am Elizabeth. The late Earl Huxley kept me on staff to instruct the maids as housekeep and deal with the county administration as aide while he was away or dealing with special cases. I was beginning to wonder, my lady, what would happen to the estate, as it had returned to the crown.” By the look in her eyes, it was clear that Elizabeth was sizing Taryn up.

“I am unsure what this letter holds proper, but I have newly been named countess, Elizabeth.” Taryn began to explain. Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. “Unfortunately, I… doubt I will be capable of picking up the slack for you, as of yet. I have… unusual circumstances for a noble… woman, and will attend Marianne’s Academy soon.”

Elizabeth frowned and cut the envelope’s seal with a penknife she conspicuously seemed to keep on her person, unfolding the yellowish vellum within. With every line the woman read, her eyes grew wider, flicking to Taryn’s embarrassed visage as they did. “…Goodness. You don’t even look like a man.” The comment struck Taryn deeply, and she must’ve made a face. “Ah, my apologies, Lady Taryn. You must be well out of your depth! Please make yourself comfortable. Your things arrived over a week ago and have been prepared in your bedroom. Would you like a tour?”

“Ah… Yes, if you please. Our manse in Elmhollow was much narrower, and shorter besides. My apologies if I am out of my depth—I have long since been the black sheep, so to speak, and… did not pay much attention to my tutors.” Taryn admitted quietly. “With two older brothers, I never aspired to… this. But I am still a noble and take my responsibility seriously. Though, um… I would like your confidence on that matter.”

“Of course, Lady Taryn. If you would be so kind, follow me through the foyer. The dining hall is on the second floor of the east wing, opposite of the maid chambers on the west, and the entire west wing of the third is reserved for your living quarters, my lady.” Elizabeth explained, walking toward the west. “The third floor’s east wing is for your guests.”

“It… must have been hellish to carry all of my things there! All else that I own has been kept on my person.” Taryn replied, shrugging her left shoulder. Her arm had begun to fall asleep, and she hadn’t yet placed her trunk down again.

“Oh! My apologies, my lady, please, I will take that from you. Alexandra!!” Elizabeth called. A stirring from the kitchens behind the villa’s stairs drew Taryn’s eyes behind the foyer’s main staircase as pots and pans tumbled in the distance chaotically, sounding them throughout the halls. “…My apologies, the girl is a bit of a clumsy one. She is one of our maids-in-training.”

“I’m sure she will acclimate soon enough. I know I shall try to do so, and I have never been one to begrudge someone their ineptitude if they’re actively working to be better.” Taryn asserted, as a young woman with chestnut hair, dress askew, hurried alongside.

“Lizbeth, wot can I ‘elp you with?” Alexandra asked, tilting her head as Elizabeth did. The low-born girl had a common sort of beauty about her, a nose perhaps not flawless, freckled and sun-kissed, with almond eyes of similarly common brown. Unassuming, perhaps, but beautiful in a muted way, though her accent was clearly constrained, and not quite well enough. Taryn frowned disgustedly and put the thought away—reducing a woman to her looks only reminded her of the castle gate guards’ harassment. Had she always been like this?

“The late earl had only maids and no butlers, my lady. Though if you wish to change that, I would recommend some names. Alexandra! This is Lady Taryn Moxley. The crown has granted her the title of countess. She is your new mistress, and tires of carrying her things. Take her case to her quarters, if you will.” Elizabeth chided Alexandra and gestured to Taryn.

“Ah!! I‘m sorry, milady! I shall take good care of it! By your leave?” Alexandra reached for Taryn’s trunk and Taryn, with a wrinkled, sympathetic smile, unloaded it into the woman’s arms. Alexandra huffed at its weight and stepped heavily toward the stairs, then promptly slipped on the first. She fell gracefully, but the trunk exploded in a cascade of clothes haphazardly stuffed into every possible crevice, strewing them about the stairs.

“Alexandra!! What do you think you’re doing, girl?!” Elizabeth shouted, tensing as if she were going to stomp over and teach the girl a lesson, but Taryn held her hand up to stop Elizabeth before making her way over personally.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry! I’ve spilled your clothes, milady! I-I-I’ll clean ‘em up, I promise, I’ll work all night if I must, and…” Alexandra began in a tirade as she started to break down. Any further and she might have started crying, or perhaps catch on her breath and gasp her sobs.

Taryn placed her hand on Alexandra’s shoulder and knelt beside her, scooping up loose articles to throw back into the case. “Please relax, Alexandra. It happens. I stuffed it full to burst! The only surprise is that it lasted this long before doing so. Come, breathe for me.” Taryn smiled warmly at Alexandra as she helped clean the mess, then again to help stand her up. Elizabeth soon joined in.

“My lady, I can punish her for her failures if you would require it. My apologies for this obscene display, I will ensure she works not just to clean but replace these sodden items.” Elizabeth assuaged, without quite realizing that Taryn had nothing to assuage.

“Punishment, hmm? Very well, I believe I have a suitable punishment in mind.” Taryn replied with a smile.

“Y-yes, Mistress, of course. As you will.” Alexandra muttered, carefully holding the case together once it had been refilled.

“May I ask what you have in mind, my lady? We have the usual paddle, or perhaps the lash will do. She is already being punished with scullery duty.” Elizabeth offered with an embarrassed edge to her voice.

“I will make her my personal attendant. It is clear she has much to learn, but you know full well that I do too, Elizabeth.” She whispered softly enough to remain out of Alexandra’s earshot. “Please take care on the steps. Did you bang your leg?” Taryn spoke softly, encouragingly, even, and helped Alexandra to her feet.

“No, milady, not at all. T-thank you.” Alexandra replied softly, squeezing the case tightly, this time with a more assured grip that allowed her to see where she was walking.

“Very good. Wait for me in my quarters, my dear. Elizabeth and I have a tour to return to.” Taryn smiled brightly, and Alexandra smiled nervously back, nodding before beginning the climb, slower, but safer.

“My lady, she is sure to bring you misfortune with her clumsiness.” Elizabeth warned, watching the maid climb the steps.

“We were all clumsy at one time. Punishment doesn’t make one any less clumsy, it only makes them hide their mistakes better.” Taryn replied casually. “Now, you were saying?”

Clearing her throat, Elizabeth began again. “Beneath the dining hall on the east wing is the viewing room. Across the main hall is the library. The late earl preferred books on sea life. Fish, sharks, whales, and the like. While the collection is deep with many rarer tomes, I’m afraid none of it is to my own liking.” Elizabeth continued to display.

“Ah, let me guess, the romance novels I keep hearing about? The princess and my dear friend Alissandra love to speak of them, but I’m afraid I haven’t read a one. Not that I made it a habit to read often, that is…” Taryn countered. She couldn’t imagine spending time in the library often, either.

“No, my lady. Mathematics, if it must be said. An odd pass-time, but one that has propelled me this far.” Elizabeth retorted, careful tone so as not to sound deliberately insulted. Taryn blanched and smiled awkwardly. “No, it is quite alright. Very few women practice mathematics, and fewer still that are not of noble birth. I have long had the knack for it, so it would only make sense that I indulged it.”

“Ah. I fear I will need your prowess until I get back into the thick of it, but that will hold until I return from Marianne’s Academy. I am given to understand they have their own dormitory for students, but that this class is an unusually small one.” Taryn refocused the subject to avoid embarrassment at her assumption. “I can perform simple mathematics, but again, I often shirked my tutors prior to my military service.”

“Yes, my lady. Rest assured, the finances of your estate will be well-handled in your absence. The continued taxation of the populace allows a steady fortune to develop, no less. That is stored at the Royal Bank of Antiga’s Lesaan branch. Your word as countess is as good as gold crowns. I shall prepare the paperwork.”

“Very well. Thank you for showing me around a little, Elizabeth. I will be counting on you. But, ahem… Perhaps you can tell me when supper will be prepared? I have been on the road since this morning and I must confess that my breakfast did not tide me this long.” Taryn cawed weakly, accentuated by a complaint from her belly.

“Of course! I shall have something prepared for you. Our kitchen staff is at your beck and call.” Elizabeth replied. “Anything you wish can be prepared at a moment’s notice, though the more complicated entrees may take time…”

“Oh, come off it, Elizabeth. I shall eat whatever the maids have prepared for themselves. I may be a noble, but I am no snob. Or at least, I try not to be! In fact, I daresay I prefer less complicated dishes. Roast potatoes are a favorite, though! Under pheasant, perhaps. But no, something simple will do. I will eat what they do.”

“If you insist, my lady. It is heartening to know I shall not be sending them home for lack of an earl to serve. I shall send for food at once.” Elizabeth curtsied before turning on her heel to obey.

“And gather the remainder of the maidservants too, Elizabeth!” Taryn shouted after her, before climbing the stairs, heading toward her quarters. The third floor required a frankly exhausting climb, but her quarters awaited. On the large bed fit, Taryn supposed, for a nobleman, Alexandra rested as she was bade. Multiple wardrobes stretched to each side, pausing their procession for large arched windows that gave the room an ephemeral feel, with the soft glow of the setting sun. A singular candle held by Alexandra lit the room brighter than that sunset, with a flickering flame.

“Milady, good evening!” Alexandra said, shooting up like a jack-in-the-box, visibly shaking with nervousness. Her movement nearly toppled an armor stand that held Taryn’s royal guard cuirass.

“Relax, Alexandra. Hand me the candle before you burn my new villa down.” Taryn asked, reaching for the candle and freeing it from Alexandra’s grasp. “Good, now…” Taryn sat upon the bed, squirming at how soft it was. “Please sit down. It will take time for my food to be ready. How long have you been a maid-in-training?”

“U-um, um… about f-four months, milady.” Alexandra replied with a stammer, trying to fold her shaky hands in her lap. “Miss Elizabeth says that I should train my clumsiness away.”

“I’m beginning to think her methods are not working.” Taryn asserted. “Do you have family in Therine? Surely you must, to put up with this.”

“Yes, milady. My sister attends a schoolhouse, but it costs so much. My mother and father were sick for a while, and we did not have much to sell.” Alexandra explained. “Earl Huxley allowed me to work for him, b-but are… are you going to… release me?”

“No, I won’t release you. As it so happens, I require a personal attendant. Are you familiar with such things?” Taryn began, her smile illuminated by the flickering candlelight. “I… due to some… circumstances, I don’t hardly know how to wear these clothes properly. My bearing is off, or so I’ve been told. My ignorance of almost all things ‘woman’ aside, I would like you to be that attendant.”

“Milady, I don’t know wot to say, I—surely there are others more suited for that, and…” Alexandra protested, backsliding into her thick accent, but Taryn placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Shush now. I think you lack confidence, you overthink things, and when you concentrate too heavily, you make mistakes elsewhere. Working on that is how I got over my clumsiness.” Taryn lied. She had never been clumsy per se, just not very adept at some things.

Prince Brendan was, however. If it worked for him, then surely… “You were clumsy too? But you seem so poised!” Alexandra commented. Her nervous shaking was calming down.

“Oh, yes… stumbling on stairs,” a Brendan special, “dropping tea cups,” once a week like clockwork, “I once knocked an entire shelf down in our library, books were everywhere!” Taryn couldn’t keep from giggling. That one was a longer story, but suffice it to say, Prince Brendan needed a chaperon in the library from then on. Even then, he had been banned temporarily from the library at times, especially when the scribes were working on new transcriptions. He did somewhat outgrow his clumsiness as he aged, at least. Though, as Taryn thought of him to spin her tale, she did feel her face heating curiously. She missed him dearly already.

“Ahaha! M-Milady, goodness…! I-I will try not to be so bad!” Alexandra smiled brightly, cheered up a little from Taryn’s story. “I will do my best!”

“Good! Now, have you eaten, yet? Come along, I’m famished. Then we can see about you returning to those dishes. Once I am back from Marianne’s, you’ll take your spot as my personal attendant, but until then, you just take it slow, okay?” Taryn stood, shimmying her skirt a little, and offered her free hand to Alexandra. “I will keep Elizabeth from punishing you too much.”

Taking Taryn’s hand and standing in turn, Alexandra nodded. “Yes, milady! Thank you! Please, right this way, down the stairs and to the right…”

“Of course, dear. You work for me, and I’ll take good care of you.” Taryn followed Alexandra to the dining hall where, as she commanded, the full cadre of maids had arrived, with Alexandra being the last. They numbered twelve in total, plus Elizabeth, who pulled a chair out for Taryn. Several of the maids were eating, but stopped, shocked. Normally, they were to be seen and not heard, or at least, that’s how the late earl would have done it.

Never would they have dreamed to eat with him—nor would they, though that was a story they had yet to tell—and yet Taryn was here. Elizabeth served a platter from the maids’ food, arranged neatly across the table, and Taryn in turn served Alexandra before taking her seat. “Please don’t mind me, continue eating. Those of you who haven’t eaten yet, don’t hold back on my account.”

One maid piped up. “My lady, would you… not prefer us to fetch you something of quality?”

“No, I would not. My apologies, everyone. As Elizabeth and Alexandra here are acutely aware, I am Taryn Moxley, serving the crown in administration of the county of Lesaan as countess. The late earl unfortunately did not have heirs, and the crown has gifted the estate to myself. Some of you may be familiar with the Moxley name. Ours is the former viscountcy of Elmhollow, now converted to the county of Willowbury.” Taryn explained as she began to eat, watching the maids’ reactions. Dense bread, stale with the mold cut out. Small, misshapen fowl, salted too much merely to keep, and corn, just the smallest amount. A paltry meal, and one she found unacceptable for herself—or anyone else.

Looking around at the table, Taryn noticed some slightly confused faces. “Good. Some of you may have picked up on it. For the rest of you, the Moxley family had no daughters. Frederick and Martin are the elder brothers, and I… was the youngest. Tarence.” Taryn cleared her throat and continued to eat. Hushed whispers spread across the table. Elizabeth narrowed her eyes, and Alexandra stared, nonplussed.

“The attempted assassination of the prince at the princess’s name day celebration thrust me into this life. Though you may not see a soldier, royal guard, or even particularly a man, that does not mean I am well-equipped in the ways of a woman. As such, I shall only be here for a day’s time before I begin attending Marianne’s Academy.” Taryn continued, finishing her plate and pressing it forward crassly.

Once more, she spoke authoritatively. “I have long been the black sheep of my family. Neither adept at riding nor academics, administration nor politics. But I am adept at leadership, owing to my time serving the crown in the infantry against our southern neighbor, Cassia.”

She stood from the table, having inhaled the food in a flash, before taking a deep breath. “What I learned there in leadership was that we are all in this together. One soldier does not make an army, you require craftsmen, chirurgeons, and logistics. Your service to the county of Lesaan, under myself, will reflect on me, but will also aid me. I expect only that you are honest, courteous, and helpful. In return, I will be honest, courteous, and helpful to you. Elizabeth, what do the finances look like for our food stores?”

“Grim, my lady. Earl Huxley often regaled guests with feasts and left little afterward.” Elizabeth replied.

“I see. And the budget for the maids?” Taryn followed up, and it didn’t take an educated person to see where she was going.

“Minuscule,” was the reply, as Elizabeth straightened her spectacles, “though with your accommodation, I can equalize or increase that budget, my lady.”

“Good. See it done. From now on, I will eat what you will eat, ladies. With the exception—a rare one at that—of entertaining guests, I will also eat with you. If you have questions or concerns, feel free to voice them plainly. Furthermore, I would ask that you do not… gossip about my identity. Milady, my lady, my liege, you may call me countess or even Lady Taryn, but continue to do so outside of these walls when you leave on your excursions. Elizabeth, what are their salaries?” Taryn asked sharply, smiling out at her maids.

“Four iron shillings per day, my lady, and six per day for myself.” Elizabeth recalled near-immediately.

“Make it one bronze per day. Three silver crowns a month, and round yours out at ah,” Taryn did the math in her head, “four silver crowns per month. Four iron shillings will hardly keep a family fed, yet alone with a roof over their head. Thank you for the meal, ladies. Alexandra? It’s time to retire, please attend me.”

“A-at once, milady!” Alexandra sputtered, standing with Taryn and making her exit to the hushed whispers of the maids still trying to fathom what, exactly, just happened.

In Taryn’s quarters, as Alexandra began to strip the countess’s blouse and corsetry, she expressed her misgivings. “Are you sure, milady? Wot could possibly be the reason to raise our wages so? Not that I cannot use it, but—”

“It’s simple, Alexandra. When I served in the army, everywhere we went, we went with coin. Towns on the border were more than happy to accept it, small bands of performers and… ladies of the night followed us to glean more. There was profit to be made, you see.” Taryn squeaked softly as the corset ties unraveled and took a deep breath.

“I… think I understand, milady.” The petticoat came next, then the skirt and slip, stockings and shoes, before stripping pantaloons as well. Taryn rested upon her bed in the nude, shyly hiding her body incompletely.

“You will take these wages and make more purchases with them. The businesses then earn more, and will be able to purchase more.” Taryn explained happily. “You maids are like my soldiers, and soon enough, I am sure it will cause a small increase in business. Not to mention, I am serious about this, your sister deserves to be well cared for, but so do the families of the other maids!”

“You… said you were not adept at academics, milady, and I don’t fully follow, but I ‘ope it turns out well!” Alexandra searched the wardrobes before finding a nightgown and fresh pantaloons. “Goodness, you… Are you certain you were once a man, milady?”

“Quite, as it turns out.” Taryn whispered, blushing dark.

“Well, you make a beautiful woman, milady.” Alexandra replied with a smile, before helping Taryn dress for bed.

“Thank you, Alexandra.” Taryn mumbled bashfully in turn. They would soon turn in for the evening, and she left it at that. Though Taryn wished for quite a bit more than a single night’s sleep, the nervousness she had experienced on the ride here was wicked away by the sea breeze.

Coveting Alexandra’s compliment, Taryn couldn’t quite stop smiling as she tucked in for the night. For the first time in the nearly two months since that unfortunate change, a peaceful calm saw her to sleep.

It was the best sleep she’d had in years.
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The climb toward Marianne’s Academy looked worse than it actually was. As was explained to Taryn, it was an old convent built into a bluff overlooking the sea, with the remaining stonework foundation dug into it and reaching toward the sky, as if to be closer to the heavens. While the god it was built for had long since been replaced by a Goddess, the converted convent still faced the sea, as if awaiting his return.

Given the depth of the church’s corruption kingdom-wide, and its political machinations that bankrupted and starved citizenry under the auspices of well-connected con men, it would not become a convent again any time soon. The perpetrators’ expulsion from the country led immediately into the war with Cassia, who feared that it was a precursor to an injustice. With the defeat of the Cassian contingent threatening the border, coupled with savvy diplomatic means and an overabundance of evidence of wrongdoing, the conflict ended in a mere eight months. Cassia and Antiga decided that, should the faithful wish to emigrate to Cassia, they wouldn’t be stopped. Few took them up on that offer. Cassia was many things, but they did not look upon corruption lightly, and their own religion was very clear about the punishment for injustice. That was six years ago, but the convent had been an academy for far longer.

It had stood for generations and would likely stand for generations more, if the bluff did not give way to the waves, and thrice a week, those who still associated themselves with the Church of Light Everlasting would pray in its chapel. Though the numbers of worshipers were much decreased in the intervening years, as many had fled to the Church of Unity’s Blessing under the auspices of its Goddess, the chapel and convent were well maintained. A not insubstantial amount of taxed coin was put toward its maintenance, if only as a tourist destination, funded by import duties and a small tax on business profit and personal income. As a direct result, it still stood silently in the sun, rain, and coastal winds, and would for quite a while longer.

Well, perhaps not too silently. “I already told you, Daddy, my entrance into Marianne’s must be perfect!!” Shrill noise echoed far above. Taryn was only climbing the smooth stoned walkway with a little wagon behind her, personally lugging a chest consisting of what Alexandra called the essentials when she heard the piercing cry.

Squinting her eyes in the morning sun to see, Taryn caught the flash of dirty blonde hair from an overly excited woman as she quite actively threw a tantrum. “Why couldn’t we bring a maid, Daddy? Smith here is dirty and unfashionable, and cannot possibly introduce someone like myself as he is!”

The man next to her, a portly little man nevertheless dressed extravagantly, muttered soft enough that he appeared to be assuaging the girl, but Taryn couldn’t quite make out what he was saying. Trying to keep a low profile, she stared instead at her shoes, locking her eyes to her pale yellow skirt as it kicked up gently with every step, even as it fluttered in the tame wind.

“What about her, Daddy? She looks like an attendant! She’s even dragging someone’s things!” The shrill voice cried, and Taryn knew instantly there was nobody that harpy could be referring to, save for her.

“Well, remember to ask her nicely, princess, s-she could be another student!” The man exasperatedly chided, apparently used to trying and failing to adjust his daughter’s behavior, even as the hyperactive woman approached Taryn with a gleeful expression.

“You there, girl! Attend me! I am Lady Erica Foraker of Sarella, and I demand you attend me at once!” The shrill girl spouted. Taryn looked into Lady Erica’s face with a tired expression. She’d dealt with her ilk before, the pompous and cheeky brats of equally pompous nobles, and was not in the mood. Not as on edge as she was.

“Attend yourself, Lady Erica.” Taryn replied, unable to keep herself from grinning as she said it. She had been to the Marquisate Sarella before, the easternmost domain, through which ran the major trade roads from the Republic of Farin, and recalled the look of the spoiled girl, though they were both much younger at the time. It seemed the only thing that her age forgot was manners. Taryn was all-too-happy to begin that lesson early.

“What?! How dare you, lowborn filth! Don’t you know who I am? Hey! I demand you—” Erica began, but Taryn tuned her out by focusing on the rolling waves far below. She was already getting a headache. Erica most certainly didn’t like that at all. “Daddy!! She’s ignoring me! Did you hear her? We should have her head for this!”

Taryn gave her a wide berth with her wagon, but the red-faced Marquess Cyril Foraker stood in her way. “Lord Foraker. It has been some time since last I visited Sarella. I see your daughter is lovely as ever. If you wouldn’t mind, however, I must be going.”

“Not so fast, young lady! I don’t know who you think you are, but you will apologize to my daughter at once before I contact Earl Huxley and have you arrested for this poor display of behavior!”

Taryn sighed and put on her customary goofy smile. “My apologies, Marquess. I can hardly be expected to keep up the decorum when I am being insulted in my own county. Good morning, by the by—I am Countess Moxley. Of Lesaan. Earl Huxley passed not moons ago.”

“Y-you?!” He replied, incredulous enough that his eyes looked like to pop from his head.

“Yes, me. The crown has seen fit to remit to me the county of Lesaan after Earl Huxley’s untimely passing,” Taryn amped up the noble snobbery and grinned sadistically sweet, “but if you have a complaint to make with the county, my lord, I shall happily take it personally.” Adrenaline coursed through her veins.

She had always wanted to speak to some awful noble swine like this. The Moxley Viscountcy was one of the poorer districts in the crown’s purview. While quality timber—Elmhollow’s only large export—often went for premium prices, timber from Farin often held lacquer better, and the often rainy weather demanded lacquer and paint for homes and infrastructure.

Until the expansion of Moxley land into the county of Willowbury, and her own elevation to the county of Lesaan, the smart-mouthed noble families did often mistake their small viscountcy’s low profits for poor acumen. But never on Moxley land—not that any of them would ever be caught dead visiting.

Not so for Lesaan. “I-I-I don’t believe that will be necessary, Countess… Moxley.” Marquess Foraker replied. He may technically outrank Taryn, but it was a grave offense to insult a noblewoman in her own lands.

“Very well.” Taryn took a deep breath to calm her heart’s racing. “No need for an apology. We are all friends here, Lord Foraker!” They weren’t, and she was happily maneuvering the knife that was the revelation in a brutal twist. “Why, I shall take it upon myself to introduce Lady Erica to Marianne’s Academy. As you can see, I am on my way there. Please make way, good sir.”

Marquess Foraker stood aside and shushed his daughter when she opened her mouth to protest. “Pardon me, countess.” He muttered, gears turning in his head. Did Moxley have a daughter?

“Thank you, Lord Foraker. Did you require assistance to bring Lady Erica’s effects inside? If you give me a moment, I can lend you this wagon.” Taryn asked sweetly. Ever-so-sweetly.

“No, that will not be necessary, Countess Moxley. Thank you for the offer.” Cyril Foraker watched in dismay as Taryn continued onward, entering the academy proper. “Good day.”

“Daddy, who was that girl?” Erica asked, tone dripping with poison. “Did she say Moxley?”

“That she did, princess. Don’t worry, my dear. I’ll get to the bottom of this. Let us have Smith tote your belongings inside.”

~~~

The yawning chamber Taryn swung the heavy oaken doors into reminded her of any other old church, which wasn’t so unexpected, considering the academy’s provenance. A procession of ancient pews, treated with care, sat on cold stone, with multi-colored glass showering the interior with a cornucopia of light. In its heyday, the convent served doubly as a church, but now it was more akin to a museum exhibit. Outside of a small few, none had sat in these pews to pray for quite some time.

But then, that was not what the brown-haired woman sitting at the very end of the backmost pew was doing. Instead, she appeared to be reading, pausing only to flip a page or to adjust her spectacles, completely unaware that someone else had entered the chapel. Taryn looked for anyone else, but saw nobody, before approaching the dark-haired reader to get her attention.

“Good morning… Excuse me, but are you an instructor here?” Taryn asked as she approached, leaning on the pew a little. The woman was reading one of the books held at the back of the pews, a dirty, dusty thing, with its leather cover cracked and gold title leafing faded and flaked away, leaving only the imprint of lettering behind.

“Ah?” The other woman looked up at Taryn, confused. “Oh… No, I am not. The instructor is just over… Um…” She looked around as if, just a little while ago, there had been someone else here with her. “My apologies, I was engrossed. Did you know the Church of Light Everlasting believed women were made from men? It is an intriguing take, but modern medicine gives us an implication of the opposite…”

Made from what now? “Uh,” Taryn began to reply with an immediately puzzled look, “I don’t think I did, but I do now. I’m not exactly well-versed in… er. What that is.”

“Oh…That’s a shame. Are you here to attend Marianne’s as well, miss? There is a stellar book on the subject in Therine’s library by the name Ladies-in-Waiting to God,” she explained happily, “it is well worth the read if only to find out how the stained glass windows were manufactured. You see, they use potash and sand to create the glass, and mix in different powdered metals to create a certain color before…”

Taryn’s mind wandered.

The woman seemed to know the vacant expression when she saw it. “Ah… my apologies, I tend to drone on… If you are looking for an instructor, I am certain they either left through the front door or climbed the stairs yonder. I am Penelope. Penelope Burdette.” The woman pointed to a stairwell set to the left side of the chapel.

Burdette. The Burdette family’s Marquisate Kingdomhold was one of two that bordered Cassia, including the entirety of the land from the border to the capital itself, and had long held the line there. They were proud to defend the Kingdom, and happy to supply arms. The Kingdom’s finest fighters and artisans both typically started making a name for themselves there, and the army supplies originally granted to volunteers came from their smithies.

While Penelope’s elder brother Alain was often snide toward Taryn, there was no finer cavalryman, and she personally bore witness to the charge that took his life but ultimately broke a battle line, allowing hundreds of Cassians to be captured. “Alain’s sister! It is a pleasure to meet you, Penelope. I am Taryn Moxley. Your brother’s heroism saved many lives, my own included.” Would that she had the wherewithal to keep her mouth shut? She winced almost imperceptibly, fearing she’d given her identity away immediately.

Penelope blinked as an odd expression settled on her face. Finally, she turned in her seat daintily, sizing Taryn up. Taryn followed her glances to her belt, whereupon her sword rested, to the state of her dress, and finally back to Taryn’s visage. “I was not aware women served in the Kingdom’s armies. Intriguing… Would you mind answering some questions for me? I promise it shall only take a few hours at most, if you would be so kind.”

“I may have said too much. If you must know, I… plan to make a small show of it, Penelope.” Taryn replied softly, suddenly tearing her eyes away, as if shamed, or perhaps embarrassed.

This did not escape Penelope either. “I see, but I believe I can see right through you, Miss Taryn Moxley.” Her glance was piercing, and she studiously straightened her spectacles, keeping eye contact long enough to make Taryn uncomfortable. “The Moxley family tree on last check had no daughters, but three sons. A cursory examination of the facts I have are thus.” Taryn reddened and opened her mouth to reply, but Penelope plowed through the would-be protestations. “The only of those three that served was Sir Tarence, is that correct?”

“Y-yes, that is correct, Penelope. Only…” Taryn mumbled softly, intent on setting the record straight.

Penelope went for the neck. “You have a sword on your belt. The hilt and pommel suggest that it is not of kingdom make, the hilt and length suggest it’s been cut down to adjust, and the age suggests within the last ten years. A soldier, cavalry or infantry, would not have had the funding to customize a blade such as this, and so it must have been scavenged from the Cassian contingent first, and adjusted later.”

Taryn fidgeted with her fingers. Penelope was correct so far. “You’ve made your point, Penelope, I said too much, you don’t have to go through the entire case like some provost.”

“My apologies, Miss Taryn, but did you happen to marry Tarence Moxley?” Penelope asked. “He has not been seen in public for some time. At the Princess’s birthday celebration, he was struck by magic. I saw it with my own eyes, in fact.” Another eyeglasses adjustment. “He would have served during the war effort.”

“I did not.” Taryn replied flatly, a glare setting on her face. It was little wonder Penelope was here, if her ever-sharpening tone made even the normally nearly unflappable Taryn—her present situation excluded—uncomfortable.

“Then the evidence suggests that you are in fact—” Penelope pressed, only to be interrupted as the front door swung open. They both gazed toward the door as the Forakers’ coachman pushed it inward, pulling a cart overloaded with Erica’s things. Shortly before closing it, however, a tall woman with her hair cut shoulder length in curled sheets wandered in as well. She hefted a trunk as large as the one Taryn had to cart up the hill, as if it weighed little to nothing at all.

While the coachman and Erica followed the path, the short-haired woman stopped, smoothed her doublet calmly, and ensured her slacks were not creased. A smile crept across Taryn’s lips, for she knew this woman quite well indeed.

Like Taryn, she wore a sword belt, from which was hanging a sabre instead of a trimmed down longsword. Though in contrast, her hair was a deep raven black, with a complexion lighter than her Farinian mother’s walnut, giving her a rich chestnut appearance, as her father was quite pale. She was freckled like her father though, and they showed upon her face like little flecks of dirt the same as he.

She looked a little surprised to see another woman with a sword. This woman was Therese Albright, and the viscountcy just next to Elmhollow’s was her father’s. Viscount Albright was a friend of the Moxley family, but a sight more monied, owing to the copious iron, copper, and gold mines dug beneath the mountain that northerly bordered both the Moxley and Albright viscountcies. Isenholt, as it was called, had those rights, but Elmhollow did not until recently.

With the new expansion of the Viscountcy of Elmhollow to the County of Willowbury, the Viscountcy of Isenholt had a proper competitor. Taryn knew her father, and he would never stand for Oscar Albright or his family to suffer as a result, however. Well, hopefully so.

Therese rested her hand on the pommel of her sabre as she approached casually. “Good morning. Penelope, I’ve not seen you in some time. I trust you’re well?” She spoke so plainly, lacking in the customary noble grace, or making no effort in its use.

“Satisfactorily, Therese. How have you been?” Therese was friends with everyone, but was something of an outcast herself, owing to the fact that she much preferred not to wear dresses, and much preferred the company of women with the notable exception—even if it had been a decade—of Taryn herself. Well, prior to her change, anyway. In fact, it was a wonder Taryn recognized Therese at all, though to look at her broadened shoulders and tomboyish bearing, her heart skipped a beat.

Goddess, but she’s grown well! Taryn thought to herself, only for Therese to turn her sharp eyes to her next. “I don’t believe I know you, however. I’d think I would, given the sword at your belt!” A smile crept across her face. “May I have the pleasure of your name?”

“Of course, it’s… Taryn. It has been quite a while, Therese.” Oh no. I’m horrid at acting. The nervousness was evident on Taryn’s face, and she couldn’t keep from mumbling, “Moxley of course! Taryn Moxley.” Therese was a boyish lass, tall and fit most like her mother, rightfully so. Were she to never talk, she might be confused for a man, and given her build and state of dress, it would be easy to do so.

But Therese grinned a cocksure smirk and slapped her shoulder. “Aha! That is what I thought, I still remember your mother! As a friend to your family, I must confess even we did not know of you! To think Sir Lawrence would hide a daughter from us!” Therese winked deliberately, and Taryn knew what she was playing at immediately. The benefit of being childhood friends was that they still to this day had gestures they understood when the other used them. In this case, a wink meant ‘play along.’

“Ah. I see. Then the Moxley family did have a daughter! I shall have to write the archivists in order to have it amended.” Penelope interjected, at least temporarily satisfied. Taryn smiled and gave an imperceptible nod to Therese.

“My apologies for not being so forthcoming, Therese. My brother often spoke highly of you! Ah, but I was about to track down one of our instructors. Would you like to join me?” Taryn offered, happy that there was at least one person she might share her thoughts with here.

“I shall. Penelope?” Therese replied calmly, looking down at Penelope. For her part, the bespectacled woman shook her head.

“I will catch up. This holy book has piqued my interest. Please give my regards to our instructors in the meantime.” Penelope professed, smiling to the others in turn before returning to the book. Therese and Taryn continued on toward the staircase.

“So, the rumor is true.” Therese abruptly commented as they climbed shoulder to shoulder. “You truly have become a woman, Tarence.”

“There are rumors now? Goddess, strike me! I had hoped my position here would allay those.” Taryn muttered with a frown. “How long have they been going on? It cannot have been the entire time, right?”

“Months now. I first heard it from a maidservant, a pretty lass in Isenholt who heard it from her sister, who heard it from a castle maid, who overheard a certain princess and her bodyguard talking about it. Considering the alternative, I would claim you were lucky.” Therese nudged Taryn’s shoulder.

Forcing a laugh, Taryn shook her head. “Certainly lucky save for one week of the month, I suppose. Has your father sent you here to learn to be a proper lady?” She teased with a mocking tone. He had never liked his daughter’s tomboyishness. “Goddess knows you’d give a soldier like myself a run for my money in fencing. Were you always this tall?”

Therese didn’t have to force hers. “Yes, but you’re shorter! Don’t worry, if you need help with removing things from the walls, I shall be happy to help, you pretty little thing! Welcome to the club, Lady Taryn. Ah, but what I wouldn’t give not to bleed like a stuck boar! Aye, father has asked me to attend as apparently nobody wants a boorish wife!” She shook her head in disbelief. “I do! I want a boorish wife!”

“You… do? Well, to boorish wives and bloody rags, eh?” Taryn raised a hand, and in camaraderie, Therese slapped her hand in and gave it a squeeze. “Lissa is a good friend, and claims to be working on a cure, but I’m here to learn how to comport myself at court, given that I am named Countess of Lesaan.”

“Aye, well. Given the rumors surrounding your appointment, it’d be well and good to get prepared. I have no doubts that it will be used against you, and it most certainly will not remain a crown secret for long.” Therese replied as they reached the landing.

“I plan to reveal it regardless, to be sure. I may look as a woman, but it has only been two months. Not all would be comfortable with that, I would believe… How is your mother?” Taryn commented wryly as she peeked around. The floor above the chapel appeared to be a dining area with a kitchen tucked neatly behind. Numerous attendants wandered about, cleaning after an early breakfast, though a singular woman, dressed too well to be an attendant, was still dining.

“She is well. More hale than my father. I had been traveling for some time and only returned from here to then be told to come back! If I knew I was going to attend, I never would have left… Good morning!” Therese exclaimed in her normal inside voice, a booming, rich tone, leaning over the end of the table and leveling her dashing glance at the curly-haired woman. “You wouldn’t happen to be an instructor here, would you? I imagined they would be quite a bit older, but you couldn’t possibly be older than I.”

Taryn nudged Therese from her pose and grinned. “You dog. You can’t attempt to woo every woman here, you know.” She said with a whisper. “Leave some for the rest of us.”

The seated woman bounced one of her auburn curls and grinned, hardly cowed by such an open attempt. She had a dismissive air about her, as if she had heard it all before, and turned down each to a man—and it was generally men, too. The instructor merely continued to eat and ignored it, as if expecting at least some effort, were she to respond even then.

“Hold a moment! You, I know you… You’re Cristabel Deluth!” Therese said with a little wonder in her voice. “To think you were here! A right shame about your father, have you done well?”

Only when the woman finished the last of her omelet did she look up. “Yes, ‘tis I, my dear lady. I am pleased to know you think I am quite young, but I do hope you know your devilish charms are lost upon me. Sweet nothings are still nothings, after all! I shall be an instructor this year in performance—music, singing, and acting—and dance.”

The name Cristabel Deluth was known far and wide through the kingdom, as a songstress of legendary renown. A few years prior, in the midst of her final tour, her voice gave out. Subsequently, she decided to take time off to let it recover, only to find that her father had squandered her impressive riches, leaving her penniless. The crown had her father arrested thereafter, but she hadn’t returned to the stage since. “The opera singer?” Taryn asked, puzzled. “I didn’t know you were into that, Therese. Goddess, but I am awful at singing… and instruments, and act–” Taryn began to explain, only to be cut off by Therese.

“I am well aware! You’ve never been able to carry a tune and you’ve broken every instrument you’ve had. But you would know I’d been a fan if you hadn’t disappeared for a few years. What were you doing? Ah, yes. Playing with the Cassians, and you didn’t even bring me along!” Therese snapped sarcastically with an excitable expression. “This is greatness, Tarence! The Cristabel Deluth!”

“Oh? You must be the one we were told about! It is a pleasure to meet you, Earl Tarence. Ah, but would you like me to call you that, or would you prefer the other name?” Cristabel began with a sweet smile and a slight trill to her voice, as if she were singing every syllable.

Taryn balked at the name. “Yes, that is indeed me, but no thank you, madam. Such as it is, I am going by the name Taryn. Even you are privy to state secrets?”

“Even moi? But of course! We would have to be. If you must know, we are given the chance to refuse anyone’s entrance to Marianne’s Academy as the current crop of instructors. Why, I believe Madam Beauchamp did not want you to attend for fear of your nature! But given that this is the second time I have been flirted with this morning,” Cristabel smiled at Therese, who uncharacteristically blushed and looked away, “I don’t believe she would have a problem with you, given you did not even make the attempt.”

“So you’re…” Therese began with a coy smile, attempting to try again, only for Cristabel to stop her with a dismissive gesture.

“Not interested, no. Not romantically, anyway. Do you sing, Miss Therese? To speak plain, I think you might be suited for contralto, and you, my dear, perhaps mezzo-soprano with a little… a lot of work.” Madam Cristabel suggested, clearly in her own head, as if the scroll of musical sounds played out there and nothing else existed. To be fair, it would be mere noise to Taryn’s untrained ear.

The very thought was discarded out of hand. “I won’t be singing, Madam. I simply have never been good at it and have only had this voice for a few months…” Taryn half-heartedly explained, but Therese’s excitement was plain upon her face when she gave Taryn a look. The rest of the curriculum notwithstanding, Therese was clearly looking forward to studying beneath Madam Deluth.

“There will be plenty of time to practice and learn, my dear. That is what your next year will be about! And of course, you would need an instrument pairing for your voice so you may sing and play for your would-be suitors. Why, I would have you ready to take the stage by the time we are done together! And I will have no excuses.” Cristabel patted her lips with a handkerchief and stood. “Come along, Madams Le Guin and Beauchamp are upstairs ensuring all is ready, and you are the third and fourth of five to wander here.”

“Well, let’s be about it! I wasn’t excited before, but if I’m learning from the best, I could get used to it. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madam Deluth!” Therese energetically exclaimed, and patted Taryn’s back roughly, as she used to. Only this time, Taryn was smaller and less ready, and winced at the force of it. “Oh. Sorry, Taryn.”

“Eh, it’s alright… I need to get used to being daintier. Or maybe you’ll be a better role model than I was expecting!” Taryn joked, nudging Therese back. The two were still roughhousing a little as they hurried behind Madam Cristabel to access the stairs.

The second floor was smaller than the first. With a kitchen and dining area, the remainder was a small side room that shined the morning sun along the path through large windows, with a large dumbwaiter that seemed to be able to lift up and down multiple floors. “This is how we’ll get your things up to your quarters. It’s fairly sturdy, but I don’t recommend trying to use it for yourselves,” Cristabel explained, purposely giving sly looks to Therese and Taryn both before continuing, “it can be dangerous.”

Working their way up the flight of stairs, the three women came to the third floor of the academy, this one with numerous small rooms; the domiciles themselves. One room each for the students and faculty, with a shared space for storage. Though they were small, the original stonework was kept intact, giving them a weathered, historic look. Crisp white sheets, large pillows, and bundled comforters rested upon each bed, waiting to be made, and gossamer curtains hung to guard the assumedly delicate women who would be sleeping there, as the windows, wide enough to sit upon with small cutout balconies, had no panes, merely wooden shutters.

Two wardrobes and a chest of drawers, of weathered oak, also shared space in the individualized rooms, making them look a little more claustrophobic than the size would imply, but this suited Taryn just fine. At the castle, where she’d spent the last few years of her life, her room was shared with another, and even smaller than this, owing to the amount of staff the castle needed for its day-to-day security.

“So this is where we’ll be staying? Looks pretty good to me!” Taryn called down the hall to Therese and Cristabel. “Beds are even long enough for you to stretch out on, Therese!” As Taryn returned to her friend however, one of the doors opened into her. Taryn only barely slipped out of the way of its arc, and a beautiful woman poked her head out.

“Oh! I’m sorry, pretty little thing, I didn’t hit you, did I?” The woman asked Taryn, who shook her head, admiring the luscious waves of strawberry blonde hair framing the woman’s face. “Good! It would be a shame to mar that lovely form. Are you an attendant? Or perhaps one of the students?”

“I’m a student, actually…” Taryn replied, looking away to a very amused Therese, who shot her a look that said ‘hey, go for it!’ “Taryn Moxley. And you… you are Jessamine Larrimer, correct?”

“You’ve got it! Though I must confess, I don’t recall meeting a Taryn Moxley. A Tarence, definitely—what a lovely technique he had—but surely a woman as beautiful as you wouldn’t escape my memory. Why don’t you come in? Let me get a good look at you. And you me?” Jessamine coaxed, an impish smirk stretching her lips.

Jessamine was a particularly energetic girl. Like Therese, she plainly enjoyed the intimate company of women, and yet also enjoyed the company of men as well. The last time Taryn saw her was on her trip back from the border, and she had taken the time to thoroughly enjoy her company then, too. Until, as it happened, it hurt to move. And yet she still wanted more, but Taryn’s body could not provide. “U-uh, actually, I was just about to introduce myself to the instructors, but perhaps after?” Taryn offered in response, wary of a repeat performance. “I… Your aunt Marcia asked me to tell you to behave—”

“Marcia? That prude! Behave, she says. Hmph! Come now, sweetling, don’t be coy…” Jessamine replied, showing her teeth as her smirk widened into a hungry smile. “We are here to learn, after all… and I would like to learn everything about you!”

Therese burst out laughing, stamping over to Taryn to pull her by the collar, and Jessamine followed her out of the hallway. “C’mon now, Taryn, you can’t flirt with everyone here. Leave some for the rest of us!” Despite herself, Taryn giggled along with Therese’s laughter, and Cristabel joined in.

“If anyone’s going to flirt with everyone here, it shall be me, I think! Madam Cristabel, Miss Taryn, Therese.” There was a slight bit of derision to her inflection. Did she consider Therese a rival, perhaps? “Let us get this over with so I may return to this one here!” Jessamine sidled up close to Taryn, and Taryn backed up a bit further into Therese. She had never been particularly modest before, but the sheer absurdity of being properly flirted with as a girl, and by a girl as beautiful as Jessamine, made her start to blush, and it was difficult to form words.

Jessamine’s mane gave Taryn’s a run for her money, but unlike Taryn’s tight braid, Jessamine clearly preferred it to drape over her shoulders and down her back in rippled waves. As a particularly free spirit, it suited her wonderfully, and her green eyes were piercing in a way few were, save for the rest of the Larrimer family.

“I-I think we would have plenty of time over the year!” Taryn uttered with clear embarrassment. “Not that I don’t appreciate it, that is, I—just, it’s—w-well…”

“Once bitten, twice shy, Jess.” Therese responded, putting an arm around Taryn. “We’re about to meet the others, you’re welcome to come along. But this one’s mine.” Taryn snorted and wriggled from Therese’s grip too, hurrying up to Cristabel’s side.

Jessamine huffed, turning up her nose. “Very well, we’ll see how that lasts, Therese. Why, I would be willing to mark a wager with you. Were I to bed her first, you shall assent to be bed next, and if you do, then I shall assent to be bed by you!”

Her smile dripped with hunger, and she leveled her nigh-malicious glare toward Therese.

“Done.” Therese offered her hand for Jessamine to shake, and Jessamine took it gladly, if daintily, before softening her glance to stare at Taryn again. With a nibble upon her lip, she winked, and Taryn hurried out of her sight in response.

“My, they appear to like you, my dear.” Cristabel whispered to Taryn as they continued down the hallway. “Are you quite sure you have it in hand? Or will you need assistance to bat them away?”

“I’m not certain. Truth be told, I have… lain with them both. I suppose I know who flirted with you earlier, though! She has long been like this.” She shrugged shyly.

“Yes, but that does come with fame. I cannot say that I am often approached by women—especially noble ones! Have you given thought to your introduction to Madam Beauchamp? She is the current head instructor, after all, and the one you must convince. Madam Le Guin and I were most intrigued by your attendance, hoping it should give some manner of perspective to the process.”

“I have, and intend on revealing my identity to the others—ah, the ones that do not yet know who I am yet, that is. I would be lying to say that the other—er, the women are not attractive, and I have been something of a womanizer in the past. It is only right that I admit to them the truth.” Such was the way she thought about it. Were she more comfortable, Taryn might not have seen fit to mention it at all, but her own fears compelled her to the truth. She certainly would much prefer not to be womanized either, after all. Taryn and Cristabel reached the next stairwell and began its climb too.

Therese and Jessamine followed behind, and at the landing of the fourth floor, three women were waiting. This floor was entirely open, save for two corners, one of which had the dumbwaiter shaft and the other, a personal room likely used for the deaconess when this place was still a convent.

One woman, with salt and pepper graying black hair stuffed into a bun, turned at their entrance. The other, much older, remained seated with parchment spread in front of her, with Erica Foraker writing next to her.

“Madam Le Guin, Madam Beauchamp, I’ve three students with me. You’ve already met Jessamine Larrimer, but these two are Therese Albright and Taryn Moxley. We are still missing Penelope Burdette.” Cristabel introduced the two with a smile.

“Come have a seat, gi—eh… Come have a seat.” Madam Roxanna Le Guin said, pulling a chair out for Taryn and Therese.

“Penelope Burdette is in the chapel on the first floor, Madam.” Taryn helpfully admitted. “She was engrossed in one of the religious texts.”

Cristabel sighed. “I shall fetch her and have the attendants bring your effects to the residences.” Turning on her heel, she left the women to seat themselves, and hurried into the stairwell.

Erica scowled at Taryn, and Therese dutifully sat across from Jessamine and between Taryn and Erica. Madam Le Guin began again. “Good morning. I am Roxanna Le Guin, and I shall be instructing you in mathematics, literature, and the administration of your duties as noblewomen. Welcome to Marianne’s Academy of Formal Etiquette and Demeanor.”

The professorial tone Madam Le Guin took already threatened to put Taryn to sleep. The murmurs of none-too-excited students answered in reply, and the woman pouted, nearly a sneer, at the sound. “Come now! I won’t make it merely lectures and numbers and reading. Your literature will focus primarily on romance, the mathematics will be practical, and one day you will thank me for instructing you in administration. Would you rather leave it to your hardly educated attendants? What if your attendants are busy? What if something needs to be done immediately but they are sick?”

“It is our responsibility… but Lesaan is so large that I don’t know what I’ll do for it. I am lucky in that I have an educated attendant to assist, but… I am looking forward to your instruction.” Taryn started to reply, though Erica rolled her eyes, obviously intent on never working a day of her life.

Madam Le Guin smiled thinly. “Very good. Numbers can be fun, but literature can be more so! I’ll have you whipped into tip-top shape and ready to fix your finances well.” Taryn chuckled a little. Little else could have prepared her for that than an army salary. Sure, she wasn’t an expert with numbers, but she knew them well enough to get by, as it were.

“If I have my attendants do all the work anyway, why is it that I need to learn, myself? I’ll simply employ someone like you to do them!” Erica exclaimed, and Madam Le Guin’s smile widened into an almost terrifying one.

“Because if you are wasteful with your finances, there may come a time when your husband cannot afford it any longer. It is your responsibility to ensure your finances are well in order, for the rainy season, when crops and fish are harder to come by, to changes in business. You are… Erica Foraker, yes? What would you do if Farin suddenly closed its borders to your Sarella?” Le Guin snapped sharply.

Erica had no answer, but fumbled on a few. “I—well, Daddy would never let us run out of money. We are rich!”

“And do you know how long that will last when you cannot bring in new taxes from those import businesses? What if business dries up and your residents leave for other domains? That is what I aim to teach you.” Roxanna took her seat again.

“Seems like a real hardass.” Therese muttered to Taryn, who shrugged a shoulder. Neither of them were particularly looking forward to that class.

“I heard that.” Madam Le Guin muttered, and finally, the older woman spoke up. Standing from her hunched position, Madeleine Beauchamp extricated a paddle from a drawer, just as Penelope and Cristabel reached the landing.

“Ah, good! Just in time. Welcome to Marianne’s Academy. I am Madam Madeleine Beauchamp, the head instructor, and responsible for etiquette and demeanor. That means you will not use ill words,” she glared at Therese, “you will conduct yourself like proper ladies, regardless of your history,” once again, she glared at Therese, “and you are to answer ‘yes, madam’ or ‘no, madam’ when spoken to.”

Erica winced at the elevated sound of Madam Beauchamp’s voice, Taryn tensed, used to it from the instructors in army training, Penelope was nonplussed as usual, Jessamine grinned as if expecting a dressing down, and Therese looked as bored as she was.

“This is my paddle, and I do not care who you think you are, if you step out of line, you will get it. If you speak ill, you will get it. If I am not satisfied with your behavior or state of dress, you will get it. Do I make myself clear?” The murmurs of “Yes, Madam!” sounded sharply, and a hideously malicious smile stretched upon her face.

Madam Beauchamp approached Therese. “You must be the troublemaker. I had no doubts when I read the Crown’s paper requesting your presence that you would be a particularly ill-mannered brute, Tarence Moxley,” She jabbed Therese in the chest with her finger, “but you will abide by our rules or I shall have your bottom apple red!”

Therese looked a little surprised. “Yes, Madam, but—” Swat! Therese jumped as Madam Beauchamp took the paddle across her rear with a startled yelp.

“You will not talk back to me.” She demanded, and Therese took a deep breath to hold the anger in. As surprising as the paddling was, she still had a smirk on her face.

She wouldn’t be cowed by some old woman. If nothing else, Therese might like the paddlings. Jessamine looked on with glee. She’d definitely like them. “Of course not, Madam, I was only going to point out that I am not Tarence Moxley. I am Therese Albright.” She leveled her stare at the woman, dwarfing her by nearly thirty centimeters. “I will freely admit that the language was my own, but my friend Taryn Moxley is the short one to my right.”

Madam Beauchamp paled and glared toward the comparatively smaller Taryn. “Good morning, Madam Beauchamp. I… prepared a letter to let you know I had arrived, but I suppose the… secret is out. Yes, I am Tarence Moxley. I shall go by Taryn, if you will.”

Erica and Jessamine looked like their eyes would bulge out of their heads, and Penelope approached with Madam Deluth in tow, bearing a satisfied smile when taking her seat. She suspected, but it was now clear that Therese pushed her off of that conjecture on purpose.

Madam Beauchamp cleared her throat. “Be that as it may, Sir Moxley, if you step out of line even by a hair, I shall ensure you will be punished all the same.”

“Yes, Madam.” Taryn replied. “Could you… perhaps refer to me as Miss or Lady Taryn? I would prefer not to reveal my true identity to every attendant and towns person from here to the capital.”

“Very well, Miss Taryn. I trust you have come prepared?” Madam Beauchamp asked, as if waiting to strike, hissing her S sounds like a snake.

“Yes, Madam. Clothes to last a week, one proper formal dress, cosmetics, though I am unsure how to use them, a-and… the towels necessary to deal with my… monthly…” Taryn looked away, embarrassed. “M-my monthly curse, Madam.”

“Very well! Come here, Miss Taryn,” the Madam requested, “And show me your curtsy.”

Taryn grimaced. Clearly, Madam Beauchamp was intent on humiliating her, and Therese tensed as she saw how Taryn reacted as she approached. Predictably, Taryn’s curtsy was horrid. Flat, incorrect in nearly every way, from her closed eyes to the way she bent, the position of her feet to how she held her skirt. Of course, even with her eyes closed, Taryn looked mortified to even attempt to mimic a proper curtsy, yet alone actually manage it in the first place.

“Pathetic. You will need to learn everything from the beginning, won’t you?” Madam Beauchamp replied to the horrible display, “I will be watching you, and if I don’t see improvement, I shall have you over my knee or out the door.”

“Yes, Madam.” Taryn replied, and Beauchamp glared at her again before retreating to her quarters in the corner. Le Guin and Deluth began the process of filling their paperwork in, ensuring their rooms had everything for their stay, and walking them through the rules before getting them situated. Much of the remainder of the time until lunch was spent bringing the girls’ effects to the residency floor.

~~~

Taryn tried to stay quiet throughout lunch, responding shortly to the myriad questions the other girls—minus Therese—had for her, and as lunchtime turned to evening and dinner, with their things packed away and their beds ready to be slept in, it became clear Taryn didn’t want to talk anymore.

Her mood had darkened considerably. Every answer she gave made her feel a little ill, and she ultimately skipped dinner. The night was too hot, even in the dead of winter, and she wore her pantaloons alone to try to sleep, curled into a ball, cheeks wet. Her emotions overtook her like a riptide, and just like before, the complicated feeling, split between loss and gain, took the forefront.

Maybe it was that the reality was hitting her again, or perhaps because she felt she was othered by the girls in their questioning. Either way, it struck her to her core. The last time she’d cried herself to sleep was almost ten years prior, when her mother died. But now her eyes wet freely, and she was ashamed of their flow, and could not sleep. At the mirror above the chest of drawers, wiping her tears away, Taryn saw small comfort in her reflection. Was it wrong, or was it right? Why does it hurt like this?

In the dark of night, surely long after everyone else had retired, Taryn nipped to the bath, long-since cold from sitting, but gratefully undrained. It was far too big for her alone, clearly meant as a communal arrangement for the young ladies, and the cold bit her terribly, but somehow, she felt she deserved it.

There, she cried again, scrubbing her skin roughly as if it would unravel and return her to how she was, so she could end this charade and go back to… to the comfortable facade from before, where she could put it all out of mind and just try not to dwell on it. The desired effect never materialized, and she did finally retire, stickily heated, nude, alone, and wishing she had never been born.

But in the bedroom next to Taryn’s, Therese and Jessamine shared hushed whispers to the sound of her sobs.
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The next morning came too soon, and Taryn’s absence was noted at breakfast. Alone with her thoughts again, she struggled to even dress, and owing to her still inexperienced style, showed to the first class pale, with flat and messy hair, and barely put together outfit, consisting of a soft blue dress and dark leather flats. Madam Deluth’s classroom was spacious, with numerous instruments in their cases leaned upon or mounted to the walls, and a long harpsichord taking center stage. Taryn’s poor emotional state was obvious, and she hardly paid attention.

This escaped neither Madam Deluth nor the other girls, and it was evident with how Taryn kept her distance from the rest that she wasn’t comfortable in the least. While her mood was darker than before her change on average, it hadn’t sunk to this low yet, where she skipped two meals and gazed emptily at things around her, lost in a maelstrom of thought, fear, and doubt.

Because she sensed something was wrong, Madam Deluth took a comb to Taryn’s mop as she began to teach. “Good morning! Welcome to your introduction to the arts. Please raise a hand if you’ve played an instrument before.” She paused to count the hands. “Okay, good, and what about singing?” Taryn’s hand was the only one that didn’t raise, although she sang in a choir as a child once or twice in her former life. She simply couldn’t be bothered, even as Therese tried to get her attention as politely as she could.

“Music is a representation of your soul, of your emotion. To sing is to share what you feel, to be felt by others, although it is most commonly used to lift spirits. When you then accompany it with instruments, song can give an even more vivid look to the inside. An accomplished vocalist can portray their spirit even in the worst of times to bring the spirit of others upward, though it is commonly also used for the opposite, such as in operatic comedy.” Cristabel explained soothingly, moving to the front of the class.

“So what we shall do is start with how to read music, how to listen to music, and then move on to playing and singing. By the end of the year, you will all join in an exhibition together, to show what you’ve learned through the year. In addition, we will also practice dancing to music in the spring. It wouldn’t do to step on your would-be suitor’s feet on the ballroom floor!” She laughed a lyrical little laugh and passed out a bit of parchment with ink and quill.

“On this parchment is what is called a staff. In this case, it is sheet music for the harpsichord, and as you can see, we have a number of instruments here! You may choose one at your own leisure, but if you don’t choose one by the end of the month I’ll assign one to you! We have instructional books for practice and I know many of them myself…”

Class continued for nearly two hours, covering the basics of reading music, from the notes on the staves, wooden keys, to the marks on some of those notes, for flat or sharp sounds, the ebony keys. Cristabel talked about the sound the keys made on the harpsichord, how a harpsichord functioned, and finished with a complete song. Even Taryn clapped, but the chorus of slapping hands drowned her halfhearted gesture out.

As class came to a close, Cristabel called, “Miss Taryn dear, please stay behind.” Therese and Jessamine waited at the doorway as Taryn strode carefully to Cristabel.

“Yes, Madam?” Taryn replied, leaning onto a desk and pretending it was casualness, not dizziness.

“I didn’t see you at breakfast this morning. Did you sleep in?” Cristabel asked warily with a comforting smile. “I know it must be hard for you at times. Would you like to talk?”

“No, Madam. I simply slept in, there is nothing to worry about.” Taryn lied. There was plenty to worry about, but she didn’t dare cross that horizon. A knot was forming in her throat, and she knew if she began to share what was on her mind, she’d cry again.

“My dear, I know when something is bothering people. You were all smiles yesterday until lunch… But if you don’t want to speak about it, I cannot make you. If you ever want to talk to me, I will be happy to lend an ear, okay? Without that prude Beauchamp finding out, of course.” Cristabel smiled a little wider and patted Taryn’s shoulders. “Skipping meals is bad for you, though, so go eat lunch. The fish here is beyond compare, and you will likely need your energy to clean your attire up.”

Taryn forced a small smile and nodded before turning on her toe and working her way toward the door, only to be met by Jessamine and Therese. “We’re about to get lunch, Taryn. Join us.” Jessamine said plainly, with her hands at her hips and a smile on her face. “Should help with the dizziness. Drink, too.”

Taryn shook her head. “I’m not hungry or dizzy. Thank you for the offer, Jessamine.” She tried to squeeze out between Therese and Jessamine, only for Therese to hold her back with her arm.

“That wasn’t an offer, Taryn. You barely made it here, you’ve hardly said a word in almost a day. Come eat.” Therese demanded, bearing a look that made Taryn avert her eyes.

“I already said I’m not hungry!” Taryn snapped frustratedly, before Therese simply scooped her up as one would a blushing bride. Kicking and yelling, Taryn complained as Therese walked her down the stairs toward the dining area. “Put me down! Therese! Right now! I-I already said I didn’t want to eat!”

“You’re going to eat because you’ve been wavering all morning.” Jessamine clarified, walking in front of Therese and Taryn.

“And you’re eating with us because we both heard you crying last night and I hate when pretty girls cry.” Therese added, squeezing Taryn in at the landing to keep her from knocking her head on the wall.

Taryn relaxed in Therese’s arms and mumbled quietly. “Y-you heard that?”

“We did! And we’re worried. You skipped dinner, cried yourself to sleep, and skipped breakfast. So you’re eating with us!” Jessamine exclaimed with an impish grin. “You can’t wander around in a daze and think your friends won’t see it.”

Taryn was taken aback, opening her mouth to reply, but couldn’t find the words. Instead, she went slack to make Therese’s job easier. “See? Easy. We’re going to have a long talk about your feelings. A girl talk. You know how much I hate doing that?” Therese prodded, grinning all the while.

The rocking from Therese’s steps was at least a little calming, and Taryn would be lying if she said she didn’t feel safe in her arms. To make matters worse, her heart was starting to quicken, and as they made it to the dining area, her face was as red as the tomato salad they paired the fresh-caught cod with.

Attendants stared at the sight of one student carrying the other. Erica stifled a laugh and Penelope looked on with curiosity as Therese brought Taryn to a separate table. Jessamine requested four lunches, since someone had skipped some meals and would need to compensate.

Hunched over the table, Taryn blushed and finally managed to stammer some words out. “I—y-you can’t j-just…”

“I can and did, Taryn. Do you want to open up to us or not?” Therese pressed, leaning in close. “If you want to wait until you’re done eating, that’s fine, too. But we’ll be in your room until the next class so you can spill the beans.”

Jessamine returned with a pair of plates and an attendant carrying two more trailing behind her. “Don’t get started without me!” She pleaded, nestling up close to Taryn, notably not in a handsy way.

“Please don’t crowd me. I’ll tell you, I just…” Taryn’s glance flicked to Erica and Penelope. “I want to do it in private. Okay?” She began to dig into well-seasoned fish, practically inhaling the entire first dish before starting on the next. Erica winced her displeasure at being both clearly singled out and Taryn’s manners, even if she had given her a poor showing only yesterday.

“Good, just so long as you don’t start skipping meals again!” Jessamine replied before she, too, dug in. Therese quickly ate hers and a little of Taryn’s, too, since she clearly couldn’t eat too much immediately. Shortly thereafter, they retired to Taryn’s room, this time with Taryn walking and feeling at least a little better.

Therese and Jessamine sat at the end of her bed and Taryn closed the door, leaning on it and sliding down to her bottom on the floor. “So…”

“So?” Therese asked as she hunched down. “What’s stuck in your craw, Taryn?”

“I… I really don’t know, actually.” Taryn confessed. “I started feeling bad during lunch yesterday, and I… Madam Beauchamp is right, I don’t fit in here. I’m pathetic. There’s no way this will work, and you saw how the other girls looked at me! And all the questions you asked, as if I’m some freak of nature!” Balling her hands into fists, Taryn slammed them upon the ground beside her, only to wince and fancy them in her lap.

Jessamine and Therese looked at each other for a moment, then moved together, reaching down to help Taryn off the floor. “You can’t blame yourself for that, you’ve been a man for… er, twenty-some years!” Jessamine pointed out, brushing Taryn’s dress off before embracing her. “You can’t learn everything in a couple months, but that’s why you’re here. That’s probably why we’re all here, actually. Learning how to be the women our fathers expect of us. Ick.”

Therese brought Taryn into an embrace next. “You don’t need me to tell you that you’ve got this, Taryn. But we have your back, and, I mean, we’re all just curious! Magic isn’t that common, and half of us at least knew you before. You know?”

Therese smiled as she drew back. “But the others didn’t hardly at all. To them, this is you. And you belong here because, right now? You’re a woman. And a pretty one at that. So chin up, alright? We’ll help you.” Therese tilted Taryn’s chin upward so they could lock eyes.

“I don’t… feel like that. I feel wrong and… well, wrong! Even when I tried going by the new name, even though I tried ignoring it… It’s getting better. I’m getting used to it… a-and I don’t think I should be.” Taryn sputtered in reply, eyes flickering as if manually sifting through conflicting thoughts. The feeling of dread lingered, as if this was somehow unearned, or perhaps some dream that may be pulled away at any moment. She feared herself, feared the emotions that always seemed dead, but weren’t anymore. But she didn’t dare cross that threshold and explain, for fear of losing even this–avowed friends, support… things she never thought she’d be capable of keeping.

“You must be terrified.” Jessamine sympathized in her soft tone, and Taryn nodded before finally wrapping her arms around Therese and pulling her in again. Therese squeezed firmly in return. “Well, Taryn, I think I have just the thing. We haven’t much time before our next class. Would you like my help in looking presentable?”

Taryn broke Therese’s hug and forced a small smile to Jessamine. “I’d like that, but please don’t turn this into a competition. I’m not some prize.” She claimed, beet red, before taking a deep breath to calm her fraught nerves. “Alright. I just kind of threw clothes on this morning, and… erm…”

“They’re awful. Even I’m better at wearing a dress, Taryn. You’re basically wearing it like a sheet that way. Jess?” Therese nudged, as Jessamine went straight for Taryn’s wardrobe.

“Already one step ahead of you, Therese! We’re going to get a petticoat under that skirt of yours and tie a sash over your waist to smooth out the torso, then style your hair. Do you know how to braid it?” Jessamine asked as she searched for a sash and petticoat in the chest of drawers. “And you did change your pantaloons, right? It wouldn’t do for you to be filthy if I’m not allowed to be!”

Taryn giggled softly. “Y-yes, I changed them and actually, I do know how to braid, but it takes forever, and…” Taryn jumped a little as Jessamine flipped her skirt up and began pinning a petticoat beneath. The petticoat would instantly add bulk to any skirt, and this was often important, as that illusion of hippy bulkiness was a noblewoman’s pride. Common folk were often flatly, dare one say, humbly dressed and skinny, but being well-fed—or at least looking so in some places—was still the style.

“Not an excuse. I spent an hour getting myself looking like this, and if I can do it, you can do it!” Therese chided, running a brush through Taryn’s hair as Jessamine continued fixing her attire. “I can ensure you’re awake when I am, and we can get ready together, if you would prefer, Taryn!” Her joking tone made Taryn’s smile a little wider, even as Therese tugged on Taryn’s hair with her brush.

“That’s a good idea, Therese, but maybe it’ll be easier if you slept with me instead? And besides, you’re not in a skirt!” Taryn teased gently, much more characteristic of her than the stammering and blushing.

“Oh! You can’t forget about me, Taryn!” Jessamine called, crawling out from beneath Taryn’s skirts, before tying taut a sash from another dress about her waist. “Rascal!”

“That’s the Tarence I know. See? Looking better already. Ready for mathematics,” Therese sounded disgusted at the notion, “with Madam Le Guin?”

“No, but hers isn’t the class I’m dreading. Let’s be about it, ladies?” Taryn offered her arms. Therese and Jessamine each took one.

“Oh, very well. Lead on, Countess Moxley!” Jessamine replied with a giggle, nestling closer. Hand in hand, the group practically skipped to class with smiles abound.

~~~

Madam Le Guin’s thin smiles were terrifying, and even more so when she instructed. With the notable exception of Taryn, who felt much recovered from her morning daze, and the nonplussed Penelope, there were grimaces all around. Mathematics was still a difficult subject, enough to require tutoring young and brush up later. The expectation of noblewomen was to maintain their mathematical skill in order to passably administer their seats of nobility when their husbands were away, as ultimately, the responsibilities of peerage would fall upon them in that circumstance.

Most girls simply didn’t receive tutoring until they married, if at all, and even then, it was simple and often rather inexpensive to hire an aide to take care of the finances. Until recently, women held peerage only when their husbands passed, and were further expected to stay home to manage households while caring for their children. The news of the political reforms of the neighboring Republic of Farin had swept across Antiga, but owing to a generally well respected monarchy—one that did not shy from criticism and seemed at times to act in benefit to the citizenry—the only ones calling for Antiga’s reformation into a republic were zealots of the Church of Light Everlasting.

Understandably then, this line of thinking had shifted dramatically since the church’s harsh fall. Taryn herself was not likely to marry, and Erica was a handful. Therese and Jessamine plainly appeared to prefer women, and Penelope seemed to have no interest in anyone outside of her stories. None of these noble daughters were “acceptably meeting expectations” as decided by traditionalists. Only Taryn and Penelope seemed to have any interest in mathematics, but that might have been for only one reason. They actually seemed to follow everything Le Guin was saying.

“Mathematics is vital to a well-rounded education. Not only is it required for the administration of your finances, but even were you not noblewomen with conspicuously large spending habits,” Le Guin layered in extra emphasis as she stared down her students, “it would still be a skill worth having. The world runs on money, and counting money is mathematics. So are spending money and receiving money, business thrives on it, lives ride on it, and knowing how to use it can save time and, of course, money.”

Taryn smiled, leaning her cheek on the butt of her hand, nodding along as Le Guin talked about prices of goods and wages for the small folk, until she stopped in front of Taryn’s table.

“Miss Taryn. I am given to understand that you have been a royal guard until recently and previously served in the kingdom’s armies. Can you tell me the wages you earned in those positions?”

Taryn looked up at Madam Le Guin with surprise, then at the expecting glances of her peers. “Um. I earned two silver crowns per month, paid at fifty iron shillings per week.” Hushed whispers passed over the classroom. Le Guin continued to glance down her nose, fixing her sharp, small spectacles in place.

“So little? And how much were you paid as a royal guard?” Erica muttered quietly.

“That was the salary for the royal guards.” Taryn replied softly. She heard gasps. “As a soldier, I was paid about one fourth of that, um. Twelve bronze shillings per week. It goes far if you’re willing to spend only on what you need… Uniforms, weapons and armor, tailors to fix tattered and damaged gambeson if you couldn’t do it yourself, additional portions of food… I was never a big ale drinker. The army provided only your weapon, boots, and food. Everything else you had to spend out your own purse for. Far less than my allowance even as the… son of a viscount.”

“That’s ludicrous! Just… just nonsense!” Erica shouted, standing up. “First there’s this fanciful story about becoming a woman and next this… laughable display! How are soldiers supposed to support a family on… on twelve bronze shillings?!”

“That’s easy. Soldiers typically have plenty of money of their own, or valuables… why, my sword was a Cassian’s, though they prefer the curvy variety,” Taryn explained, but when Therese opened her mouth to interrupt with a crass joke—if her grin was anything to go by—Taryn glanced her way, “there are also bonuses for capturing combatants alive… At least this time. And then, of course… The Cassian army invaded us, and they didn’t need coin when we buried them.”

There were more gasps. Therese laughed. Apparently, that got through to her well enough. “Very good. Money, young ladies, rules everything. A noble without money cannot project influence. A crown without money has no power, and a man without money can work. If he cannot find work? He may steal to fill his belly or beyond. It behooves you to pay attention to these things.”

Le Guin continued to pace around during her lecture, soon passing out quill, ink, and parchment. Simplistic equations and expressions lined the bulk of the parchment, and Penelope tilted her head at this as she chewed on the inside of her cheek. “Are we to finish these equations, Madam Le Guin?”

“That is correct. These are basic, and will give me an inkling of where you all stand. When you are done, please collect a book. Your first actual assignment—and I know you will have time in the next week—will be to read Deluca Berholm’s His Savage Gaze, up to chapter four. You may read ahead if you wish, but we will soon begin your literature assessment learning, and some of this will be read together in class.”

Nods and murmurs to the affirmative sounded as the students all started writing. Madam Le Guin scarcely had time to sit before Penelope said, “I’m done, Madam Le Guin.” Therese and Erica turned to glare at her.

Jessamine leaned forward to whisper to Taryn. “Are you going to let her beat you like that?”

“I’m also done, Madam.” Taryn grinned at Jessamine and held her parchment aloft.

“Well! That does make sense. Take your books. I will see you tomorrow. The rest of you? I expect answers! Even if they’re wrong, it just means you have that much more to learn!”

Taryn and Penelope retrieved their books and exited together, sharing a small smile with each other as they did. Taryn brushed over the red cover of the book, thumb tracing the enameled text on the spine. “So. How does it feel, Miss… Taryn? To be a woman?” Penelope asked, breaking the silence without slowing her gait.

Taryn blanched at the question. Not much actually… changed. She was shorter, that was true. It felt as if moving took a bit more effort, her chest was heavy, but thankfully a half-tied corset helped. Maybe the biggest change was… “I think I’m a bit more… emotional now. I haven’t cried in years until after this, and now it feels like it’s just outside of my control. Every month, I start to—you know—and it gets worse! The clothes are not exactly comfortable; skirts are far too drafty.” Taryn only meant to answer shortly, but once she opened her mouth, it tumbled out effortlessly.

“I see. Has it been difficult for you? Sarise Bedeaux postulated that there are outer sexes and inner sexes. That perhaps, they were not so intrinsic to each other, but that society affects the outer, and the inner is a representation of self.” Penelope said in a characteristic drone, but Taryn squirmed.

“That might be over my head, admittedly… but I can tell you, on the outside I am a woman, and on the inside… I don’t think I know anymore. It—this was… traumatizing in a way that has made me doubt a lot about myself! And I hadn’t before. I think on the inside I am still a man and will continue as such, but… for so long as I inhabit the body of a woman…” Taryn trailed off, hugging the heavy tome to her chest as she proceeded down the stairs toward her room.

“Do you perhaps feel as if it is changing you on the inside?” Penelope followed up. “I am sorry, by the by. Your mood was noticeably worse last night. Did I ask too many questions? Or perhaps too personally?” Though Taryn sped her gait, Penelope matched it.

“Yes, actually. To all three. Baroness Reval at MagMed has been working on an apothecarial cure for the magic that did this, since they could not find the witch who cast the spell, and… I was hoping it wouldn’t be such an occasion. I suppose I was wrong.” Taryn mumbled quietly. At the landing, she made a beeline for her room.

“I see. My apologies, Miss Taryn. I am often told that I do not know when to stop speaking, but if only one would ask, I would! Ah… though I might have an idea about your mood? Perhaps you would like to borrow my copy of The Nature of Woman—that’s the Bedeaux tome I mentioned. Perhaps it could… help? I also have many other less academic books if you are interested. I can lend them to you as an apology?” Penelope slowed her gait, giving Taryn some space as Taryn reached for the door to her personal quarters.

“Don’t worry about it, Penelope! It isn’t such a problem that I cannot endeavor to overcome it. But… yes, actually. If you could? Perhaps she has some sage wisdom that can help me feel at ease.” Taryn gave Penelope a small smile, and Penelope grinned even wider, as if nobody had taken her up on such an offer before.

“Certainly! I shall find it by nightfall and bring it to you. Um… For what it’s worth, Miss Taryn, I do hope it is not so bad that your mood remains permanently deflated. There are many things about being a woman that may prove to be enjoyable. I am perhaps not experienced enough to support you, but… if you wish to talk with someone, I am only reading in my room.” Penelope offered with a slightly shy smile.

Taryn let her shoulders droop and gave a wrinkled smile in return. “Thank you, Penelope. For now, I think I should start reading this… book. I’ll knock when it’s time for our next class, okay?” Penelope nodded in response before retreating into her own room, and Taryn followed suit, pushing her own door closed with her foot and sliding up her bed. With her back against the headboard, she cracked open the assigned book, a little too far to keep it from wanting to snap back on her, but she needn’t have bothered, as it had been cracked open many times already.

The book itself had been well-used, leafing faded and cover and pages both weathered. The title made it seem as if this were some kind of romance novel which, on its face, made some sense to Taryn. Her own reading education focused on plays and academic material. She thought that literature was often more… if not important, then typically emotional for women, though Taryn couldn’t quite figure out why boys and girls wouldn’t share a curriculum.

The start of the book focused on one Annabelle Santori, on a trip to her late uncle’s duchy. She had grown up in the city, and the duchy’s natural beauty caught her eye as the carriage rode past, filling her with a sense of wonder and—whoa, that sounded pretty familiar, didn’t it?

A letter of inheritance, her uncle’s will thrusting her into the nobility, the only remaining heir of her family. Sure, it was well written, but it was surprising how easy it was to fit in Annabelle’s shoes. Her confusion at the breadth of her attendant staff mimicked Taryn’s own, and the detail of those attendants and clothes left over from her aunt was vivid and full of color. Taryn certainly couldn’t write like that, but the sheer depth of the detail of how those clothes felt to touch was spot on. Before she knew it, she was reading into the second chapter.

A knock on her door—what felt like only minutes later—jolted Taryn out of her stupor. How long had it been already? “Uh, hello? Come in.” The door opened, and Penelope peeked in.

“Miss Taryn, are… oh! You were reading? It’s almost time for class.” Penelope remarked. “I get involved in reading like that, too. Unfortunately, His Savage Gaze seems not particularly well-written so far and I could not quite get into it. Would you like to walk to class with me?”

“Wh—not well-written? What books do you normally read? I’ve never read something so… detailed!” The shocked Taryn responded, shaking the book at Penelope. “I suppose I was a little engrossed, but…” Why did she feel embarrassed? “Thank you, Penelope. Yes, I’ll go to class with you.”

“Do… you read many novels, Miss Taryn?” Penelope asked idly as she made room for Taryn to leave her room, before following close behind her as she did. “I happen to have a collection with me, if you’d like to try those out, too?”

“If they’re better written than this one, I can’t rightly say no to that, Penelope. Um, I swear, it was quite close to my own feelings, I’ve never been out this way, see… Only between Elmhollow and Antissa, then down to the border… So imagine my surprise to see the sunset and the sea, the colors of the crops and—well, these dresses…”

“Ah, so it seems personal to you? That may be cause for you to relate to the protagonist better, which lets your imagination journey with you!” Penelope smiled an actual smile. With teeth and everything! Taryn smiled back, only to nearly be bowled over as a frustrated Therese and Erica stomped down the stairs.

“Whoa! Uh, hey, Taryn. Penelope.” Therese wore an annoyed scowl. Erica was clearly not happier.

“Mathematics! Pfeh! I shall always have an attendant help me with them. Daddy will make sure of that!” Erica spouted, bounding past the group in a huff.

Taryn watched her go. “Enjoying mathematics, Therese?”

“Enjoy isn’t the word I would use.”

“It was merely basic addition and subtraction, then multiplication and division… For the algebraic expressions, you only have t—” Penelope explained without a care.

“Math shouldn’t have letters in it, either! You with me, Taryn?” Therese interrupted, looking to Taryn for some sort of validation.

“Uhm, well… I’ve been paying my way for a couple years now, you know, I didn’t find it that difficult, plus you could just substitute the letters with numbers until you get it right, and…” Taryn tried to keep a consoling tone, patting Therese’s arm softly.

“Jessamine didn’t even finish. She poured her ink into her lap. Le Guin gave her an excuse; she’ll be running late for the next class.” Therese commented with a sigh. “I guess that’s what you two were up to?”

“That’s right, we’re heading to class. There’s not much time, so I hope Jessamine comes running so–” Taryn replied shortly, only for Jessamine to practically barrel through everyone, interrupting her in the process.

“Apologies!” Jessamine yelled as she retreated into her room.

“See? Told you. I need to dress properly myself. Madam Beauchamp wanted me to. I don’t see what the big deal is… Seeya in class, Taryn. Penelope.” Therese shook her head and sighed, walking toward her room, next. Taryn shrugged at Penelope and started the climb again. Madam Beauchamp would be waiting.

Light still shined through the windows in Madam Beauchamp’s classroom. There were no chairs, and only one table, upon which rested a dozen books and a few porcelain plates and cups.

Taryn and Penelope arrived first, followed shortly by Erica, then Jessamine and Therese bringing up the rear.

“My apologies Madam Beauchamp. I spilled ink on my dress and had to replace it.” Jessamine hurried in, and Therese didn’t bother providing an excuse. Her skirts danced forward as she walked in, clearly worn against her will, but she looked more put together than she had that morning.

“Ladies, Miss Taryn,” Madam Beauchamp began, “welcome to your first class on posture and demeanor. By the time you are done with my class, you will be capable of walking from my office upstairs to the cafe at the bottom of the walkway leading to our academy with the utmost in posture!”

Madam Beauchamp carried with her a riding crop today and arranged the students into a line to judge them. “Stand up straight, Jessamine. Feet together, Therese. Good form, Erica. Shoulders back, Penelope.” Before coming to Taryn. “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you, Miss Taryn?”

“No, Madam. I lack the… muscle memory for it.” Taryn replied quietly.

“Look at me when you speak, young lady. Did you dress yourself this morning?” Madam Beauchamp coaxed forcefully.

“Partially, Madam. Jessamine and Therese helped.” Taryn tried to pin her shoulders back and stand up straight. Madame Beauchamp put her hands on Taryn’s arm and opposite shoulder to pull her close.

“Here you are. Move your feet closer together. You have been standing as a man your entire life, but now you have no reason to spread your legs like this. Back straight, like this.” Her hands moved to the small of Taryn’s back and her belly, pressing inward on both sides. “Relax your chest, Don’t push it out, you are not on display.” Taryn’s blush darkened. “And then your shoulders go back. With your back straight, it supports your head, and you need not try so hard. Keep that posture.”

“Thank you, Madam.” Taryn whispered. The posture was stiff and formal, with surprisingly little strain to keep it, but Taryn knew how to stand at attention, so it wouldn’t be particularly difficult to keep that posture with a little discipline. Until that discipline was gleaned from Madam Beauchamp, the added exertion—especially without movement—wore on her easily enough, which was to be expected, given her long recovery.

“Now then. I shall lay some ground rules. You are to curtsy every afternoon when you arrive in my class. I will instruct you in the proper formal and informal curtsy. I recommend you curtsy formally in order to pin down the proper movements. It would not do for young ladies at a ball or gala to be unable to properly curtsy their dance partners before the dance, and certainly not acceptable in any other situation! I shall demonstrate a formal curtsy, and we shall practice until I am satisfied.”

Madam Beauchamp seemed to like to hear herself talk, but she certainly knew what she was doing. The minutes turned to an hour, then two, of her criticisms over each and every imperfection. Taryn surprisingly picked up a proper curtsy fairly quickly, but it was clear Therese wasn’t trying, and the other girls were decent at it to begin with. Even Therese eventually successfully performed a curtsy, much to her chagrin, but would most definitely use it as sparingly as possible, even to the point of rudeness.

The informal one was much easier. Madam Beauchamp repeatedly straightened posture and provided commentary as the girls practiced, and after the informal curtsy, she switched it up. “While retaining your posture, walk from one end of the room to the other, turn around, curtsy, and walk back. Then you may go to supper.”

Their thighs were burning with exertion. So many curtsy attempts, the squatting, the repeated movement? Why, every girl was miserable! But… every effort paid off in the way Madam Beauchamp demanded. Though their whines could be heard as they filed out of the class and down the stairs to finally eat supper, there were good moods abound.

“Taryn!” Erica called as she stepped to the landing, hurrying up beside Taryn and Therese. “Hey,” she said with that annoyed tone she always spoke with, though the crestfallen look on her face was anything but, “listen, can I… I want to talk to you. Alone.” She glanced up at Therese. Therese nodded and fetched herself supper.

Taryn stared thoughtfully at Erica for a moment. “What did you want to talk about?”

“You… truly are the Countess of Lesaan now. I…” Erica turned her head to avoid Taryn’s glance. “I want to apologize f-for my behavior.” She said quietly, fidgeting with her fingers as she folded her hands in front of her, “And express my… condolences for your current state. Do… Do you need instruction on how to care for yourself? Your hair is markedly undone. What I’m trying to offer is, would you like me to help with your hair and cosmetics after we bathe?”

Taken immediately aback, Taryn didn’t know what to say to that kind of offer. It was a surprise Erica could even bear to offer in the first place, seemingly So far out of character that she couldn’t see it coming. Had she misread Erica on their first meeting in so many years? Her mouth moved, her face went red, but nothing escaped.

Erica clearly took this personally. “F-fine! Be that way! I didn’t want to help you, anyway!” She turned to stomp off and eat with a displeased huff, but Taryn reached out for her.

“Wait! Um, Erica, I just… I didn’t know what to say to that. I can braid my hair but nothing else, really, so if… you have ideas, I mean… I might as well, right? Sorry, you’ve just been… cold to me this entire time.” Taryn admitted, trying not to bore a hole with her glance as she kept eye contact.

“Well, you can thank Therese for putting me up to it. I’m hungry, so I’ll be eating now. Will you bathe alone today?” Erica dryly interrogated. “You’re a woman, and as long as you don’t stare like… that,” she gestured accusingly, “you don’t have to bathe in cold water. And we will have to talk about your habit of refusing to rely on others.”

“Sure, I can do that. Uh… thank you, Erica. This means a lot.” Taryn replied quietly, before joining her in the hunt for food. It was quickly becoming apparent that fish were quite common on the coast. The fish stock of the dinner soup was rich and flavorful, but Taryn craved almost anything else already. The savory bread served with it simply wasn’t enough! In addition, the others seemed just a bit too ready to relax, so there wasn’t even any small talk while they ate.

~~~

It wasn’t long until the girls were hastening to the bath. Taryn brought a change for her underthings with her, wrapping herself in a towel before she approached, same as the rest. Instead of the darkness from the night before, it was bright with the winter’s early setting sun bleeding orange through open windows, coupled with the glow of a pair of torches on the opposite wall, and now she could see the stone bath in all of its glory and the glory of her mates in the nude. She politely averted her gaze, tracing the seams between the stones that made up the floor and wall with them, instead.

Now, as opposed to suppertime, they were all talking amongst themselves in the shared bath as Taryn wandered in, doubly careful not to stare. The din of their voices quieted amidst the rising steam, and Taryn balked at the silence falling upon her entry.

“Ah, sorry, I can come back when you’re d—!” Therese stood to grab Taryn’s arm and pull her closer into the bath, eliciting a surprised yelp. “D-don’t, you’re gonna get my towel wet!” Therese chuckled, unfurled Taryn’s towel, and tossed it into a heap by the door. Taryn squeaked almost girlishly and failingly attempted to cover herself.

“C’mon, Taryn, we’ve all seen it before. Even if it’s been a while since we saw anything this big!” Therese cackled, and with one more whine from Taryn, she plunged the mortified woman into the tub alongside her.

“Speak for yourself, Therese! You don’t have to be a baby, Taryn! Don’t act like it’s the first time you’ve bathed with women before.” Jessamine teased.

“Come now, I’m embarrassed! I—the only people who’ve seen me like this are Lissa and Brendan! Of course I haven’t bathed with women… closely, before!” Taryn meekly replied, red as a beet and shifting in the pleasantly hot waters.

“Brendan? You mean Prince Brendan saw you in the nude?” Erica asked with a surprised tone, only for it to sink into a smirk. “Oh, I wonder what that was like.” She took a mocking high tone next, “Oh, Prince Brendan, my apologies, my bodice has come undone, ah, please don’t stare~!”

“But he does. Hungrily, approaching with wet lips,” Penelope began in her flat voice as if reading from a book she couldn’t possibly have brought with her, “sliding his hands down to your hips, pressing his weight, pinning you against the wall, so close that you could feel his hot, moist breath as his lips pursed and he leaned in. His burning desire pressing into your skirt, lips meeting yours, and—”

Taryn shrieked. “No! Nonononono! We—he, Brendan, t-that is, the prince, he’d never, I mean, over the last few years he hadn’t so much as, a-as—”

“Sounds to me like you had your eyes on him the entire time, Taryn. Maybe even hoping for an opportunity?” Therese teased, and the girls giggled, leaving Taryn to try to hide her blush in the water. “Oh, come on! Get back up here, we’re only joking with you!”

“I-I haven’t ever seen him approach a woman like that, but now I can’t get the idea out of my head, Penelope!” Taryn shouted, embarrassed enough for her voice to crack at how high it got. Everyone, including Taryn, giggled that time. “Truthfully, Brendan cannot even speak to women. He always grows so clumsy—oh, the stories I could tell, he could never act that way!”

“You’re welcome! Now to pay us back, perhaps you’d like to share some of those stories?” Penelope quipped matter-of-factly and smiled like she had earlier. Maybe… that’s all it took for Taryn to feel like one of the girls. After that ice was broken, there was no way for it to freeze up again, and the questions and banter flowed freely, including some digs at each and every participant.

~~~

True to her word, Erica spent some time teaching Taryn how to use cosmetics without looking like—in her words—a day maid with a nightly vocation. The suggestion was raised that she shop with Erica sometime soon, and Taryn, still high on acceptance, nodded along without realizing just what she was getting herself into.

Penelope brought her the book The Nature of Woman while Jessamine helped her to dry her hair properly. Rather than letting it drip like some waif, as she so eloquently put it, the objective was to wrap her hair with the towel such that it dried without clumping, and to be generous with the brush before it fully dried.

In her room, as the sun’s last embers of the day began to dip below the horizon, Taryn continued to read the adventure of Annabelle Santori, relaxed and frankly, grinning ear to ear. She hadn’t quite felt this well since… since…

A time didn’t come to mind immediately, but a knock on her door caught her attention. When it opened unbidden, Taryn spoke the woman’s name before she came into view. “Good evening, Therese.”

Therese’s lumbering form made it into her room before she closed the door behind her. “How do you feel? That wasn’t too much, was it?”

“N-no, that was… actually, it was kinda nice. And… Erica said you talked to her about me. Did you also do that with Penelope, too?” Taryn asked coyly, averting her eyes. Therese wore a man’s shirt and pantaloons, and it seemed to fit her form snugly.

“Jess took care of Penelope, I took care of Erica. I figured it was the least I could do. We heard you last night, you know? Us girls have to stick together.” Therese muttered.

Taryn blushed and nodded. “Thank you… I mean it. I don’t think I’ve been properly happy since I… changed. Um… have you been looking at my chest the entire time? They can’t possibly be the biggest—”

“They definitely are. Jessamine’s, mine, Erica’s, Penelope’s, yours. In that order… They are nearly grapefruits.” Therese grinned and took a seat next to Taryn, and Taryn pulled up her knees to her chest shyly.

“They cannot be that large! Goodness,” Taryn’s face tinged pink, though that might’ve been partly Erica’s rouge, “I—you sure know how to make a girl blush.”

“Did you just call yourself a girl?” Therese asked, scooting a little closer. From here, Therese seemed somewhat… intimidatingly dashing. Taryn’s thoughts jumped to Penelope’s little story in the bath, and her face reddened further.

“Um.” Did I? “Yeah, I guess for now, I am one. As you can plainly see…” Taryn whispered. “I can’t repay you right now, but thank you for… getting me to join them.”

“Oh, I think you can repay me plenty. After all, you did offer to sleep with me tonight.” Taryn giggled softly as if that were a joke, but it hitched in shock as Therese brushed her bangs out of her own eyes and leaned in close.

“W-what are…” Taryn started to ask, but Therese unexpectedly only retrieved a pillow. Taryn nervously averted her eyes. “Oh, wow, I thought you were about to—”

“What, kiss you? Please… If I was gonna, I’d do it when you were more comfortable. You’ve been on edge the entire day. But maybe if you asked me for it nicely, and maybe did a little curtsy?” Therese cackled as she cracked her book open to read alongside Taryn, leaning up on the pillow she’d absconded with.

“Ha ha, very funny, Therese… I thought maybe you wanted my first time or something. I mean, you and Jessamine have that bet… Or does this satisfy it? If you’re gonna sleep with me, it… doesn’t have to be more than that.”

“You sound like you want it to be more than that, but you’re still not asking for it.” Therese said, nudging Taryn with her shoulder. “Look, I like women, and I like you, but I’m not sliding into your room as the sun sets to make my moves… I still have to see you again tomorrow!” A wry chuckle escaped Therese’s lips, but her eyes lingered overlong before she cast them askew.

“Oh, you prefer to bed a woman and leave? How cordial.”

“Don’t blame me for that! You’re the one who did it to me first.” Therese replied in a frustrated snark, causing Taryn to stiffen and release a short sigh. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what you were going through. Still don’t.”

“No, you’re right. I left a week later, didn’t I?” Taryn asked, knowing the answer.

“You didn’t even say goodbye. We searched for weeks.”

“I should be the sorry one. But I am gladdened to spend more time with you.” She reached up to shake Therese’s shoulder consolingly, biting her lip to choke back her reasoning. Once, when they were teenagers, they laid with one another in the forests, but Taryn ran from home just a week later, before they had the chance to speak again.

“Pfft. Now who’s the one making girls blush?” Therese playfully snapped back, nudging again with that same shoulder. “Ugh. Must these books be so verbose? You know I have never kept to my studies well.”

“It could be worse, some of the books Le Guin keeps in her classroom are math ones.” 

“Don’t even joke like that. I can count, that’s good enough, isn’t it?”

“Sure, if you want to get scammed. Stop paying attention for one moment and next thing you know? Someone’s up and given you your change in iron instead of bronze!”

“They don’t even look the same, Taryn!”

“No, but when was the last time you bothered counting?” Taryn needled, jabbing a finger into Therese’s side. “Now think if someone does that with silver and gold crowns! You’ll be penniless in a year!”

Therese snorted disapprovingly. “Right, like I’m dealing in gold crowns, day to day! If someone nicks from me, I’ll just run ‘em through.” 

“You can’t solve all your problems through violence, Therese.”

“Oh, yeah,” Therese snapped her book shut and pushed herself to her knees on the bed, grinning smarmily, “who’s gonna stop me?”

Taryn squared up in the same way, but Therese was always better at this sort of roughhousing. When they were children, they’d do this all the time with the other kids, trying to push each other over, hand in hand. It ended predictably, as it always had, only…

Taryn’s head hit the pillow, her fingers entwined with Therese’s, as the stronger woman took her victory. In that compromising position, with Taryn on her back and Therese looming above her, a recollection stirred. It mirrored an old, shared memory of their youth, and when Taryn turned her head to expel a nervously ragged sigh, Therese sat upright once again.

Pulling away from each other, both red as tomatoes, they swung their feet to opposite sides of the bed before taking a moment to clean their faces and put their hair up. They set the books aside and wordlessly enjoyed their closeness, soon settling in for the night beneath the same blanket, like they used to, so long ago, when it was an innocent pair of friends doing it. Despite any claim to the contrary, they both knew it wasn’t, anymore.

Somehow, with Therese’s arms wrapped around her, Taryn felt that she’d be alright, though the way Therese cradled her tight only served to remind her of her past in a decidedly uncomfortable way. 

Dwelling on the unwanted memories of her youth, Taryn cursed herself for not even trying to resist her charms.








  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




The forests of her home were a welcome sight. Taryn could still remember how the cobblestone road bumped, the ground below them sagging and muddy after a crisp spring rain, the way she rattled in a carriage, and the crunch of those same stones beneath her feet. She remembered well when she took Therese’s hand, as they played betwixt the trees, diving into them and finding that clearing. Even in the middle of the day, fireflies under the dripping, dense canopy glittered around phosphorescent fungi, as if they hadn’t a care in the world. The pair had been to the forests on their own time and time again, but this time was different. They’d drawn so close to each other over the years.

She hadn’t quite put her finger on what was wrong here, before they rolled onto the clearing’s floor with a quilt that Therese’s mother crocheted for Taryn’s name day. A beautiful sight. Taryn always liked Therese in a special way, and could remember the way the mushroom and firefly glow reflected from Therese’s earthy hazel eyes. It urged her for the first time to do that thing her father and mother often used to do. Except, instead of what her memory plainly stated, she wasn’t the one to kiss first.

Therese pressed her lips to her fingers, and up her wrist, and it was Therese’s hands that gently lowered her to her back. Taryn’s heart raced, and when Therese’s lips met her own as she crept a hand into Taryn’s bodice before rolling up her skirt, she—

Taryn opened her eyes with a gasp, and Therese’s scent filled her nose. No matter how that girl bathed, she still had this earthy, metallic scent that reminded Taryn instantly of the forest between their homes, that of Moxley pine and Albright iron. The sun had not yet risen, and Taryn wriggled gingerly as she tried to grasp her bearings. 

Was she imagining things, or did Therese actually share her bed that night? She savored the warmth, as Therine’s air was chilly before in the small hours, and struggled to stay awake amidst the relaxing crash of the waves against the academy’s bluff far below her window, and the rhythmic rise and fall of what she thought was a pillow.

As her eyes adjusted to the shifting dark, mindful of the way her arm seemed quite stuck, a snort made her look toward the head of the bed. She hadn’t been mistaken—Therese did, in fact, share her bed! And what was worse, was that Therese hogged her pillows, which meant the pillow Taryn had been sleeping on was actually Therese herself! Though, if she had to tell the truth, she’d prefer if the other woman was softer, the fact that Therese had an arm wrapped behind her left her little other choice. And… it wasn’t bad, per se. Quite the opposite.

For now, the rest of the night, at least, she would settle upon her chest like any lover would their counterpart, cuddling together to share a warmth that Taryn didn’t know she needed. This time, she inhaled through her nose on purpose, and Therese’s comatose figure curled her arm a little tighter. Pressed against Therese, and with her smell evoking a sense of glorious nostalgia, Taryn was asleep again within a few moments.

She next awoke at Therese’s insistence, shaking her by the arm gently. Therese never was one to whisper, but she somehow managed it here, and Taryn blinked her sleepy eyes open to look up at her. “Good morning, Taryn. Time to get up. Freshen up with me, and we’ll get started on hair and clothes.”

“Mnn… easy for you to say… Your hair’s not long enough to inhale…” Taryn replied, rubbing her eyes as she dragged herself out of bed. “I can’t believe you shared my bed last night…” Scooping up a comb, she picked knots from her hair, gently nudging Therese, who was up to the same thing in the mirror. Every room had one small vanity mirror on their chest of drawers, big enough for one, but only for two if they shared shoulder to shoulder. Therese was, of course, quite generous in that regard, given that it was Taryn’s mirror.

“I didn’t hear any complaints there.” Therese cheerfully swigged from a leathery flask, swirling its contents in her mouth, before spitting out the window and passing it to Taryn. “I slept like a log.”

Taryn swished some in her mouth, too. “Eugh! It’s too early for alcohol!” She complained, forcing it in and out anyway before returning the flask. “You smell like home. I… found it too easy to sleep with you so close.” Using a linen square, she began to clean her teeth with a paste of water, salt, and mint.

“It’s for cleaning your mouth out!” Therese laughed, nudging Taryn back. “Aye, well, that’s home for you. My soaps are from there too, of course. Wanna get some exercise sometime today? I assume you didn’t bring the sword just to wear it on your hip.”

“I’d like that! I only managed a little practice and I’m still not quite used to moving, yet. A good workout would help. Maybe we could try before we bathe?” Taryn looked up at Therese and grinned. “I’ll try not to take it easy on you. You’ll probably be better.”

“Oh, please. Don’t sell yourself as short as you are, pipsqueak.” Therese grinned back and began to run her fingers through her hair. “You need a brush.”

“Ah, brush…. yes. Here we are.” Taryn picked up the horse hair brush Erica lent her, and started drawing it through her hair in preparation for its braid. “S-so… You were… comfortable last night.” It was funny… brushing her hair made Taryn feel at least a little nice. She couldn’t place when that actually happened; she’d never really brushed it before changing like this—never had to either—but she could get used to it.

“Uh-huh? I’m sure you have the same kind of thing. Sleep anywhere comfortably. You didn’t really have tents to yourselves in the army, did you?” Therese tilted her head to get a good look at the boyish messiness she’d made, before sidling behind Taryn to help her with a braid. “The bed’s a lot softer than the forest floor.”

“I woke up last night. I was dreaming of you in the forest, when we… laid together. Only it went somehow differently than I remember.” 

The images flashed in her mind and she shifted almost imperceptibly—surely so for one less acute—but Therese paused her braiding. Taryn’s face bloomed in maroon. “That you were the aggressor, and I… a confused maiden instead.” She laughed awkwardly, and Therese continued the braid.

“If you woke up to find yourself curled unto my breast tight, know that you did that the whole night. It was… endearing.” Therese jested, tying off Taryn’s braid. “Nary a fairer maiden to rest upon my chest!” She expounded in, albeit wrong, archaic terms, goofy laughter escaping after it.

“P-Perhaps not. I,” Taryn began, biting the inside of her cheek with a nervousness that simply refused to melt away, “would like to do so again, w-with perhaps fewer clothes, next time, and… mayhaps, you could show me—ahem—thine skill to play at the sword whilst having it not.” Taryn ultimately replied in further archaic, if theatrical, language, but the meaning was not lost on Therese.

“It took you merely a night to ask! I would have thought it to take at least a week… hoping even, as I am due for my monthly this week.” Therese responded, gently wrapping her arms around Taryn in the mirror.

“Would you rather I ask again next week?” Taryn began with a gentle grin, bringing her hands to Therese’s.

“Unless you’d rather your cheeks grow redder!” Therese responded crassly. Taryn’s nose wrinkled. “Your braid is done. Are you going to dress yourself this morning, or do you need Jessamine’s help?” Again, she grinned cockily in the mirror, but this time, Taryn gave a toothy one back.

“I’ll be fine. You can watch me undress if you want, you dog.” Taryn teased with a coquettish swivel of her hips and dropped her pantaloons to change them. Therese took a quick look, smiled wider, and turned on her heel to go dress herself, leaving Taryn to handle it on her own.

She had been dressing herself ever since she could stand again, so Taryn didn’t take long in the plainer designs she took with her to the academy. The princess always seemed to like the more regal affairs, but Taryn disliked luxurious silk, preferring thicker linen and pressed cambric texturally. So it often was that she dressed like a commoner despite being a lordling’s child—even prior to her change—but it suited her fine. It simply never mattered to her before, so long as it was comfortable, but now she actively preened in the mirror.

A hearty porridge was served for breakfast that morning, with the sight of the morning-grumpy Erica greeting her first, and everyone else filing in after. Erica’s eyes lit up a little as Taryn sat down across from her and smiled, only to grimace as Taryn hungrily dug into the morning’s porridge.

“You’re really hungry, huh? It is good to see you aren’t skipping meals, but make sure Beauchamp doesn’t see you do that!” Erica quipped, carefully eating her porridge in direct contrast to the messy and quick way Taryn did.

“Wuh?” Taryn replied, with a mouthful, and swallowed it down. “C’mon, her class isn’t until later in the day! Why would you remind me of that?”

Erica huffed as if it were obvious what she was doing. “She hasn’t eaten yet, and she’ll have commentary for you if you don’t fix up your posture this morning!”

Taryn gave Erica a look, shifted her elbows off the table, and sat up straight before continuing to eat as daintily as Erica was. “Beh’er?” She muttered with her mouth full.

Erica scoffed and shook her head. “I know I don’t have to teach you manners, Lady Taryn!” The sleepy girl grinned all the same as Penelope slipped beside her. Therese and Jessamine sat on either side of Taryn as they too ate, and spirits were high before the faculty filed in, too.

Madams Deluth and Le Guin entered, but didn’t sit down. Cristabel gave a wave to the students, but Le Guin was singularly focused on retrieving tea and breakfast, and with Cristabel’s help, carried it right back up the stairs.

“Huh. That was weird.” Therese muttered, watching them go. “They’re not gonna eat with us?”

“Probably taking something up to Madam Beauchamp. She is getting up there in years, so maybe climbing down the stairs gets exhausting for her.” Jessamine warily replied, as she watched the instructors like a hawk.

Taryn looked between Jessamine and Therese before slumping her shoulders. “Well… I hope she’s doing alright. I already don’t like the lady, but time makes fools of us all.”

Penelope chimed in quietly. “Perhaps we should try to prepare a gift for her? Surely something from Therine will do.”

“I was planning to shop sometime today. I happened to pack far too many dresses that don’t breathe well. Would you like to join Taryn and I, Penelope?” Erica asked, with an increasingly recovering, more characteristic presence of mind.

“Wait, me?” Taryn asked, flabbergasted at the suggestion. “Oh! I, uh—you offered last night. Certainly, I’ll join you. Therese? Jessamine?”

Therese shrugged. “We’ll need to get practice swords for our little bout anyway, unless you planned to use yours.”

“It’s a date, then.” Jessamine asserted. “We’ll all go shopping together! Perhaps try out some Therinian fashions, or perhaps something from overseas?”

“Or books! Imagine the possibilities!” Penelope excitedly pointed out, smiling brightly.

“I’ll need to drop by the villa. I didn’t take coin with me when I came here, and I have maids to check on! The Princess gifted me much of my wardrobe, more than I shall ever wear, to tell the truth… We could stop for tea and travel through the markets?”

Erica smiled slightly. “Very well. After Le Guin’s class, we shall venture into Therine and come back only with the finest of purchases… and gifts for Madam Beauchamp.”

“Madam Deluth’s class is first, but I’ll join you, ladies.” Therese asserted happily, bringing her dishes to the servants and heading up the stairs. Shortly thereafter, the others followed.

~~~

Cristabel Deluth was finishing her breakfast when her students arrived, and waved happily, motioning them to take a seat at the provided tables. It wasn’t long before she jumped into her lesson.

“Okay! Yesterday we started talking about music and notation, so today we’re going to put together melodies. Please take ink and quill—please be careful, Miss Larrimer—I have prepared for you these musical notation staves. Please don’t start yet. If you remember how we talked about tempo yesterday, we will fill in the notes for a “four-four” tempo. Crotchets and minims go along the clef, and because it’s “four-four,” you will have four beats…”

Madam Deluth explained clefs again, then bar lines, before moving on to the difference between crotchets and minims before setting the women loose to ‘compose’ their own staff. Unsurprisingly, Therese was the first one to complete that task, and while Cristabel played it for the class, the rest continued until they finished, too.

The quality varied wildly, and as she suspected, Taryn’s tune was discordant in a foul way, as she didn’t seem to pay attention to bar lines, beats, or melody. She’ll need a talking to, Cristabel thought to herself as she continued the lesson. First veering into the use of chords, written notes on the same beat to be played at once, then the importance of melody and dissonance. When all was said and done, and Cristabel had played each tune, she let them go for the day. “Miss Taryn, please stay behind for a moment.”

Taryn, who was following Therese, stopped at the door and turned around. “Yes, Madam Deluth. Was there aught the matter?”

“I wanted to speak to you. Tell me again, my dear, what was your relationship with music before you… changed?” Cristabel asked coyly, cozying up in her seat.

Taryn looked dumbfounded. “I… have never been good at music. My mother encouraged me to pursue the violin, but she was often of poor health, and I never practiced much in between riding lessons, writing, reading, swordplay, and arithmetic. And then before my sixteenth summer, she passed, and I joined the army.” Taryn averted her eyes and blinked to attempt to hide how it made her feel, but Cristabel sighed.

“I see. So the other ladies have spent much more time on it. I worry about your marks, Miss Taryn. They show nearly a full lack of comprehension, frankly speaking. I don’t believe you were paying attention yesterday, but you were quite out of sorts…” Cristabel asserted, crossing her arms with a disappointed look.

“Yes, Madam Deluth. I,” Taryn paused to collect her thoughts, “have not been acclimating well. It was only last night that I began to recover. I do not… feel comfortable. The other girls have started to welcome me, and it goes some way toward helping, but I still feel wrong. I apologize for not paying attention, but my emotional state… It ebbs and flows, unfamiliarly.” Taryn frowned in return and hung her head.

Cristabel stood to embrace Taryn softly. “Oh, my dear… there is much to learn and you have only just begun to dip your feet in. If you do not feel comfortable, we will have to adjust until you do. Would you like me to speak to Madam Beauchamp about allowing you to wear slacks? We could have additional tutoring to catch you up, or whatever you need.” She squeezed, and to her surprise, Taryn turned the hug with soft sniffles.

“S-sorry,” Taryn immediately pulled away, wiping her eyes, “I don’t think I need… that much! I have been… emotional in general, and every little thing is setting me off in a way I’m not familiar with, and… well, I feel wrong! I should feel wrong, right? Shouldn’t I feel like this is… some curse or hellish karma or something?” Taryn’s outburst surprised even her, but Cristabel was quick to embrace the girl again. “…It feels wrong to be so at ease despite that.”

Cristabel blinked and parted from Taryn again. “At ease? Whatever do you mean? Would you like to talk to me about that feeling, Miss Taryn? Surely you know you cannot blame yourself, right?”

“When it first happened, I panicked, I cried, I just… I needed to relearn how to walk for a little while. A month-long sleep drained my strength more than the change did! And it feels ever-more lately that I am in pain of denial more than the change itself, for fear that I may enjoy it. I don’t understand why I feel this way, or why my heart skips when I see my reflection.”

Deluth frowned in sympathy. “Oh, Goddess! I can see why that is distressing you so. You poor thing… So you’re trying to become more comfortable in your exploration?”

“That’s correct. It is difficult to say, to even think! But I thought perhaps on the inside beats the heart of a man and, and yet… was I wrong? I do not know what to think. I shall pen a letter to MagMed. Baroness Reval oversaw my recovery and is seeking a cure. Perhaps… she knows.”

“Very well. I was only worried about you, my dear. Between your fugue yesterday and today’s efforts, as an instructor, of course I am worried. Do keep me apprised of what you learn about yourself? And… try once more to put a musical piece together, with what you now know of dissonance and chords, and I shall forget about your unfortunate work so far.” Cristabel smiled brightly and patted Taryn’s hand.

Taryn weakly smiled back and nodded. “Of course, Madam Deluth. Thank you for speaking with me.” She dipped into an informal curtsy and hurried after her classmates. Cristabel watched her go with a sigh and returned to preparing the next day’s lessons. What she expected when first made aware of Taryn’s arrival did not appear to even be the half of it.

~~~

It was the first time Taryn opened The Nature of Woman and began delving into who she was or what she was feeling. Penelope was correct in what Sarise Bedeaux surmised; that there was a difference between the inside and out. She read an entire chapter on what it was to be a woman historically, with some remarks based on religion and patriarchal power in some countries.

Sarise Bedeaux’s view on women was that one was not simply a woman, but rather became one, which was… quite apt for Taryn, who physically became one. The more she read, the easier it was to understand the terms Bedeaux used, delving into philosophy and psychology, and the state of womanhood itself.

It was particularly illuminating, and for a time after the first two chapters, Taryn stared blankly at her door, turning the idea over and over in her head like you would laundry on a washboard. Given cause to doubt herself and what she was, she sat in quiet contemplation until a knock sounded from the door.

It again opened unbidden, and predictably, Therese peeked inside. “There you are! C’mon, you’re late for Le Guin’s class!”

“Oh! I didn’t even realize that much time had passed!” Bouncing from her bed, Taryn hurried out the door, trailing Therese in a hurry. When they arrived, Le Guin had a disapproving look on her face.

“Nice of you to join us, Miss Taryn. Were you too busy working your hair this morning?” Le Guin asked in a joking manner with a soft grin, gesturing for Taryn and Therese to take their seats.

“My apologies, Madam Le Guin. I was engrossed in a book and lost my train of thought.” Taryn sheepishly replied, holding up one of the two she brought with her, The Nature of Woman, and easing into her seat. “It is something Penelope allowed me to borrow, and has already given me… much to think about.”

“Very well, I cannot rightly complain if you were studying literature, as today is a literature class. Do you have your copy of His Savage Gaze?” Le Guin plucked up her own copy and took her place at the front of the class. “Has everyone finished chapter one?” The fatigued murmurs of pre-lunch acknowledgment answered. “Very well, let us begin on chapter two. Turn your books to page seventeen, and Taryn, read aloud the page.”

Taryn began reading from the second chapter of the assigned text, where Annabelle Santori arrived at her uncle’s palace. She was a new duchess. She hadn’t an idea how to comport herself, how to dress, hell—she had never truly learned etiquette! Her mother was a commoner, and her father was estranged. An unfortunate set of circumstances for a noblewoman.

“Erica, the next page, please.” Le Guin instructed. Erica began reading. There, Annabelle met new people, her maids and local, if lesser, noblewomen. Annabelle always seemed to identify more with the commoners in her employ, and it took some chiding from even them to dress her station, which came with the unfortunate side effect of spending more time dressing up than attending the functions she did like to attend.

Cultures clashed. She felt she didn’t belong.

Therese followed Erica, then Jessamine, then Penelope. Annabelle’s story expanded, with more characters, her noblewomen friends, and new events. She was overwhelmed, and clearly didn’t belong. She wrote countless letters to her friends back home, took solace in her servants, and doubted very much that she needed many.

The chapter ended after Taryn read a third page, and it truly felt as if she were there. To have it marked down in words made her feel quite odd. Identifying with a character in a similar scenario almost made her feel like she might be in a story herself! Though, Taryn wryly wished there to be a few more dragons and sword fights or… something, like the books she was taught to read with. That contemplative daydreaming was broken as Le Guin spoke. “That was chapter two of His Savage Gaze. From your reading of chapters one and two, what can we infer of Annabelle Santori’s character?” Le Guin asked the class. “What kinds of traits does she have, and how does she differ from her peers?”

“She’s humble,” Jessamine answered, “as she has not lived the life the others have, so she… doesn’t act like them?”

Le Guin nodded before Penelope also answered. “She is considerate of others’ time, treating her servants with respect.”

“As one should!” Le Guin replied with a smile, before noticing Taryn, who had folded her hands in a nervous attempt to shrink from sight. “Miss Taryn, I am sure you have something to add. The book was chosen before we knew of your coming, but I would imagine it to be somewhat fortuitous for you.”

“Yes, Madam Le Guin. Annabelle, she…” Taryn paused, as if to collect her thoughts. In that particular moment, she felt such a strong connection to the character that she feared she would speak her own issues as Annabelle’s. “She feels lost.”

“Lost how? Please be specific with your answers.” Le Guin chided, but softer than her natural edge seemed to be.

“She is humble because she hasn’t lived the life others have. She is considerate of others because of that, and… if you are relegated to the common folk, your attitude matters more. A noblewoman could treat others with scorn and receive little consequence, but she was neither raised that way nor became that way. And…”

Again, a pregnant pause stripped her voice of power and forced Taryn to rethink what she would say. “She feels lost because she is in a life that is not her own. Her friends are far and wide, but letters will not soothe the ache. Her new friends are not wholly relatable! She is lost because she’s… lonely. Surrounded as she is with people she does relate to, though they treat her as if they are lesser, and surrounded with people who are her equal, though they chide her for the sentimentality. She is lost and alone.”

There was another pause, as if everyone was waiting for the other shoe to drop, but Taryn smiled up to Le Guin. “I mean to say, I can relate heavily to that feeling, even if I do not quite feel that way any longer. So I… hope she gets to where I am, at least, with good friends in her new place, too.” Her eyes swept across Erica, Jessamine, and Penelope with her smile widening before settling on Therese, with reddened cheeks.

“Very good, Miss Taryn. A wonderful answer. That is correct, she is lost and alone.” Le Guin stalked to the front of the class and paced back and forth. “If you are well-acquainted with romance, I am sure you know where that leads—but for the sake of argument, as we cannot all live in romance novels, what are some things Annabelle can do to feel as if she has more control over her life?”

“Maybe she could take up sword fighting.” Therese answered with a matter-of-fact courage, as only a swordswoman would, to raucous laughter, including Le Guin herself!

“I don’t think many women are going to think that’s a valid choice! The argument could be made that we should think it valid, but a good answer nonetheless. She can pick up a hobby. Anything else?” Le Guin was grinning widely as she looked over her class.

“If not a hobby, then research? Academia?” Penelope offered instead, and Erica groaned.

Le Guin was elated at Erica’s suggestion as she paced back toward her desk. “Very good, ladies. Speaking of academia—the plan for your mathematics education is to prepare you for administration of business and household, and I’m afraid some of you are a little behind the others. Penelope and Taryn, you may leave early after we are done here, but I would ask that you… help tutor your peers. As for you three…”

Therese turned to look at the door, but in a flash, Le Guin was there. “Miss Therese. Were you hoping you could run from here before I realized it?”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, madam,” Therese lied politely, “what would I do without your instruction?” Batting her eyelashes innocently, Therese attempted to wriggle out of the direct attention of the instructor.

“Run out of money, most like! Did you learn to count, Miss Therese?” Le Guin snapped, none-too-amused at Therese’s antics. “I believe I have met horses that can at the least do that.”

“I just kinda tossed answers on the paper, of course I know how to count!” Therese snapped back fussily.

“Then perhaps you should try doing so, next time! Jessamine, you spilled ink, so I will need to retest you, Erica… gracious. The mark of an educated woman is how well she commands numbers and you cannot sit idly by and let everyone else do them for you. You three shall receive tutoring from Miss Penelope and Miss Taryn. I shall test you again in one week’s time, and if I do not see marked improvement, I shall have to resort to more direct means of education!” Le Guin smiled that horrifyingly thin smile, as if the very threat should have caused their minds to wander into terrible things.

To which Jessamine, of course, replied, “Promise?!”

~~~

“Milady!” Alexandra cried as she answered the door. Lady Taryn had returned to the villa with friends in tow, and Alexandra threw her arms around her as if she’d been gone for years.

“Alexandra! I’ve scarcely been gone three days, please!” Despite the surprise, Taryn smiled brightly. “Please have tea and a light lunch prepared; we are going out onto the town before our next class. And if Elizabeth is wandering about, please see her to us in the dining hall.”

“At once, milady!” Alexandra replied hastily, practically skipping into the kitchens to send the order, and without a trip to be seen.

“She seems excitable.” Penelope asserted, fixing her eyeglasses in place again and marveling at the extravagance of the villa. To be sure, it was smaller than her family’s home, the castle overlooking the Antiga-Cassia border, but it seemed… emptier, somehow, despite its smaller size.

Maids crossed from time to time, pausing to curtsy, with Taryn replying in response. “I only slept here for a night before taking my things to the academy. I am glad to see it has been kept in good repair in my… short absence.” Taryn led her procession up the stairs and leftward toward the dining hall.

“Hmph. This is not at all what I expected. It looks the same as the last time I was here.” Erica remarked haughtily. “You simply must redecorate.”

“Ease up on her, Erica! She’s been here less time than any of us have. I’m sure when Taryn decides what to keep, she’ll have it decorated. And maybe have some company over.” Therese teased Taryn, nudging with her shoulder. Taryn responded to that by discreetly gripping onto some of Therese’s fingers with a maroon blush.

Therese smiled, but Jessamine put her hands on her hips. “It really could do with some proper lighting and someone living here beyond the maids.”

Taryn scoffed. “Oh, it’s fine! The villa has far too much space for me alone, though… I suppose a nice cut-out to watch the waves roll in would be quite the sight.”

Alexandra and Elizabeth entered, each carrying a tray. While Alexandra carefully poured tea—sans clumsiness, even!—Elizabeth served triangles of tea sandwiches, fluffy and filled with seafood and greens, as well as a thick sheaf of paper, coupled with ink and quill.

“Lady Taryn. It is nice to see you again, though I did not expect you so soon, else I may have prepared further for your arrival. These documents will require your approval, my lady.” Elizabeth said, before taking a passive overwatch. “In addition, we shall have need of a signet ring, and a craftsman has offered his services for a competitive price.”

“I see.” Taryn replied matter-of-factly, before sipping tea, newly poured by Alexandra, and promptly shoveling a sandwich in after it. She chewed softly, nose wrinkling at the all-too-familiar taste of sea bass. “I will have to think of a design.” Her eyes scanned each sheet of paper as she scribbled a signature messily upon them.

“You won’t be using the Moxley crest?” Penelope asked, curiously.

Erica huffed. “Perhaps she believes she is her own woman and needs something unique.” Signet rings were used to seal missives in wax, and so of course a proper artisan was usually reserved for creating one. Given that each must be unique, they had little value outside of this, and needed to be made custom, at a rather exorbitant price.

“I do actually, Erica. I cannot use the Moxley foxtail as it is already in use.” Taryn retorted as she scribbled an uneven signature on paper after paper—with at least a little more than a cursory glance at them, and much more of a glance at Therese. “I think I have an idea.” She smiled brightly, quickly polished off her part of the tea sandwiches, and finally finished up the signatures. “Thank you for lunch. Are you doing well, Alexandra?”

“She is.” Elizabeth countered. “She hasn’t broken a dish since you arrived.”

Alexandra beamed, but averted her eyes. In carefully constrained, if still accented words, she responded. “I’m just not so worried about being clumsy anymore and it… kinda works! Thank you, Lady Taryn. Will you be staying long?”

“Unfortunately, we have one more class today, and will be visiting the markets for shopping.” Penelope replied. Erica nodded, though she leveled a stare at Alexandra and Elizabeth with a curious look on her face.

“We should probably head out, don’tcha think?” Jessamine asked, smiling at the two maids. “Thank you for the lovely little lunch.”

“Milady’s guests are always welcome!” Alexandra excitedly replied with a bright smile, and Therese grinned.

“Well, I guess it’s time to go, eh?” Therese asked, more like a statement than a question, nudging Taryn softly as she stood. “Remember, we’re gonna have a bout later!”

“Yeah, yeah…” Taryn smiled warmly and used Therese’s shoulder to help herself to her feet before offering her hand to her. “Let’s go, girls!”
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The streets of Therine had an entirely distinct feeling to them when Taryn was not riding above them. While the streets of Antissa were always a-bustle with travelers and locals alike, the claustrophobic channels between the Therine market stalls were overcrowded, full of the yelling of merchants and bartering of buyers. At her best, Taryn would have trouble navigating it, but now her dress was snagging, and she ricocheted between people nearly uncontrollably.

Therese was a bit like an unbending oak, though the crowds beat like wind over a swift river, and even she was faltering, as well. Of the five of them, she was clearly the tallest, but the only ones who had successfully experienced this kind of congested market were Jessamine and Erica. Hand in hand and relying on them, they worked their way from stall to stall. At least Taryn wasn’t alone—while her skirt caught, Therese’s scabbard would too.

Truly, Taryn had never seen something like this, so she held onto Therese and Penelope’s hands as if her life depended on it. Thankfully, an opening soon broke in the crowd. The stalls ran in a curve toward the beach, opening in strips where passersby, on foot or by carriage or horse, could reach separate layers of shops, stalls, and inns. From above, they would look like waves of multi-colored stalls, all rippling from the beach, and while the crowd opened up in those strips, it was possible to get crushed underfoot if you weren’t paying attention.

The ring of a blacksmith’s hammer lifted Therese’s head, and Penelope and Taryn followed suit. “There’s a smithy! I’ll go pick up the training swords and meet back up with you girls, alright?” She was clearly excited, but Taryn wasn’t entirely.

Taryn hadn’t needed to consider a practice sword for a while, as the armory in Castle Maximillian was replete with them. All Taryn needed to do was take one from the racks in the training grounds behind the castle proper—actually not far from MagMed—and go to town on a dummy or sparring partner. Roger was well-suited, but Marcia was better than Taryn and Roger both somehow, a fact which Lea, who definitely wasn’t, found extremely hilarious. Lea was probably better than Taryn was now, though Taryn was probably prettier, and she would most likely find that fact somewhat less amusing.

“I’ll go with you. I am interested in the metallurgical processes here and how they compare to the artisans back home.” Penelope answered in reply. Both women gazed at Taryn as if expecting her to follow.

“Oh, come now! Surely you have seen more than your fair share of swords and such, Taryn dear! Come with us.” Jessamine countered with an almost seductive glint to her eyes—not that it wasn’t her natural bearing, only that it seemed much more pronounced—and took Taryn’s wrist.

Erica rolled her eyes arrogantly. “Cosmetics, accessories, and beautiful garments! Why, we would have you free of your tawdry wardrobe in no time! I’m sure they can choose their silly little toys on their own, but for fashion, there are none more suited to your education than moi.” Somehow, that only made Taryn more nervous.

Casting her glance at Therese, Taryn shrugged. “A longsword will be fine. Prince Brendan had my sword trimmed down to arming sword length, but with a longer hilt for two hands. I’ve tried one-handed since, but it’s still a bit rough for me! Jessamine, please don’t pull so much—I’ll see you soon, Therese!”

Therese shook her head bemusedly, offered Penelope her hand, and disappeared into the crowd. Jessamine tugged firmer on Taryn’s wrist, leading her into the fray with Erica in tow, and Taryn’s nervousness peaked as Therese’s head finally left her view.

“So! The princess bequeathed you plenty of clothes, but do you know how to buy outfits together on your own yet? And you didn’t have any fresh cosmetics, so we will have to purchase them. Furthermore, you’ve been wearing the same shoes this entire time! Goodness! We will need to start from the beginning with accessorizing. You won’t catch the eye of any suitor dressed like a country bumpkin!” Erica remarked all-too-freely as she slid between stalls like some manner of snake. This was her territory.

“Deirdre’s clothes are often oversized for her, so they barely fit me well.” Taryn replied quietly, the din of the crowd nearly drowning her out. “I don’t think I really want to catch anyone’s eyes if I’m being honest, and if I have to, I’d prefer it not to be men!”

“Yes, I’m sure you’d feel like that, but I highly recommend trying it at least once! Some men can be truly ravenous!” Jessamine quipped as she tugged Taryn along like an out-of-control hound. “I can see the fabrics ahead, so we aren’t far now!”

The markets opened up to a sight that put Therine’s fields of grain to shame. Violets and yellows, reds and blues, whites, blacks, like an illusory rainbow after a crisp spring rain, and Taryn—Goddess strike her—could not quite decide where to raptly stare. It wasn’t only the fabrics and clothing on display, but of other women too, dressed in a dizzying and intimidating cornucopia of color.

While the women in Antissa typically wore plain finery, owing mostly to the cost of dyes, those in Therine were alive in hues—no two were dyed the same! Taryn didn’t get the chance to speak her mind before Erica jostled her forward, but given that her thoughts scattered like leaves in the wind, she wouldn’t be adding much, regardless.

“Keep moving, Taryn, this is no place to stand around, you’ll be trampled by a horse.” Erica commanded haughtily, taking her other wrist and promptly dragging her into the fray once again, with Jessamine at her side.

“Uh! R-right, right, I just, I was staring a little! Um, where are we going? That is, do you have a stall in mind? Or maybe some kind of store?” Taryn finally squeaked out as the other girls slowed to a walking gait.

“Oh, sweetheart, you’re clueless!” Jessamine said eerily, so Taryn gazed at Erica quizzically. Erica simply shook her head, though, so Taryn received no real answer.

“No, I’m not! I’ve done much of my shopping on my own and yet, for clothing, it’s—well, I normally just have them adjusted afterward if I need to and wear whatever. Are we going to a particular tailor?”

“Absolutely not! We will take these stalls row by row and stop when we see something we fancy! Have you never shopped with a woman before?” Erica turned on her toe to chide Taryn, gesturing with her finger. “We will find whatever we would like to wear, in whatever fabrics and colors we fancy! Then we may try it on if we must, have it tailored, and pick it up at a time of our choosing!”

As admonished as Taryn felt, she didn’t quite get it. “Um, but—we don’t have a lot of time today, Madam Beauchamp needs a gift and if we are late to her class, would she not punish us? I am not inclined towards taking a paddling!”

“Oh please, with a backside like yours, you’ll hardly feel it! No complaints, now. We shall make you beautiful enough that neither Therese nor I could resist your charms!” Jessamine teased. With a wide, quite less predatory smirk, she led her into the narrow stall-ways, and Taryn, for her part, had no answer for that. Surely she was not so mesmerizing that even Therese would have trouble resisting. Was she? No. Surely not, but the thought brought enough color to her face that it looked at home in the myriad bazaars.

~~~

Clothes. It was clothes, of course. Jessamine and Erica promised her clothes, and clothes they had delivered. Taryn only wished there weren’t so many things they’d somehow taken notes to revisit on their way past. This one was just the latest, a lovely violet dress, nonetheless attached to a far-too-narrow corseted waist, with conservative sleeves that left the shoulders bare!

“This design is all the rage in Farin, tu vois, not a fanciful lass goes by without staring in awe, and the men won’t be able to keep their hands off of you!” The… apparent salesman claimed, thick Farinian accent catching Taryn’s ear, but his services were no longer necessary. Her “friends” had seen to that—she was already wearing it!

Well… Mostly. “But you must stop struggling, girl,” he continued in his flamboyant tone, tugging firmly at the laces of the corset, “or we cannot fit you in this dress! You are far too bulky! Have you never properly worn a corset before?!” The tailor interrogated, but Taryn didn’t stop struggling until, with a firm tug, the man finally tightened her waist enough to fit the dress properly. By then, the air had been forced from her lungs.

She whimpered, while Jessamine and Erica giggled away. But despite being barely able to catch her breath, the excruciating tightness of the dress as the tailor buttoned it up only made it worse, and Taryn gasped for air in a near-panic. “I–haven’t–worn–for–long!” She choppily tried to exclaim between deep gasps, only for Erica to put her hands on her shoulders.

“Listen, Taryn. Breathe with your chest. Relax. If you faint, we’ll have to carry you back! And look, you are precious in this dress! Why, I would almost imagine you to be a noblewoman instead of some commoner wench!” Erica prodded. “She does strike quite the pose, is it not so? Oh yes, you would not be out of place in a proper ball wearing this!”

“Oui, and once you fit this dress, you are very beautiful, non? Perhaps a bow for your hair or perhaps a hat, and you will be quite fetching,” the tailor regaled, likely from saying it to his many happy customers, “what do you think?” He turned Taryn to a mirror to see herself, his toothy smile bright. “Très magnifique, oui?”

“I-I ah…” Taryn replied as she stared at her beautiful reflection. Her face simply couldn’t get any redder, and she idly hoped it couldn’t get worse than it was, but she was pretty in a… still unfamiliar way. Erica’s cosmetic care, with her own braid, in this dress—! Taryn forgot to breathe for a moment, sending her back into the struggle for air, but no, she was a picture of near-perfection, were she not gasping like a fish washed upon the beaches! “I don’t know if it’s for me, but it looks nice…”

“I think she likes it,” Jessamine said with a knowing smirk as she took over for the tailor, gently unlacing the dress’s corsetry, if only slightly, before tucking the new remainder into the dress’s folds, “ah, but of course, this is a fortuitous color…” Erica and Jessamine locked eyes and smiled together. “Therese’s favorite color is violet.”

“I’ll take it.” Taryn replied so quickly that she surprised even herself, with a mix of relief and embarrassment. “Uh, that is, for the right price, of course. Thank you for unlacing me, Jessamine. I would say I would never be caught dead in one of these, but with the way it makes me breathe, I fear I would be!”

It didn’t take much haggling. The dress alone cost more than Taryn’s weekly pay in the capital and she felt a strange mix of excitement and guilt as she walked away from the stall, as she splurged on additional tailoring so she wouldn’t need to be laced quite so tightly in it. Though it would take time to be tailored, she had other things to carry already, and there was still much to do!

All three girls hopped from stall to stall, splitting to gather still more as they went. Taryn herself purchased three light dresses of local make, thinly woven and breathy, as the approaching spring rains would give way to stiflingly wet heat, a suite of cosmetics, as well as a few ribbons to aid in her hair experiment endeavors. And when finally she could carry no more, she met up with Jessamine and Erica before they made their way back to the forges.

Juggling her things, Taryn watched the crowds move around, only to slip between them more deftly than when she came through the first time. In the process, however, she was paying more attention to the flow of traffic than to what, and who, was in front of her. This lack of attention was immediately punished as she bumped into Erica. As she gazed up, however, it was clear why Erica had stopped. A crowd had begun to form, and in the middle of it, a man with a sword drawn… and Therese, with hers drawn too!

Therese’s face was burning with rage, and her glare could wither grapes off the vine, but the man goading her seemed not to realize the perilous place he was in.

“Honestly, why don’t you go get your husband before you hurt yourself? Women shouldn’t be carrying swords! And that hair! Did you cut it with your husband’s blade too? But if you insist, then perhaps I’ll start by cutting those clothes off—you’d look better in a dress, anyway!” The man jeered, pointing his dinky little shortsword in Therese’s direction, though with a plainly amateurish grip. If you knew nothing about swordplay, you’d be forgiven for feeling threatened, but Therese was well-acquainted and irascible in a way men might never realize until it was too late.

“Sir,” Therese sarcastically replied, voice hovering on the edge of losing her patience and her temper, “with all due respect, save yourself the embarrassment and be on your way. I have neither the time to duel you nor do I much care to clean you off of my sabre’s edge.”

Predictably, the man erupted in anger, and swiped his shortsword at Therese with a step a few centimeters too far for his frame. It was quite the show to see how Therese took him down to size! First, she stepped inward—the man slashed wide and stepped too far, so she stepped on his foot, tapped his shortsword with her sabre, neatly plunging it to the ground, and quickly brought it to rest at his neck, just under his chin.

There were a few gasps from the crowd as Taryn tried to make her way through it, but at the deafening ringing of a bell, the crowd began to disperse. The uniforms of the city guards were an eye-catching taupe and bright blue–not Taryn’s first choice, that was for certain–and they swiftly began breaking up Therese and the blubbering man who had been resoundingly defeated.

The dispersal of the crowd made it only slightly easier to hurry up to the clearing, but the guards still blocked Taryn’s path. “Excuse me.” Taryn asked a guard, who… ignored her. He was raising his voice at both Therese and the man, threatening them both with the city gaol for disturbing the peace.

“Enough is enough! This is the market, not a coliseum! If you two want to duel, the good people of Therine will demand recompense!” That guard tore into them, “Disturbing the peace calls for a week in the gaols, and armed no less!”

Taryn tugged at the man’s sleeve, careful not to drop her things. “Excuse me, sir…”

“You two have been well past rambunctious! Think of the property damage, or the harm you could have caused each other! If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were begging for a gaol ce—”

“Excuse me, sir!” Taryn screamed, and the guard nearly jumped out of his skin. “There! Now that I have your attention,” Taryn whirled the guard around to lay into him, “I admire your candor in keeping the peace, good sir, but I cannot have my retinue being harassed in the streets because this small man decided a woman should not own her own sword! The last time I checked, I was a woman and owned my own sword as well! Is that any reason to harass us in the streets?” Perhaps she felt a little indignant, but it was well worth it to throw her weight around.

“And who do you think you are, miss? I would have you know that I am a city guard, and have the ultimate say on who is committing a crime or not—unless you would like me to add you to the report?” The gruff guard, clearly used to getting his way with complaining citizenry, smirked and started to turn back around until he saw she was holding out a scroll.

“I am Countess Lesaan. Taryn Moxley—surely you’ve received the report that I have arrived and have taken up my responsibilities? Perhaps you could escort me to this gaol of yours? I believe I would like to have a word with your captain about your job performance!” Taryn answered the smirk with one of her own, and the tone of her voice clearly caused the man to tense.

The guard took the scroll and eyed through it slowly, struggling to read its plain language. When finally the realization dawned, his eyes widened. “No, countess! T-That will not be necessary. What would you have me do instead?” The guard asked obsequiously, clearly cowed by Taryn’s authority, and straightened to stand at attention.

“Let them go. I believe that poor sod has soaked his trousers and should keep his mouth shut for a while, and the girl here has done nothing but defend her own honor in his face. As she is my personal guard to boot, I would appreciate it if you would excuse their behavior for now. Should it happen again, I would have the man arrested, but I believe he has learned his lesson.” 

“Very well, Countess. B-by your leave.” The guard meekly beat a hasty retreat, and what crowd that was left dispersed to go about their business, though the difference was subtle outside of the clearing. Taryn hunched her shoulders and sighed, first helping the soggy man up to his feet, then smiling at Therese. “Sir, I would change your behavior before you regret it! Were I not in a pleasant mood, I would have had her run you through instead of merely humiliate you. Off you trot!” The man ran off in a strange way—indeed, he had soiled himself.

Therese grinned widely and finally sheathed her sabre. “Well, you sure took your sweet time, my lady. I was just about to take him to the cobbles!” Therese sidled up close and took Taryn’s arm. “I guess I should resume my bodyguard duty, huh?” Her sarcastic wit really did shine through everything that came out of her mouth, and Therese wrapped an arm around to Taryn’s shoulder to walk with her on the way home. “I have our practice blades, but Penelope was quite disappointed. Blast furnaces or whatever—she’ll know about that more than I!” Flirtatious wit aside, she seemed unharmed.

“You most definitely dispatched him with quickness, Therese. You give the impression of a woman who has done that often.” Penelope quipped slyly as she met Taryn. “We have tarried overlong, however. Shall we retire to the academy?”

Erica and Jessamine carried packs of goods they had scoured from the markets, though Erica offered one to Taryn. “Here you are. One full set of accessories, hairpins and combs, and the like. You will be needing these! I shall direct you tonight, before we bathe, so you may wash your face afterward. It would not do for you to wear cosmetics overnight.”

“You’ll ruin your pillowcase and it can damage your skin, you know.” Jessamine added. Arm in arm, the girls continued back toward the academy.

“Uh… I’ll keep that in mind?” Taryn replied casually. With her hands full, she let Therese carry the two practice swords on her own. “Oh! We forgot a gift… The entire reason we came!”

Therese began looking around for trinkets to hastily purchase. Unfortunately, the markets were becoming even more crowded, so it was all the group could do not to be swept away. Instead of risking being separated and lost between stalls, they gripped each other’s hands until they could force their way into the main thoroughfare. “I don’t think I ever want to go there again,” a shocked Taryn whined quietly, hefting her load and shifting her weight, “so many people, and so very hot…”

“You merely need to understand their movement, Taryn! I am certain it will come with time.” Erica schemed, clearly with the next shopping trip on her mind, “And you can be sure there will be many more times before we quit the academy.”

“I would much rather pay additional charges for a courier to deliver my goods as needed, personally.” Penelope whispered, dusting off her dress before the girls crossed the thoroughfare to walk in what little shade granted by Therine’s buildings.

For all the talk of Therine as a resort and trading hub, the sun beat hot even in the winter and shade was hard to come by, save for the afternoon, just as the sun dipped back down. Its position cast stubby shadows from the more permanent architecture of the city proper. All morning long, the sun shone across storefronts—stone-make bleached by its ire—and throughout the overcrowded markets. It was little wonder why the majority of the locals, like Madam Le Guin, and to a greater extent, Madam Beauchamp, were deeply sun-kissed.

Far from being merely exciting for the women, who were from deep inland and more used to temperate or flatly chilly climes, the market perusal and heavy state of dress exhausted them more than most. By the time they returned to Marianne’s, the sweltering exertion had taken its toll, and deeply regretting their choice of apparel, struggling to catch their collective breaths, they were met in the chapel by Madam Beauchamp herself.

She looked none too happy for their tardiness.

“There you are! What is the meaning of this? Wandering off without so much as a ‘by your leave,’ gallivanting through the markets—what do you have to say for yourselves?” Madam Beauchamp spouted, though she seemed a touch more relieved than angry.

Erica, who was not used to being challenged in any way, opened her mouth to retort. “We are adults, Madam Beauchamp, and wished only to see the markets. We were held overlong an–”

“Don’t take that tone with me, girl! It was you who put them up to it then?” Erica recoiled from Madam Beauchamp’s harsh tone and averted her eyes, but the older woman wasn’t done. “All of you, up to class! We will be having it right now! And don’t think for a moment you shall not be punished for this transgression! Go!” She was basically screaming at that point.

“Yes, Madam Beauchamp!” They answered in unison, resigned more than worried. But… Taryn had to make it worse.

“Madam Beauchamp, please don’t punish them harshly. I required a retinue to visit my estate. Unlike the others, I do have a peerage to look after, and it is my fault that they visited the markets so late.” Taryn said, voice dripping with something akin to sorrow. “We also worried for you, as we noticed Madam Le Guin and Madam Deluth bringing your breakfast upstairs, and wanted to bring you a gift.”

When Taryn brought out a violet ribbon—one she purchased for herself, but given in lieu of an actual gift bought for her—Madam Beauchamp looked almost touched for just a moment. “Very well. Then I shall punish you alone, Miss Taryn. And let it be a lesson for next time. You are required to inform us before venturing outside of the academy.”

“Yes, madam.” Taryn hung her head as she climbed the stairs into the Academy proper to follow the rest of the girls.

After traipsing through the markets for much of the day, Madam Beauchamp’s class was exceedingly difficult. The dipping for curtsies made every girl—except Therese, predictably—whine in exertion. The posture training was next; stiff-boned corsetry was applied to force every woman into an upright position, though plainly, only Penelope, Therese, and Taryn needed its adjustment to help their posture.

Finally, at the end of class was conjugation; the precise pronunciation of words. The socially accepted “norm” was for noblewomen to be soft spoken but educated, taking care not to use emphasis when it would do without, lest they call attention to themselves. While none of the girls were particularly fond of such a thing, and indeed, society had begun to change as the Church of Light Everlasting did not have a grip upon it any longer, these older traditions were still adhered to, especially for noblewomen.

Taryn herself regarded this as a formality. Wars and turmoil often changed things, and not always for the better. The decline of noblewomen trained in flowery language did the soldier for whom academics were never in the cards well. But Beauchamp was exacting, precise, and venomous in her pursuit of making even a fool such as Taryn speak like any other noblewoman, no matter her stock. Frankly, it was a witheringly humiliating gesture.

She persevered, however ridiculous it was. Noblewomen who expected to wield some influence at court, or perhaps, to at least avoid embarrassing their husbands, who much more commonly did wield that influence, required at least this much. She dismissively mocked the idea in silence. It wouldn’t do were I to neglect my studies! Ick.

By the end of the class, Taryn could just about approximate any snooty noblewoman, but, of course, there was some playful mocking of Erica, who seemed to have mastered it at a young age. The very notion of speaking that way was ridiculous, and all five of them had been slipping into more casual speech when together.

And yet Beauchamp was satisfied. Owing to their lateness, the sun had dipped low enough that even the western sky bore only the last persimmon embers, and the din died down. For a glorious moment, Taryn thought Madam Beauchamp had, in her old age, forgotten just what she promised she was going to do. But that was not the case.

“Miss Taryn. Come, place your hands on the table. Miss Erica! Lift her skirts.” Madam Beauchamp commanded. Erica and Taryn shared glances—and Taryn could make out the pity in Erica’s eyes as they did as was commanded. Averting her eyes, so as to not see the other girls staring at her posterior, trussed in twice-frilled pantaloons this day, Taryn clenched her jaw and her cheeks to prepare.

“Five for leaving without permission. Three for failing to be punctual, and two for attempting to pass off one of your ribbons as a gift for my troubles. Stay still.” Beauchamp commanded, pulling from the wall a weathered paddle. Taryn did not want to think of how many times it had been used.

She braced further, inhaling just a bit to try to stave off every bit of pain she could muster. She knew better from her father’s frequent strikes in her childhood that it would do no good, but hope for the hopeless might’ve just worked, if she’d fooled herself with it in time. She heard the whoosh of Madam Beauchamp’s paddle before it struck her backside with a sharp thwack, and Taryn leaned forward with a gasp.

The second came faster, but this time, she squeaked. By the fifth, tears were stinging at the corner of her eyes, and the sting each left, carefully positioned with experienced grace, seemed to cover every centimeter of her backside! After the sixth sickening smack, the tears flowed freely, and the strength was leaving Taryn’s arms as she struggled, sniffled, and sobbed.

Humiliated, Taryn leaned forward a bit further, onto her elbows, desperately trying to abate the sting with anything she could. But the seventh removed any fleeting hope of that being possible, and by the tenth, her cries were throaty and raspy. Madam Beauchamp neither lied nor jested when she threatened them with the paddle.

“Let this be a lesson for you. Release her skirts, Miss Erica. And the rest of you! What do we say when a lesson has been taught?”

“Thank you, Madam Beauchamp.” They practically sang in unison, accompanied, as always, with curtsies.

“And you, Miss Taryn? I did not hear you.” Madam Beauchamp gleefully stung.

Taryn attempted to regain her composure, but her face was red, eyes puffy with tears. “Th-th-thank you, M-madam Beauchamp.” And on shaky knees, and she, too, offered a curtsy.

“Very good. Tomorrow shall be your first free day, but remember to request your leave so we may be advised of your plans should you wish to see Therine. You are dismissed!” Placing the paddle back upon the wall, where it hung upon a nearly deadened doornail, Madam Beauchamp harangued the girls as they filed out in hurried mincing.

~~~

Naturally, soaked in sweat and exhausted, the bath would come before supper. “Owwww… it huuuurts…” Taryn whined childishly, as she pumped the bellows to stoke the fire pit. Heating a bath required water, of course, pumped in this case up from reservoirs fed by the Halles River, which delivered water to the sweltering beaches of Lesaan. 

Though magic was used to keep it clean, the rarity of the gifted kept these reservoirs closer to larger cities, like Therine. That pumped water also required something to heat it with for maximum relaxation, as well. In this case, it was a bellows pump, stoking a low flame to heat smooth stone. Smoke from the burning of wood leached out through a chimney stack, and those heated rocks were deposited directly into the water.

While Therese pumped the water, Penelope retrieved the hot rocks to insert into the stone-hewn tub they shared, but even when all was said and done, and the heat-radiating rocks started to boil the water, more water needed to be pumped to bring the temperature down. It was a damned sight more convenient than bringing water in buckets, at least, but still wicked the last of their energy away.

Finally, with contented sighs, each girl dipped into the bath in turn, even though Taryn winced as she did so.

“Really, you didn’t have to do that. I’m not in favor of receiving the paddle, but we could have shared a lesser amount. You wouldn’t have cried.” Erica dismissively suggested as she nestled into her normal spot in the bath.

“There was more than enough reason for every one of us to be punished, Taryn. Do you think yourself a heroine of some sort? Perhaps you are the one who reads too many stories.” Penelope sharply rebuked. “We are not delicate flowers who need saving from our own decisions.”

“You don’t all have to pile on. I would think the way I was sobbing a-after that was enough.” Taryn replied softly, averting her eyes as she sank into the bath next.

“I was planning on the spankings personally, but you ruined that for me. How are you going to make up for that, hmm?” Jessamine teased, splashing Taryn playfully.

Finally, Therese joined them. “Honestly, she worked her brains out in the cliffs of Cassia, ‘course she thinks she’s a heroine.” Nudging Taryn as she flopped into the tub herself, she continued ribbing, “‘Course, she probably likes them as much as you do, Jessamine. I could do it for you too, you know.”

“I find that quite hard to believe!” Jessamine spouted, half-giggling. She started to clean herself with a chunk of soap and linen towel. “Realistically… it loses something when I have to ask for it.”

“Goddess, are all of you perverts?!” Erica exclaimed, scrubbing with her own soap. The sweat disagreed with her complexion. “The fact remains—no matter how our companion here might have enjoyed it—you do not need to sacrifice yourself for us, when we plainly decided of our own accord. Frankly, it is rude and infantilizing.”

“I am in agreement with Erica. Though that shall not stop me from offering something that will treat… shall we say, minor pains in the backside?” Penelope quipped. “A plant that grows in the Cassian steppes, as well as the southern reaches of our own fair kingdom, bears an oil with properties that may be useful in numbing the pain.”

“I’d like that, if you could find any, this far west! Thank you.” Taryn muttered, holding herself close in the warm water, and leaning to not put too much weight on her still-stinging behind. “It hurt more than I expected it to! She is so old, who knew she could still swing a paddle like that!”

“I’ll help you with it after supper.” Therese offered, wrapping an arm around Taryn. It was obvious to the other girls when Taryn tensed, shifted, and relaxed with her face burning red. “Hopefully Penelope’s oil stuff will work by tomorrow, if she has any?” Therese glanced at Penelope just long enough to see her nod before leaning in with Taryn again.

“Therese! I—they’re all…” Taryn sputtered, just loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Well aware that you shared a bed last night. After all, you were far better put together this morning than you could do by yourself.” Jessamine interrupted.

“What exactly you were doing could only have filled a romance novel. It is quite popular in Farin at the moment. Stories of relationships between two boys, or two girls. Even I am not so oblivious…” Penelope followed, grinning softly to herself. “Though I must confess, I am not equipped to know how that works! With men, it is more simple! I have some for her behind, but the others you asked for the other day will be delayed a few weeks. I’ve sent a courier already!”

“Holding hands and flirting all day. You could not possibly be more obvious if you tried—and I see your sidelong glances at each other! And, speaking of your rudeness in infantilizing us, I’ve heard not a word of what happened! To spare us the gossip is not a kindness, but cruelty!” Erica crossed her arms under her chest and glared. “So? Speak.”

Therese and Taryn shared a look, and Taryn sunk beneath the water to try to hide her reddened cheeks. Therese began to explain. “Taryn and I grew within a few hours’ ride of each other, and our families are incredibly close. She and I have been friends for some time, but haven’t seen each other for the last… eight years?”

“I joined the army shortly after my mother died. I didn’t share that I would with anyone, but I was fifteen summers.” Taryn explained, staring down at the rippling bathwater. “Honestly, I just… wanted to prove to myself that I was—” She paused conspicuously and tried again. “Anyway, that’s when Cassia attacked.”

“We had to mobilize the entire marquisate’s smithies and cobblers to supply the army.” Penelope mentioned out of hand, tilting her head. She had not missed Taryn’s pivot. “But owing to the expense, it couldn’t be done consistently, and of course, armorers were far more expensive.”

“Why did they even attack to begin with?” Jessamine asked curiously, leaning in for the story. “Did it have something to do with…”

“The Church of Light Everlasting, yes. For some time it had been declining in the kingdom, and when the crown decreed that it was no longer the state religion owing to the corruption in the clergy…” Taryn began, but she needn’t have finished.

“Cassia declared war. Between Farin effectively disbanding it, and Antiga no longer recognizing it as the king’s religion, instead choosing Unity’s Blessing, they felt as if we may be gearing up to forcibly convert them too.” Therese interrupted. “Right fools that they were. How many people need to die in the name of religion?”

“No, they simply thought we were committing an injustice. I heard that some deacons fed them lies and bribes to start the war under false pretenses, but it was good enough that they thought we really were trying to purge the faith. That’s why we still have diplomatic relations with Cassia right now. Um, anyway… When my service was over, I… did not want to go home, but I visited shortly before setting out for the capital. I managed work as a guard, and that’s when the prince recruited me for the royal guard corps. It didn’t matter to me that I would effectively sign away my right to succession. As the youngest of three, I was never likely to be more than a viscount’s… son. I was lucky, as Brendan was doing his rounds with Commander Oliviera. Four years later, on the princess’s name day…” Taryn frowned as she plucked the memories up in turn.

She needn’t have continued. All present already knew the story from there. “Once I came here and met Therese again, I have tried to keep a strong front but I feel as if I am ill-equipped to be a woman. Not emotionally, at least! And after I had abandoned her to fight for Antiga…”

“Oh, no you don’t. It was plain that you were suffering! I merely offered my shoulder to cry upon. And have we not all risen to the occasion for you? We are friends here, Taryn. You don’t have to pretend you’re alone anymore.” Therese replied softly, releasing Taryn to start scrubbing herself. “And with Penelope’s help, perhaps we shall grow more intimate soon.”

“Well, since they already know, would you mind if… I slept in your room tonight?”

The next weeks passed lazily, and the girls settled into this routine. With plenty of coursework, shopping, and their close quarters, they formed steady friendships, and Taryn and Therese only grew closer. 

It wasn’t long before Penelope shared her concoctions, pain-ebbing aloes and muscle-relaxing oils both, to ease the troubles Madam Beauchamp visited upon them with each successive class.

This finally allowed Taryn and Therese to spar with each other, but it was clear that their meals were not enough to keep their energy up for longer sessions. Therese seemed slightly slimmer, but Taryn did grow slightly bulkier in the exertion, and they resolved to someday soon visit a tavern for some proper meals.

~~~

Captain Oliviera had served the crown for nearly forty years, and in that long tenure had seen plenty of upstart commoners that reminded him of his younger self, but so few nobles that you’d be excused for thinking they never wandered into his barracks.

Alistair Oliviera was a stern man with scars of tempestuous younger days, the ultimate result of which was that he was commander of the crown’s royal guard corps. 

And he was hoping he would be able to retire back to one of the river villages soon, where he’d never have to see a sniveling noble again.

It was an entertaining time that once brought a noble son into his ranks, however. Who ever heard of a nobleman in the infantry? It boggled the mind—the kid could barely ride a horse and looked no older than a teen, comporting himself less a noble than any one of the town drunks would. But orders were orders, and the prince had his man. And for a few summers, he’d surprised him. He didn’t shirk, had sharp eyes and a good sword arm, and a mind for this kind of thing, even if he played the fool often.

It really was a right shame what happened. Whatever magic withered him like grapes left overlong on the vine was something even the mages hadn’t seen. Poor sod’d never fit in his armor again, and wouldn’t be up to snuff for over a year—if even then!

The search for the perpetrator had continued for over two months, but every lead was a dead end. She had covered her tracks well, perhaps too well, and though Oliviera considered the possibility that she was a Cassian spy, he’d seen reports of a woman matching the suspect’s description having caused trouble to them, too. Maybe it was just his age? He’d never had a head for investigations like these. Of course, he was sure that Moxley brat didn’t either, but he was young, and Oliviera wasn’t.

He’d survive, Alistair told himself as he stamped the order that would release Sir Tarence Moxley from his vow, ah, but I was hopin’ he’d be stampin’ mine soon. With a sip of warm wine, he pushed himself to his feet. It was beginning to look like the next rest he’d have was when he was dead.

With a dripping candle flickering and Alistair’s old eyes blurring from rereading textual descriptions of a suspect, he was ready to turn in for the night soon enough. But a solid thudding on his door snapped his head up. “Enter!” He yelled. Not as booming as it used to be, but authoritative.

Alistair could tell by the look of the man who entered, all-too-quietly, that he was some lordling, and he winced from the brighter torchlight and the man’s finery both. Gaudy clothes, not a speck of dirt or mud save for his boots, too clever by half, too formal by moreso, and a face he would’ve liked to punch, if he were a decade younger.

“Guard Commander Oliviera?” The weaselly man asked. Alistair harrumphed. Who the hell else would it be, boy? “I have something to report. About the attack on the princess’s name day.”

The news had spread far and wide throughout the kingdom, and yet nearly two months to the day, there had been more reports coming in than scarcely a week out. All they’d known was that the perpetrators were a bunch of hoodlums from around the capital and a Cassian woman, and the ones that survived couldn’t even give a name for the woman. He received reports like this every time a Cassian woman was sighted in Antissa, which was pretty damned frequent–a few of them had been reported dozens of times–but it’d been months. 

Nobody was on the lookout for the perpetrator anymore but crackpots, and he hadn’t seen her himself. Whoever that lass was, she was good at running and hiding. Between Farin to the east and Cassia to the south, or even Valisarkand, in the southwestern peninsula, she was likely out of reach already.

“Well, out wit’ it, boy, what’ve you seen?” Alistair grumped at the lordling, who shrank at the tone of his voice.

“Ah—I… Scarcely a day before the princess’s name day, my father received a strange guest, which was certainly a woman with a Cassian accent. I was not sure anything was amiss until this week, when she returned. I overheard them arguing about her failure, about how they agreed on a price, whether or not it was successful.”

“So, your da’ paid off a Cassian whore, and she came back t’bleed ‘im again, so what?” Alistair barked, already frustrated with this louse. “Are you gonna go somewhere with this, or just waste what little o’ me night I have to m’self, boy?”

“Sir, I am Cedric Hawthorne, once promised to the princess, and I believe my father made an attempt on the prince’s life in order to have me ascend to the throne. I know not for sure—I am many things, a coward and right prick! But a traitor to the crown I am not. And my father, I was certain he…”

Alistair eased back down into his seat with rapt attention. “Cool yer boots, lad. Tell me more about what ‘appened with ‘er.”
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Therese was stronger than she looked, and she already looked stronger than Taryn felt. Every one of Therese’s swipes was individually less precise, brutish even, but if Taryn’s footing or positioning was askew just the tiniest bit, the impact of Therese’s training sword coming across her own would rattle down to her wrist and up into her shoulder with painful results. She simply wouldn’t be able to get away from the follow-up if she wasn’t bowled over, already! The two used to do this often as children, and even came up with their own rules since, as—despite Therese’s mother’s insistence—her father wouldn’t let her use a real sword so young. What began with wooden swords never transitioned to weightier practice ones while they lived so close, and though neither shirked their practice, it was clear who was the better fighter here.

Still, skill and speed were not everything in a fight. Taryn weaved every time Therese brought her practice longsword to bear in her trademark heavy swings, careful not to be clipped by its blunt edge. It would most certainly bruise if she was struck by it! Taryn was faster on her feet—the benefit of proper training—but she could not match the strength Therese put behind every blow, or the reach she had. While Taryn’s practice sword was of similar length, her arms were shorter, owing to her shorter height. The resulting difference made it paramount to be faster and work to the inside of Therese’s arc. The weeks at the academy and months convalescing prior had dulled her fiercely, but not fiercely enough.

For two sweaty hours in the Therinian morning sun—still warm enough by far to absolutely ruin what thinner, normal clothing the pair wore despite the winter—they sparred. And for two hours, they had traded wins with increasing ferocity. At times, one of them would take a two point lead, only to lose it! Back and forth it went, with the both of them far too pig-headed to concede, even as their bodies cried for rest. 

The “best of fifteen” brawl came to a close as Taryn hesitated overlong in the pocket where Therese couldn’t quite swing her blade, only for Therese to check her with her hips. Taryn stumbled, but dug her hands into Therese’s doublet, and exhaustion and momentum carried them both to the ground.

It was only when the pair heard clapping that they realized they had an audience. Having taken a technically public part of the city—in this case, the fenced in well-packed sand of the city guard’s training ground—it was only a matter of time before they were discovered. Panting heavily, neither Taryn nor Therese much wanted to stand to greet them yet. Though, with how Therese effectively straddled Taryn, perhaps it was better done quickly. They’d been noticed, and some of the city guards’ number were whistling at the sight.

Taryn tried to catch her breath—her stamina was much reduced now and her entire body craved reprieve—and cast a wry look toward the departing night watch, only to see them laughing and joking with their incoming day watch counterparts. They began to split however, when a man in polished breastplate rode in on a horse, barking orders.

“Get to work! What are you standing around for? Are you the city guard or a bunch of horny schoolboys? Go!” The man yelled, marshaling the guards into their normal labor of the day. Absent their morning counterparts, the night guard started working their way toward the residential and market areas, soon disappearing into the already gathering crowds. Dismounting his horse, the apparent captain of the city guard approached the pair just as Taryn’s heart began to slow, and the sound of its pounding faded from her ears.

“Good morning, girls. My apologies for the attitudes of my men. This is the second day in a month they have heard of, yet alone seen, women with swords. I can’t help but notice that you have borrowed our practice grounds!” The man scooped his hat down and bowed after placing it over his heart, showing them the graying and balding top of his head. Taryn looked to Therese and curtsied just as low, but Therese bowed instead.

“Good morning, good sir. I would assume you are the captain of the city guard, yes? My apologies for showing without notice. The practice grounds appeared well enough, and I did not think them to be in common use this early. We normally practice at Marianne’s, but have been asked to do so elsewhere… for safety reasons.” Taryn began with a smile, hiding her exhaustion well enough, but the quirks at the ends of her smile said otherwise. The exercise had taken its toll and her body was heavy.

“Oh, you’re not quite right. My men and I get their proper practice in. As it seems, do you! So girls, would you come into my office for a spell? I have an inkling of your identities, given how busy you’ve made me as of late, and I was beginning to wonder when you would introduce yourself… Countess.” The man smiled at Taryn and gestured with his hat. “Right this way, if you please.”

Being in the shade of the city guards’ office brought some comfort to Taryn and Therese. Among other things, their homes were generally cold, and protected from the heavy storms by the mountain range they knew as the Glaring Peaks. While Taryn fared somewhat better than Therese stamina-wise, it was abundantly clear that their even playing field relied on Taryn’s experience in real-world conditions, and Therese’s lack thereof. Cold tends to feel much hotter when you’re exerting yourself, but there was no replacing experience in actual heat.

So when the guard captain offered them fresh water from the hand pump, they eagerly accepted. “Well, if you know who we are, then that’ll make this easy, eh, Taryn?” Therese quipped, stretching in place.

“Quite.” Taryn followed the guard captain inside, and at a weathered desk, found a seat, with Therese ambling in behind her. As the guard captain sat down, she smiled up at him weakly.

“So,” the guard captain began, flicking his eyes between the pair, “I am Durvan Matthews, the captain of the city guard. I’ve been in this position for going on twenty years and not once until this month has one of my men come to me about a woman accosting a man at sword point. And the bodyguard of the countess, no less! The heretofore absent one, I might add.”

Taryn cleared her throat and nervously looked toward Therese for a split second before answering. “That man decided a woman with a sword ought to return to her home simply for being a woman, and let me tell you, neither of us will accept that. In fact, if Therese had been as clumsy as he, we would be having a very different conversation.”

Therese answered next. “The man was a danger to himself and probably shouldn’t carry a blade to begin with.” She smirked haughtily, and Durvan snorted.

“Be that as it may, I would have thanked you to make your presence known, my lady.” Durvan smiled thinly. “Though, I heard tell that you would be attending Marianne’s, so I cannot imagine you would normally have the time to visit a doddering old man still playing soldier.”

Taryn responded with a flat look to Durvan’s dip toward the sarcastic, “I did not want to create so big a stir, but I did arrive in royal transport.” Digging through her knapsack, Taryn pulled out a letter, weathered but still sealed in wax with the signet of an eagle, despite its age. “Lady Taryn Moxley, at your service, general. I have been here for nearing four weeks already.”

Durvan parted his lips in a toothy grin, the glint of silver in a few just so, taking the letter and cutting it open with a quill knife to neatly lift the seal without damaging it. While reading, he stroked the scraggles of long-grayed short shaven beard. “I’ve not been a general for some time, my lady. I would be curious to know from whom you learned of that, but given you yourself were a soldier, I can’t imagine you wouldn’t have heard of me.”

“Really, Taryn. I think the cat’s outta the bag now. Rumors were already spreading long before I made my way here, and you’re likely the talk of the capital by now. I wouldn’t be surprised to start seeing fanciful romance novels about you falling in love with the very prince you served, or, perhaps, some no-name daughter of a viscount in a far-flung merchant hotspot?” Therese plied coquettishly with a happy smirk.

“Therese, I… A-ahem…” Blushing warmly—though she knew not at which scenario, troubling enough as it was—she nodded, nonetheless. “To speak the truth, I served in the Cassian campaign prior to becoming Prince Brendan’s personal guard. I was hoping not to cause a stir with that part in particular.”

“I hate to let a pretty lass down, but your friend… Therese, was it? Has the right of it. Though you may be surprised to learn… This is Goddess country now. Some few of us, myself included, still go by the old ways, but it’s not like you did it to yourself and even if you did, it’s not like it’d be anything more than using what God gave us. As far as I and the rumors say, you’re a damned hero, or a heroine. You’ve got admirers, even if they’re all pretty sure by now that you’d always been a lass.”

“Great.” Slouching in her chair most unladylike, she tilted her head back to stare at the ceiling. “That might even be worse than the alternative.”

“Welcome to Therine, my lady. We at the city guard are at your disposal, and lest you’re having trouble while at Marianne’s learning to be like the womenfolk, we do the sheriffing, too. If you wouldn’t mind keeping us apprised of your movements through Therine, we will endeavor to keep pitiable louts like the last one free and clear of you, and… should you need the training grounds to keep fit, they are at your disposal. We serve at your pleasure.”

“Sit up straight, Taryn. You never know when that bat’ll see ya. Y’don’t wanna get the paddle again, do you?” Therese snickered and stood up, offering a hand to her clearly pained friend with a knowing grin. “Thank you for your understanding, Durvan. By your leave?”

“Not quite, Miss Therese. Before you gallivant around my city, do try not to scare any more men into soiling themselves? Smells enough like piss around here as it is!” Durvan laughed boisterously, and Therese joined in, interlaced with the slight giggle out of Taryn’s mouth too.

“I shall endeavor to keep her in check, general.” Taryn smiled as she took Therese’s hand and, on shaky legs, proffered an informal curtsy. “By your leave.”

“By your own leave, my lady, I can’t keep you here!” The aged man swept a sheaf of paper onto his desk to begin his work, with an aged, raspy laugh. “Good day.”

Scooping her arm in Therese’s, the pair made their way out, mindful of Taryn’s hobbling. When they were outside of the guard quarters, Taryn finally let slip a whine. “Goddess, I am out of form! And the stinging from last night’s instruction is back already. How many times must we learn to curtsy?”

“You were really struggling to keep up with me for a while there! I fare better, but I have not been laid up for a month or so, as you have. Exhausted, but not quite so pained.” Therese remarked, gently tugging Taryn toward the manor rather than the academy. “Thankfully, Penelope has furnished us with all manner of tinctures. How about a nice healing massage?”

“A massage?” Taryn replied warily with what almost looked like a thousand-meter stare. MagMed’s massages were singularly painful with the inclusion of hot stones and fierce pressure after excruciating physical therapy—they really ought to have called it torture. “I don’t know about that… Aren’t I in enough pain as it is?”

“What massages have you been getting?” Therese lilted as the manor came into view. “I’ve been known to give a wonderful massage… I promise you won’t regret it.”

“I… Mnn… oh, why not? If it will dull the ache and you are as good as you say, massage away. Ah… are we visiting my manor?” Taryn answered quizzically. Her focus on the manor made it all too easy to stumble on the cobblestone road, but when she did, she leaned into Therese, and gripped into her.

And she was so… firm. “Ah! S-sorry… um… I should watch where I’m going! These shoes really aren’t helping.” Taryn stammered and, face deep crimson, broke from Therese to hurry along on her own. Therese, with a knowing chuckle, gave chase.

~~~

Alexandra met Taryn, and then Therese, at the door. “My lady! Welcome back. Shall I prepare your breakfast? I apologize, I had not yet awoken when you first returned from the academy this morning!”

“Of course, Alexandra. And inform Elizabeth that I have arrived. Please prepare something substantial for Therese and I for a late breakfast. Perhaps in the next two hours? Before noon.” Turning to Therese, she smiled. “We will retire to my quarters, where we are to be disturbed only when it is complete.”

Alexandra responded with a low curtsy. “Right away, my lady. Miss Therese.” And off she scampered in a haste that was still not quite clumsy anymore. It seemed as if she had been growing more confident in the preceding weeks as well.

Taryn made her discomfort known with every step toward the third floor of the manor, with squeaks and whines owing to her screaming calves, but Therese offered her support. When finally they made it into her room, Taryn collapsed on the bed. “Oogh… My body feels like a sack of rocks!”

“Well, you’re quite a nice sack of rocks, if that’s the case.” Therese muttered softly enough that Taryn couldn’t hear, setting her bag next to Taryn and fishing out small glass bottles one at a time until she found the one she was looking for. “Uhm… this one is the right one… Not to be too forward, my lady, but I will need you to disrobe.”

“Disrobe?” Taryn replied, turning her head to peek at Therese out of the low corners of her eyes, “Oh, for the massage. What did Penelope offer us? Eh, probably some snake venom to induce numbness or some such tripe! I don’t think I will ever quite understand her.”

“Scorpion venom, actually. And in oil, with some flower extracts in, too. The way she explained it, it’ll relax your muscles and smell nice, and there’s not enough in it to pose a danger.” Therese explained, shaking the bottle idly. Penelope had also mentioned other places it could safely be used for the same effect, but she didn’t need to tell Taryn that. Taryn began to undress, fumbling with the buttons on her blouse. “Ah, the rest too. I’ll massage you everywhere.”

“R-right.” Taryn mumbled, face reddening as she shifted and shimmied her skirt and pantaloons down to her ankles before kicking them off. If she wasn’t tense before, she certainly was now, and a twinge of nervousness started to grow. “Where did she even get scorpion venom?! Flower extract? Like… perfume?”

Therese shrugged. “You will have to ask her. She claimed that it is not deadly scorpion venom at least and guaranteed it wouldn’t cause other problems on your scrapes or anywhere else. The…” Therese paused to open the bottle with a pop of its cork and took a little sniff before almost cooing. “Lavender will do more work.”

“If Penelope doesn’t think it to be dangerous, then… it must be safe enough.” Taryn admitted, stretching out on the bed and clamping her thighs closed modestly. “I… I’m a little nervous, though.”

Therese snorted. “Why? The oil is safe enough.” To demonstrate, Therese poured a little into the palm of her hand, and rubbed her hands together to oil them up. “And I can go slow if it hurts.”

“N-no, it’s not that, it’s just, I…” Taryn couldn’t quite put it into words, vacillating between different ways to express her misgivings, until finally she spouted, “Intimate. It’s… intimate.”

Therese let the admission hang for a few moments before whispering an “Oh.” With a sigh, she cleared the bed of everything but the bottle she was going to use. “A full body massage is going to be intimate, Taryn. But on my word as a noble daughter, I shall stop if you ask. If it becomes too intimate for you, or for any reason at all.”

It was such a strange thing. It confused her. Taryn always was a nervous sort that couldn’t keep up with the boys when she was one, but had she always been like this? Surely not, right? But the longer Therese looked, the more obvious it became. Taryn was scared. Of what, though? “Okay…” Taryn managed to squeak—and it was a cute little squeak, too. “I-I’m ready.”

Warmth swelled in Therese’s breast, her lips parting just so, as if to say something, but her voice hitched in her throat, so she swallowed it and began to apply some of the oil to Taryn’s back, near her shoulders. Gently spreading it around, Therese began to press her fingers in, starting at Taryn’s neck, and slowly working to each shoulder in turn.

Taryn groaned as her tension spiked at the slightest of touches, before Therese massaged it away in firm, practiced motions. “Oh… Goddess… t-this doesn’t hurt that much a-at all… Hnn!” There it was. Taryn had been tense the entire time since arriving in Therine, and it had only been getting worse through every successive new experience. The spikes of pain from stretching or being touched at her sore spots made her tremble, but provided enough relief to guarantee those adorable sounds.

Therese’s hands wicked the hurt away in seconds. There was still pain writ plain across Taryn’s face every time Therese found a particular knot to massage smooth, but with the way Taryn’s eyelids fluttered, she knew she was doing well. Taryn had a lot of little things like that, that Therese was beginning to remember. She’d always flutter her eyelids when deep in a daydream or when enjoying herself, even on that day… their shared first and only sexual encounter. As she tended to Taryn’s thin shoulders, her milky complexion splotched with bruises or scrapes here and there, Therese stiffened and tried desperately not to lean down and brush her lips upon Taryn’s exposed neck.

While Taryn melted under Therese’s experienced touch, her eyelids weren’t the only things fluttering—her heart raced. Taryn did not expect this to feel quite so divine, surely not after Alissandra’s massages. She could feel the goosebumps rising across what may have been all of her body, and once or twice, she tensed in a way that made Therese double back. And when Therese did, Taryn simply hadn’t the wherewithal to quiet her contented squeaks and groans. Between the smell of sweat and the heavenly fugue she was experiencing, she felt as if she might’ve fallen into a trance.

It was almost like she was… soaring through the air, as light as a feather. By the time Therese made it to her mid-back, Taryn was entirely sure she couldn’t do more than make unintelligible noise. She couldn’t stop grinning, and yet, the churning warmth and racing heart worked their charm until finally, Taryn could bear it no longer and what was meant to be a groan came out quite differently.

She just moaned! Therese paused her ministrations for a moment. It wasn’t surprising—most of the women she did this to moaned far earlier than even this. “D-don’t…” Taryn whispered raspily, and Therese pulled her hands away for just a moment. “Don’t stop.”

Digging a nail into the side of her own thumb, Therese’s heart skipped a beat. This was an enjoyable pastime for her, one she often approached sexually, and she couldn’t lie to herself. She was attracted to Taryn as she was now. Were it not so, perhaps she would have offered a massage anyway, but she certainly would not be doubting her resolve so. Should she go further? Was this the least bit ethical?

Taryn mewled. “Thereeeese…” In some prim affectation, much closer to a needy whine, then wriggled, shaking her behind teasingly. Oh, that’s not fair in the least. Therese snorted amusedly and continued to massage, gracing down Taryn’s lower back in firm pressure from her thumbs and down to her other fingertips, working away at the last of Taryn’s back tension before starting on her arms.

Taryn couldn’t stop moaning, and though she squirmed and writhed in clear pleasure in response to Therese’s practiced hands, the heat would not abate. After nearly half an hour of this new kind of torture, Taryn squeezed her thighs close to brush them against each other, only for a slick, warm sensation to answer in tingling dampness. By the time Therese turned her over, her face was reddened deep and breathing ragged and labored, panting like a bloodhound during a summer hunt. She was too worked up, and couldn’t control herself anymore.

Nor could Therese. “Beautiful.” Therese mumbled, struck by the look on Taryn’s face. And it was true. She was beautiful. Her breasts flattened under their own weight just so, pooling and spilling to… almost opposite sides, were Taryn flat on her back rather than fancying her left, lifted slightly by her right elbow. Therese drank her form in and bit her lip painfully, tearing her glance away only once Taryn had already seen how hungry it must have looked.

There was a pause, and Therese’s hopes of not being challenged were dashed upon the rocks. “D-did you just say… beautiful? Is that… do you think I’m…” She’d heard it after all. Taryn’s wide eyes, intensely interested in what Therese had to say all of a sudden, weakened Therese’s resolve just enough.

“I do. I think you’re beautiful. I think you’re attractive. I’m attracted to you.” Therese said plainly, sitting on the bed and averting her gaze from Taryn. “I’m sorry. The sounds you were making, they… Well, I normally only give massages to my lovers. I thought to help, but I cannot say I did not have an ulterior motive.”

“Ah.” Taryn began, biting her lip and carefully sitting up, giggling nervously. Between fits of giggles, she managed to spout, “I cannot lie, it… the heat and… Erm…” How could she explain it? “I’ve… I believe you’ve, mm…” Why did it tickle her so to be referred to that way? Her thoughts were scattered like blown dandelion seeds.

Therese couldn’t help but laugh, and put her hands on Taryn’s shoulders, interrupting her before she could explain. “I could tell. I’m sorry, that is what I meant when I asked you to tell me to stop if you were uncomfortable. Are you? Uncomfortable, that is?” Therese didn’t smile quite so wryly often. For her, it was normally a big, happy smile, but it was clear she was worried. Pitying, almost.

Squirming uncomfortably, Taryn nodded. “Yes, but… not because you find me attractive, certainly not because your touch made me feel this way! It… I-I mean…” This was difficult. How could she utter such a thing? Therese was driving her mad, but if she gave into this advance and later returned… “I’m attracted to you as well, my dearest friend! But…”

Therese’s eyes twitched as Taryn trailed off. Perhaps she didn’t feel the same way after all. Were Taryn always a woman, perhaps Therese could have loved her this entire time. But for Therese’s feelings to blossom again after years of absence, and then to be denied, it would be too much to bear. If Taryn didn’t feel the same way, she reasoned, then this could still be a casual activity, like the rest of her relationships. It would hurt, but she was used to that. A heaviness in the pit of her stomach grew.

“If… e-erm, when. When I return to my original form… If you love me, it will hurt you.” Taryn managed to whisper. The squirming edge of her arousal was beginning to die down already, a far cry from how she used to be before. “And if I…” No. She couldn’t say that. Men should bear the brunt of this kind of thing. Even if it hurt. Especially if it hurt like this.

Therese realized exactly what Taryn was trying to say anyway, and the tension snapped. Sucking her teeth disappointedly, and stifling the incensed nature of a swiftly boiling anger, she stood. “I can’t believe you.”

Taryn opened her mouth in shock. “W-what?”

“You’re doing that… thing men do! Trying to keep your troubles to yourself, pretending it’s for my own safety! Why, because you think I can’t take it? You’re afraid you might hurt me some time in the future so you won’t even act in the present! Ridiculous. Taryn, that is ridiculous!” Therese spat, perhaps letting anger tinge her tone a little more than she wanted to.

Taryn was more than taken aback, and she cringed at Therese’s harsh tones before averting her eyes downward. She didn’t dare utter a word. Therese had the right of it; that was exactly what she was trying to do. She didn’t want Therese to hurt, but importantly, she didn’t want to show her own hurt, either.

“Listen to yourself! What, do you think that as long as I’m not sad, that’s all that matters? And what’ll you do, huh? Run away to deal with it on your own? Like last time?” Therese snarled. Clearly, she still felt strongly about this. Her friend, her best friend, still doing that same thing she did as a child, selfishly hogging the pain.

But not this time. Taryn clawed her sheets as she closed her fists and slumped her shoulders despondently. When the tears that began flowing down her cheeks could no longer hold, and instead dripped into her lap, Therese sat back down again, and took Taryn’s shoulders calmly.

“I’m sorry, Therese… I know it was painful for you… it hurt s-so, so badly and I… I couldn’t go back once I started, and…” Taryn began, blurting out the way she felt. She’d never actually done this before being changed, and now the crescendo and nadir of her emotions brought her to tears for the second time within a week. “I didn’t know what to do or to whom to turn. You… were too far away. My brothers would chide me for my emotions, my father—”

Leaning Taryn’s head against her shoulder, Therese embraced, and was surprised to feel Taryn return it. As she tightened, Therese did too, shifting her head beside Taryn’s, where her lips were just behind the shorter girl’s ears. She whispered, “Shh, shh… You don’t have to pretend to be strong enough on your own, Taryn. That’s what we’re here for, okay? Erica and Penelope, Jessamine, and me, of course. You can rely on us. We will never chide you for that.”

Fresh sobs echoed into Therese’s neck, and she could feel the wetness of Taryn’s tears. So she held her and refused to let go, not even when Taryn stopped crying, and not until Taryn broke the embrace. The two locked eyes for a moment, and Therese smiled a withered smile.

“If I love you, I won’t want to return. Should I not return? Seize my life once more?” Taryn asked, as if not expecting an answer. “Should I risk hurting you, after I have already done so once before?” This time, as if expecting someone to answer for her.

“I cannot—will not—make that decision for you, Taryn.” Therese whispered again, reaching up to slide a messy lock of hair from Taryn’s face. “I would rather you be happy, however you may find it. Worry not about me—there has never been a shortage of women in the kingdom interested in other women, and there likely never will be. I will be sad, but life can be sad. It is what makes you happy that matters most.”

Taryn locked eyes with Therese again and attempted to quell the trembling in her chin. Wiping away the tears and swallowing the knot in her throat away, she took a deep breath and steeled herself before pressing her lips into Therese’s. Therese’s eyes widened as Taryn held the kiss, sucked another breath in, and kissed again. She returned the favor, brushing her tongue upon Taryn’s inside bottom lip.

“You. You make me happy.” Taryn whispered, breaking the kiss and grinning a wrinkled, tear-dappled smirk. “At least for now, I should want to share what time I have, when you can enjoy it with me. If… you are certain you still want to.”

Therese shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Listen to you. You were crying just a moment ago and now you are asking me for… what?” Therese smiled sadly, forcing it into more of an impish smirk. “Well, let’s start first… how does it compare,” shifting from the dour emotional diversion, she pressed Taryn on the more pressing matter, “you know, that?”

“Huh? How does what compare?” Taryn replied quietly as she wiped her tears, only for Therese to reach over and grace her bare stomach with her fingertips. They slid downward gently, and Taryn’s eyes widened in sudden realization. “O-oh! Oh, you mean… th-that.”

“Yes, Taryn! That! I imagine you must have, it is the first thing I would do were I to suddenly sprout a shaft! I’d probably use it all the time… it would definitely make loving other women easier! But, I think I prefer being a woman. I am merely curious.”

“Uh-huh…” Taryn mumbled, face red. No, she didn’t talk about this often at all. Just another thing that often separated her from her peers. Men were and likely always would be pigs of a sort, and that was more true for soldiers and guards, including Taryn herself. Taryn always found it distasteful to talk about pricks and cocks and what-have-you, so she didn’t often share what others would call ‘conquests,’ and she would have called ‘relations.’ So, as Taryn listened to Therese joke, she averted her eyes out of embarrassment. For just a moment, the phantom feeling of her own member was back, but it felt hollow and wrong.

“So, how does it feel? To… plough properly?” Therese asked, sliding a little closer on the bed. “I have heard tales of the very tip being like scorching heat and the rest… feeling as if it is melting. Is that how it felt for you?” The interest in her voice was plain. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

Taryn’s discomfort was writ plain, too. “Most of the feeling was down there, and sometimes it would spark across my body, especially if it had been a long time since the last, but it is nothing compared to a woman’s… experience.” Again, Taryn shifted nervously and fidgeted, picking under her fingernails. “The head, as it were, was the best part, it and just behind it, but all of it felt at least somewhat good, and normally I would feel it everywhere down there.”

“So you have experienced it. When was that?” Therese interrogated with a smirk, sidling closer. In response, Taryn leaned away from her. “Let me guess… you awoke to find yourself a woman, and it was the first thing you did…”

Taryn squeaked quietly and shook her head. “No! No, a-absolutely not…” As Therese towered over her, her breath upon her cheek, she spat out, “Before I was granted the peerage! I… I had started my monthly curse and felt so hot despite the cramps, and so I… in the b-bath, I… explored.”

“How did you do it? With your fingers, or something convenient?” Therese continued to scoot toward Taryn, gently taking the other girl’s hands and then wrists. When Taryn lifted her arms almost defensively, Therese simply put her weight upon her, leaning her backward. With a soft poff, Taryn’s head impacted upon one of her pillows, with her wrists on opposite ends of it. Therese kept the pressure on one wrist, pausing only to sweep Taryn’s legs back onto the bed before throwing one of her legs across, straddling her!

“U-um.” Taryn answered quietly, gazing… anywhere but at Therese, for fear of being unable to speak quite at all. With a palpable sense of nervousness, Taryn squirmed beneath Therese and barely managed to stammer, “W-with my… f-fingers…” Even the very admission was palpably terrifying while on her back, with Therese’s presence so… close. This wasn’t the same as a massage or resting with her. This was—!

Therese didn’t expect Taryn to react so strongly. Her face red, breathing hitched, avoiding eye contact? These were emphatically not the reactions of a soldier. Even some of the women she’d bedded before didn’t react this strongly, and the thought of it brought a smirk to Therese’s lips. She was adorable. Taryn didn’t know what she was in for. Therese leaned in close and planted a soft kiss on Taryn’s chin.

“You stole a kiss from me.” Therese began, once again pinning both of Taryn’s wrists to the bed. “So here’s what you’re going to do about it.” Leaning in a little further, Therese leveraged her height to ease right next to her ear, then whispered quietly, “This is like a dance, but we aren’t dancing alone. You’ll tell me where you want me to touch and that’s all I shall do,” Therese paused before breathily finishing, “do you understand?”

A gasp escaped Taryn’s lips despite the way she bit upon one. Between the thoughts sweeping through her head like a coursing river plunging into a waterfall, her recent dream came to mind. And then she squeaked. Finally pulling her gaze to meet Therese’s, she nodded. “O-Okay.” She wanted this. May have even needed it. And if Therese was going to offer, then… “M-my chest… S-start at my chest?”

“Good girl,” the words made Taryn practically shudder, “and just like before, you understand that if you want me to stop, you only need to say no.” When Taryn nodded, Therese took a soft touch at first, gracing with her fingertips Taryn’s waist and upward to gently cup her heavy bust. Even the slightest touch made her squirm—it was quite different to have someone else touch them—and Therese had to reach just a little with her thumb to brush upon Taryn’s perked up nipples as she ever-so-softly began to knead.

“A-ah…” Taryn mewled, arching her back and pressing her chest upward. Therese’s touch felt great, though not quite as amazing as she always thought women felt, and even when Therese squeezed a little tighter, enough to make Taryn’s eyelids flutter, it wasn’t… enough. No, it was merely Therese’s touch, the fact that the gesture was intimate, that seemed to drive her affection. And it didn’t help that her tension spiked, either! The dying embers of her former arousal bounced through her body, beginning to catch fire once more.

Until Therese kissed a nipple instead of playing upon it with her thumb. The wetness, the smooth texture of Therese’s tongue, together creating a new sensation, and when Therese closed her lips around it, flicking her tongue and suckling a tiny bit, Taryn squeaked again, and eased up onto her elbow. “E-enough, enough, I—oh wow, I, that, it’s—aah!”

It was so different from touching herself that it was a little hard to focus, and the churning warmth that had begun to ebb away after the massage returned with a vengeance. Taryn’s heart raced as Therese withdrew her lips from her breast, tracing a line of spit to the nipple that broke as she looked hungrily into Taryn’s eyes. “I barely started and you’re already getting like this, huh? Do you want me to go slower?” Her gaze lingered for just a moment.

“Sorry… I-I’m sorry, Therese… I don’t… know what this body wants! It’s so weird, and… Goddess, I’m so hot down there!” Taryn blurted, squirming beneath Therese, writhing, even, desperately. Her thighs were ever-so-slightly slick, that heat tumbled in her belly, with a twitching within, a need left unfulfilled.

“This body? Well, whose body is it then, Taryn?” Therese leaned in nice and close, and the scent of their sweat intermingled as her voice dropped to a sultry whisper, “Isn’t this your body? Pretty, sensual… Say it.”

“Say… what?” Taryn whimpered, trembling at the feeling of Therese’s breath upon her neck, then whining as her lips met her neck, too. Inhaling sharply as Therese sank her teeth in, she blurted, “M-my—my body, my body!!”

“That makes you a woman, then.” Taryn loosed a cute little squeak and bashfully contorted beneath Therese. “See how easy that was?” Therese whispered again, and kissed down Taryn’s neck, then chest, once again swirling her tongue around one of Taryn’s nipples. When Taryn whimpered once more, she asked, “So… what do you want me to do next?”

“T-therese, the h-heat is s-so…” Taryn’s breathing was already reduced to needy panting, and she rolled her hips upward, desperate for attention between her legs. “P-please… c-can you touch me… there?” The hazy memories of her feeble first explorations grew fresher by the moment. “My…”

“Your pussy? Your kitten? Your cunt? Use your words, Lady Taryn.” Therese teased, trailing self-satisfied, smirking kisses down Taryn’s navel. The further she went, the more Taryn tensed, until every little smooch made her squirm. There was no hiding it anymore. With her toes curling and her back arched, Taryn whimpered hotly, clutched her bed sheets in sweaty handfuls, and clamped her eyes shut. Quite why, she couldn’t say.

Perhaps she was afraid of how desperate she had become. Her panting exhales rang in her own ears and her heart raced so fast and so hard that Taryn could swear it was audible again, and when she felt her thighs part, the air rushing in was cold against them, soaked as they were.

Perhaps the seconds felt like eternities when she was this needy? But the warmth of Therese’s breath made her eyelids flutter anew, and her thighs part further, hips bucking, starving for touch, disjointed thoughts skipping with every heartbeat somehow felt through her entire body.

Only then did Therese truly begin. For a moment, Taryn wasn’t sure what Therese was doing, not until she felt a kiss upon her thigh and a nibble just after. “Haa!!” She yelped in surprise and clamped her thighs closed a little around Therese’s cheeks. In response, Therese hummed her own little groan and carefully wrenched them apart again.

Therese was used to women acting this way too. A mix of shame and confusion, both deleterious to open enjoyment of the act, foisted upon them by an unjust system and patriarchal norms. Though, if all it took was an intimate tongue-lashing to break those norms, were they ever worthwhile to begin with? She inhaled Taryn’s scent, sex and sweat both, and sighed contentedly.

The way Therese nibbled upon Taryn’s thigh before trailing kisses closer to her honeypot confused her mightily. How many women had she done this to, to be so… good at this? To know what Taryn wanted or needed before she asked? Though she bucked her hips in an erratic, wriggling fashion, Therese moved with her, careful not to kiss her flower before she was ready. Her experience had borne fruit, and she clearly knew proceeding too swiftly was more likely to cause Taryn to shut down.

The gentle pinks and browns of Taryn’s womanhood were a sight to behold. Another beautiful, unique thing for her to love and cherish; every woman was unique here, and she loved them all equally, no matter how they looked—beautiful all the same. The pressure Taryn placed on Therese with her thighs egged her forward, and kissing gently down her labia, Therese slurped the dribbling dampness of Taryn’s sex and eased her tongue between.

And Taryn shrieked. No. No no no, this wasn’t good at all! How—how is she so good at this?! What is this? Why does it feel like this? Hitched moans escaped her lips. She couldn’t stop squeaking and groaning! It wasn’t like how she did it herself; she was using her tongue! Is this how it feels? How have I never done this before? Have I never before truly pleased a woman?! Her voice cried out again. She couldn’t stifle her sounds, her back arched almost painfully, her left foot was cramping at how she curled her toes there, the way Therese’s tongue lashed around in deliberate sweeps, ever-so-close to where the core of that burning need resided, purposely, torturously missing it, drove Taryn ever higher toward madness!

Therese’s nose was buried in Taryn’s wild little forest, losing herself in her musky and sweaty scent, humming lovingly, practically purring into Taryn’s vagina, and her thumb flicked close to Taryn’s clitoris in tiny little lashes. The trembling of her poor lover told her all she needed to know. Therese slurped again upon Taryn’s lower lips, delved once more, finding that spot Taryn had found almost a month prior, teasing just so. Then, when Taryn practically vibrated at her tongue’s touch, she withdrew it, riding the gentle slope of her lips. It spiraled around her clitoris before crooking just so for direct contact. With Taryn so worked up, it wouldn’t take long before–

Taryn cried Therese’s name between screeching squeals! She could see stars, perhaps even the heavens themselves. There was a momentary lapse of conscious thought as she tried to process exactly what her body was doing, and she bucked and arched and screamed as she was promptly pushed beyond the point of no return. 

Her climax hit her like a ship in storm, titanic waves crashing upon her, and she felt shattered like so many keels beneath the unforgiving waters, but in a way so stupendous that she struggled to form the thoughts necessary to process it. She didn’t even realize how she was screaming, or, indeed, that she was screaming in the first place. Doing it herself could never compare.

Taryn’s high-pitched squeals eased into desperate panting groans, and the woman shivered and squirmed upon her bed, clearly ruined and sodden sheets clinging to her thighs. Therese took a moment to wipe her face and chin with those self-same sheets before climbing back onto the bed. With gentle care, she shoveled an arm beneath Taryn and kissed her softly before cradling her close to quell her trembling.

Taryn hardly registered her movements, save for a nuzzling into Therese’s broader chest. She was drooling, and tears streamed down her face. With the climax, it felt as if she had been partially unmade, unfurled like a banner to whip wildly in the wind, and Therese’s firm cuddle was all she had to guide her back to pick up the disparate pieces.

She couldn’t possibly go back. Not after this. But like broken ceramic inlaid with gold at the seams of those disparate pieces, she couldn’t say she was worse for the experience. If, of course, she could quite say anything at all, instead of merely muttering breathlessly, panting Therese’s heady, sweaty scent in desperate tiny whimpers.

A knock at the door dragged Therese’s head upward, though Taryn hadn’t the wherewithal to gaze that way as it abruptly opened. She processed it too slowly to do anything about it, and it happened in slow motion. Alexandra backed her way into the room with a small cart, mercifully ignorant of what she was walking in on. Those small seconds seemed to stretch for ages. What would they tell her? There was no explaining Taryn’s trembling afterglow, save for the truth. “Lunch’s served, milady! As requested, we’ve prepared a substantial portion for th’ both of…”

Alexandra turned on her heel to present the spread, only to see a quite different meaning of the word. Taryn, nude, curling close to a nearly nude Therese, sweating, satisfied, and clearly far too dumbstruck to respond to the sudden intrusion, and Therese, stony faced and staring through the intruding housemaid. For her part, it took her a few moments to realize what she’d walked in on before going shell-shocked, eyes wide, and mouth agape. “O-of… Ah…”

In her haste to leave them in their post-coital glow, she promptly tripped over the cart, and reached for a banner upon the wall to keep herself from falling. But the banner tore from its place, and she spun to stabilize herself, only to become wrapped in it! As her flailing form careened toward the floor, so too did a nearby vase and picture frame both. As if by some hellish cosmic coincidence, the bulk of the maids were returning to their quarters on the west wing, but diverted toward the third floor to investigate the crashing and shattering. A few of them peeked their heads in to see what had happened. “Pardon my intrusion!” Called one such maid as she helped Alexandra up and dragged her off, closing the door quickly behind her.

“Well… I suppose that was going to happen eventually, wasn’t it?” Therese whispered to herself, then shrugged. It was Taryn’s problem now. She kissed her on the temple, and finally slid off the bed, bunching the pillows to keep Taryn from lazily slumping over, and left her to prepare a bath.

There would be no controlling of the gossip around the household. Not even Elizabeth would be able to stymie it, but it thankfully didn’t escape the villa’s halls. Just like that, the entire staff of Lady Taryn Moxley was made aware of their mistress’s love life—one suspected, but now wholly confirmed!

When finally Taryn was aware again, the pair shared the tub and dreamily gazed at one another afterward as they ate their lunch. Somehow, the fact that it was cold by then didn’t matter in the least.♪








  
  
  Epilogue

  
  




Taryn’s time at Marianne’s Academy continued apace, and the consistency of its education bore fruit over the next couple months. As late winter continued to early spring, the rainy season began. Therine was situated on a slope toward the beach, where the rolling bluffs gave way to rocky shoals, but further inland laid floodplains between farmland to constrain and safely drain excess water into the seas. Nonetheless, after a heavy spring rain—was there any other kind?—the streets of Therine would flood down toward the beach.

The majority of the architecture in Therine was built with this in mind, but this also rendered much of the markets unusable during the early spring. The colorful pop-up stalls and variety were packed away, and lighter duties were placed upon imports, as they would need to be carted further inland to sell. Every day brought a vortex of dueling scents, the crisp spring and salty sea air foretelling heavier storms, and the fisheries dotting the coasts brought in fewer fish as a result. The squat schooners captained by the fishermen couldn’t stand up to the higher tides and taller waves, so they used the relative downtime to make their yearly repairs in dry dock.

Taryn soon craved the formerly fish-heavy diet, when the alternative was rife with springtime fruits and vegetables, potatoes, and grain, with only the occasional pork or fowl. Needless to say, she often felt fatigued more than normal after a bit of practice with Therese or the considerably more harsh posture and gait training, and she and Therese would supplement those mockeries of meals with a trip to one of the inns for some food, as opposed to the food their food ate. Though, while Taryn was not sure she would need to walk with books atop her head anytime soon, she was quickly made confident that she could do so without dropping them, if ever the need arose.

Madam Beauchamp was zealous enough, but the other girls—save for the studious Penelope—found Madam Le Guin much more demanding. Interspersed between exercises in mathematics and critical reading of literature came both in spades outside of the class as well, dwindling what little free time they had. Taryn was not spared embarrassment, however, as Le Guin gleefully called upon her to read passages through to the end of His Savage Gaze, especially as Duchess Santori had her trysts with a particularly well-described (and of course, well-endowed) stableman. It seemed as if the romance she had been led to believe His Savage Gaze was, had been sorely underestimated, or perhaps deceitful in its presentation. As it turned out, this was all too common. Romance actually meant erotic fiction. Penelope would later remark that those scenes were the only good writing the tome had to offer at all.

The other girls did not need to know that Taryn found those scenes exciting in a primal and confusing way. They did not need to be told either, for the way she blushed and indeed practically tripped over her words betrayed her feelings on the matter.

But no, the worst—to Taryn’s surprise—was Madam Deluth’s class. Taryn had not chosen an instrument in time, and as promised, Madam Deluth furnished her with her own choice. In this case, the harp. So, while dealing with an ever-increasing workload in the form of penmanship, mathematics, and literature, she was made to play until blisters formed upon her fingers, and join the others in singing as well. Her practice on the harp certainly began to bear fruit though, as between its seven pedals and wide range, Taryn could pair her voice well and work well with the other chosen instruments. The blisters aside, she had not been so busy in many seasons. She would often silently thank Earl Huxley for his preparations, and Elizabeth in person, for her skilled command in the meantime, as she had no real time for the administration of her duties while attending.

All of this meant her other types of tutelage had passing little time to pay attention to. While Jessamine tutored Taryn in matters of fashion and hair care, Erica would in matters of cosmetics.

Penelope always had another novel to share, when Taryn wasn’t coming to terms with herself via The Nature of Woman, though the phrase had taken a particularly odd note the further she read into it. It was clear Taryn at least enjoyed these activities, in part, for the friendships that had formed proper, but every day made Taryn question herself further.

It was not long before she was comfortable using phrases like “the other girls,” and included herself in their number. She tried to justify this to herself once, that it simply made sense to, as she was a woman outwardly, so of course that would be the proper way to say it. But even that justification felt hollow and wrong… No, not wrong. Incomplete. Perhaps this inclusion served her far better than any camaraderie had before? But why would it? Had perhaps that foul magic done this? Or worse, had she been like this all along? It took more effort to read further, as that creeping, indescribable fear gripped her, but it was looking… much more likely to be the latter.

By the end of the night, she would not have time for much more than attempting to write to Brendan and Alissandra, read their correspondences—as promised, she had been receiving one per week from the both of them—or curling close to Therese. Any of those activities would eat into her sleep. All of this was to say, Taryn did not have much time in the day for anything but Marianne’s Academy.

And lastly, Taryn’s relationship with Therese continued. There was something incredibly attracting to secret knee-weakening kisses in the darkened stairwells, or an intrepid hand crept up her skirts when none were around to see. Even if only for brief moments—when they had time—they would explore each other more actively at night.

Then, on free days when they were not both busy, they would return to Taryn’s villa for the more intimate activities—Taryn’s voice carried after all, and neither woman would prefer a scolding or paddling for being caught in the act. The fact that the academy was once a convent was a close second reason not to engage there, too!

For her part, Taryn was happy she could keep up with Therese in the first place. It seemed as if she was far more skilled than Taryn could ever claim. While she had certainly been aware of other means to please a woman, she had only ever used her former member or, more preferably, her fingers, as it was often enough if she’d spent time warming lovers up first. Therese was more than willing to tutor her in that aspect, too. Taryn did in fact particularly enjoy sex for stress relief purposes, and since they had started their relationship here, her anxieties seemingly had lessened dramatically.

Of course, that came with its own troubles. Therese was especially fond of biting hard enough to leave lasting marks on her thighs and neck, and while the former was easy enough to conceal, the latter required Taryn to dip into her stock of high collared full dresses to hide them. It would not immediately become a problem, but the weather was much warmer after the rainy season, and it would be difficult to justify covering her neck.

Though Therese was adept at pleasuring Taryn, however, she was somewhat less willing to let Taryn instigate in kind. Therese reacted quite adorably once she finally allowed it, as she evidently did not like the sounds she made, and often took steps to cover her mouth and choked them down whenever possible. It was quite a victory when she couldn’t hold them back anymore! While that was slowly beginning to change as Therese became more comfortable in letting Taryn start, it was a process.

The way the other girls spent their time shifted during the rains. Jessamine often sneaked out at night, and more than once had been caught coming back with ale on her breath, admitting—but never to the instructors—that she had been dipping into a tavern and spending quality time with particularly handsome locals. They eventually stopped punishing her when it became obvious that paddlings were not exactly a punishment, and assigned one of the more responsible women on a rotating basis to ensure she was safe. Duke Jonathan Larrimer would have somebody’s head if anything were to happen to her, even if he considered her an embarrassment at court.

Penelope liked to wander, as inquisitive as she was, from the hilltops above Therine proper down to the beach. The girls were pleasantly surprised to find that she also had a fondness for sketches, but notably never the portraiture of people. To hear her tell it—and to be in her presence while doing so—was to know why.

She was averse to looking at peoples’ faces, but when she did manage to, she kept uncomfortably lingering eye contact. Nevertheless, she quickly made a name for herself around town, and on more than one occasion provided in-depth explanations and suggestions, to Taryn herself, then Elizabeth, and finally, to anyone who would listen and had power to change how one did things. The girls had long since understood that Penelope was simply built differently, and adjusted to her.

Erica enjoyed shopping but became particularly listless. The large trade galleons diverted to deeper waters to the north of Therine, opting instead to use the ports in the County of Crescent Bay. The drastic differences in high and low tide during the rain season left them particularly vulnerable to running aground, so she had little shopping to do at all. She instead threw her weight behind Taryn’s cosmetic practice and her own practice of the viola. Her arrogant streak seemed to ebb like the tide as time went on.

Within those two months, the difference for all was stark. Taryn’s singing and harpist skills improved. Without quite realizing it, she had become more effeminate in bearing, despite bearing some lingering ‘hallmarks’ of masculinity. To Taryn, they were the core of her very character! She would never stop keeping herself in shape through swordplay, she plainly preferred slacks to dresses (even if she couldn’t stop grinning when wearing one), and kept little shortcuts in affectation and habits that would betray her as masculine, but at this point she would likely be considered a tomboy. 

Her dresses, for instance, were commonly soiled by mud washed down from the hills and soaking wet besides, as she liked to be outside during the rain. As she suspected, the rumors abated, with most believing they were fake, and any in the know kept their lips sealed.

Predictably, penmanship was not Taryn’s strong suit. She had never completed the basics of good penmanship at home, and never realistically needed it as a soldier or as a royal guard. That meant that her skills were not going to pass muster as a matter of course. The trademark scrawl she had come here with was rapidly being replaced with a feminine cursive.

Taryn hadn’t come to the realization that she had been improving at a remarkable pace until she caught herself dotting the letters I and J with hearts. She eventually traced that back to a group exercise during Le Guin’s class, where the objective was to come as close as possible to their peers’ handwriting. Jessamine had dotted them with hearts one day, and Taryn had copied it. It spread to every other girl afterward. Though the others managed to rid themselves of the habit, Taryn was the last to do so because, frankly, who pays attention to their handwriting, anyway?

Her pleas of ignorance fell on deaf ears, and the light ribbing continued until she did manage to expunge the dreaded heart dots from her writing. By that time, however, she had sent multiple missives back to Brendan, Alissandra, Deirdre, and her father. Deirdre picked up on it and was now using them, Alissandra teased about it, and Brendan was likely far too polite to mention it. Taryn wasn’t sure her father was reading her correspondences well enough to notice.

Those missives from home often bore gifts, as well. From Brendan and Deirdre, candied fruit from the Larrimer orchards. From Alissandra, possible treatments for her ailment for her to try, and from her father, peanut brittle made by Francine, the family maid. That she was on their mind brought Taryn near to tears on occasion, least of which because Alissandra’s first “treatment attempt” turned out to be the peppercorn oil she’d used as a joke years prior. Thankfully, it hadn’t passed the sniff test and wasn’t imbibed, save as a welcome addition to the rather bland vegetable dishes served this time of year. Thankfully, Alissandra’s second attempt merely lulled Taryn to sleep.

Of particular note, two months to the day she arrived, was a bundle of letters from everyone remarking on the state of affairs in the capital. 

Cedric Hawthorne had resigned his engagement with Deirdre, and his father was arrested on charges of treason for his part in the attack during Deirdre’s name day celebration. While the others only had rumors, Brendan admitted that it appeared to be a mage working in conjunction with the baron, possibly an agent of Antiga engaged in undercover work that cast the spell Taryn took that fateful day. With her assumed identity confirmed, they were attempting to pick up any trail she left, but he expressed his misgivings that it may be some time before she was found, if at all. The kingdom’s spy corps were a mystery to all but the spymasters, after all. Puzzling indeed.

The last letter was the oddest. Addressed to her—though by her former name—it bore the foxtail signet of the Viscountcy Elmhollow, with better penmanship than her father had. Given that her father was now the Earl of Willowbury, this letter could only have been sent by the current viscount, her eldest brother Frederick.

If and when a particular nobleman rises in the peerage, he does not generally lose the privileges remitted to him by the crown, even if the former domain happened to reside within his new domain. In such cases, the previous titles would be inheritable by the sons thereof. If one was a baron, viscount, earl, and duke for instance, he would style himself duke, his eldest would be able to style themselves as earl, and descending in rank until there are no more titles to inherit, or no more children to inherit them. In this case, Lawrence Moxley was the Earl of Willowbury and Viscount Elmhollow, so only the viscount title could be inherited.

It was good that Frederick inherited the title, as he was adept at such things. Politicking and administration were among the better skills to have as a nobleman. However, that Frederick inherited it was not the surprising thing–that was a foregone conclusion when their father was elevated to an earl. No, most surprising was what the letter purported was to happen, and Taryn could only stare in shock and disbelief. Her life was about to grow much more complicated.




Dear brother,




It has been some time since last we met. Nearly ten years! I am heartened to hear from father that you are well. After your disappearance, Martin and I searched high and low, reporting you as missing to the crown. Imagine our surprise when our little brother turned up in the army!

Though it pained me every year to see you had not returned, nor thought to send correspondence in your absence, we imagined you had things well in hand. Though, while sorting my engagement to a Farinian lass by the name of Adrienne, the reports of the events at Princess Deirdre’s celebration reached me. No sooner did I return, however, did I find such a shock! Father, elevated to an earl? My young brother considered a national hero and provided county as well? And these rumors I hear of foul magic afoot? My word! These are interesting times!

Given that my engagement with Adrienne has been finalized, and we are awaiting only the end of the rains to wed, I had thought to visit and perhaps hear your tales of the battles on the front lines or as a royal guard, or simply how you have been. I fear the rains may slow this missive, but I promise we shall not be long behind its delivery. While I am there, I have also been given the task of assisting in the instruction of the young ladies at Marianne’s Academy of Formal Etiquette and Demeanor in matters of dance. Perhaps one of those women would suit your fancy, if you haven’t found one already?




Fare thee well Tarence, I shall see you anon.




With care,

Frederick
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It’s done! It’s finally done, my very first light novel project! Eeeee!! I’m practically boiling over with excitement! Though I’m sure this will be well received in the trans community as an amateur’s LN, I don’t know much about how popular it will be outside of it. I have all manner of others in the works, but only finished this at the beginning of May, so perhaps it may take me until May of next year to finish the next volume. I certainly hope not, but a full-time job plus full time writing equals one tired Abby. Extrapolate? Oh, with pleasure.

Haggard, like a candle burning on both ends, its frayed, blackened wick still desperately clinging to a few last rivulets of wax. It may never light again, but for now it still burned, sputtering its ire into the dark.

Jokes aside, I sincerely hope this was an enjoyable read for you. There are so few works with trans protagonists. In truth, I like exploring the sudden shift in sex the media from my youth often had, and how that affects different kinds of people. My main novel Eventide, unrelated to this work, has a protagonist much the same as Taryn, in that she is changed into a woman, but the trans-ness was slightly de-emphasized in favor of the plot. Here, I wish it to be central enough that she reads as trans, confused, scared, but ultimately loved and accepted by others but most importantly, herself.

Also, it’s not my fault that all of my writing has a butch lesbian plausible love interest! It’s totally their fault for being so damn dreamy!! I just want Therese to pull me closer possessively as we nap together and leave hickeys on my neck and thighs. Taryn is far too lucky! And to have multiple people who actually pine for her!

The decision to write this in slightly loftier tones was a response to a fifteen-year-old memory. While in high school, we were made to read once a week for an entire English period, and I, not having a locker while backpacks were banned, never had a book. The English teacher—I forget her name—was all too happy to lend part of her collection. Only… she only appeared to read Danielle Steele, which meant I only read Danielle Steele. So I figured I’d try my hand at a romance series that bounces through a couple relationships as Taryn explores her femininity, what that means for her, and a burgeoning sexuality that needn’t be merely for stress reduction.

While I do so, I also wanted to address patriarchal cisheteronormative society. All the girls in Marianne’s Academy are quirky. Penelope’s refusal to assent to engagement due to her dream of being an academic at a time (you might notice I’m somewhere around the 17th century, if mildly anachronistic at times) when it would normally be considered an oxymoron to be both woman and academic. Therese’s open embrace of her sexuality and style, Erica’s willfulness honed from arrogance, and Jessamine’s free spirited, dare I say liberated sexual habits, contrasted with an etiquette school steeped in tradition. Every woman there, faculty, staff, and student, wound up there as a result of those norms and how they break them. Just something to keep in mind!

The name of the series was meant to be multifaceted; indeed, Taryn was a royal guard. A ‘Prince Guard,’ but was turned into a woman, thus ‘Princess’ Guard. But ultimately, it didn’t sound like a proper title, so instead of ‘Prince(ss) Guard’ I went with ‘Pride, Pain, and Petticoats.’ Second one’s coming down the pipe soon! Wish me luck! ♪ -AST













