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Praise for Lady’s Knight


“A sapphic delight, full of jousts, jaunts, and courtly love. Lady’s Knight sparkles with wit and charm, and has lady knights to swoon over. Kaufman and Spooner will leave you breathless.”

—C. S. Pacat, New York Times bestselling author of Dark Rise

“Kaufman and Spooner are auto-buy authors for me, always guaranteed to get my heart pumping with their page-turning romance and high-stakes adventure.”

—Susan Dennard, New York Times bestselling author

“There are a lot of damsels in Lady’s Knight, but none of them need a man to fix their problems. (Men seem to be the source of the problems, in fact.) Wholesome, heartfelt, and more fun than cheesecake on a stick, Kaufman and Spooner’s latest book is all about women’s work. You know, jousting, dragonslaying, and saving the kingdom—all while looking fabulous.”

—Jodi Meadows, coauthor of New York Times bestselling novels

My Lady Jane and My Plain Jane

“Clever, funny, thrilling, and romantic—Lady’s Knight will inspire readers to take up their swords to fight dragons and the patriarchy. Perfect for fans of A Knight’s Tale and anyone who loves a romantasy with wit, charm, and the occasional comedic fourth wall break.”

—F. T. Lukens, New York Times bestselling author of So This Is Ever After

“You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and you’ll be ready to fight any dragon after reading this delightful tale full of swoony romance, heartracing action, and the very best banter in the realm!”

—Beth Revis, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Night of the Witch

“Writing that is above all else marvelously warm, and at the same time witty, adventure and romance that will sweep you off your feet—a double sweep, and a triumph!”

—Sarah Rees Brennan, #1 Sunday Times bestselling author of Long Live Evil

“Move over, Lancelot: my new favorite knight is here! Lady’s Knight is both a whimsical fantasy romp and an ode to the relationships women share with other women—in community, in friendship, and in romance. This roaring good time is perfect for fans of films like The Princess Bride and A Knight’s Tale. Three cheers for Lady’s Knight!”

—Nicole Brinkley, Oblong Books

“Sparkles with wit and romance! So many quotable lines. Not to mention the sexiest gown-lacing scene in modern literature. Like its characters, Lady’s Knight is endlessly clever and resourceful.”

—Ellen Kushner, award-winning author of Swordspoint






Dedication

For the Barbaras,

with thanks for your own voices.
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What a delight to meet again, dear reader. Later, you must tell me of your adventures since last we sat together, but first I have much to convey to you.

Do you recall the tale I told you last? It has been some time—I will remind you of the bones of the matter, and the details will rush back, I have no doubt.

We began with Lady Isobelle of Avington: queen bee of the castle, fashionista extraordinaire, eternal optimist and ward of Lord Whimsitt of Darkhaven.

His lordship put young Isobelle up as the reward for the local Tournament of Dragonslayers, and reopened the local gold mines to help fund the tourney. The prize for the whole affair was to be Isobelle’s dowry, as well as her hand—both would be awarded to whichever man could knock all the other men off their horses, which I need not tell you is not how you should go about choosing your own life partner.

Over cocktails one evening, Lady Isobelle recruited an ally in Gwen, the local blacksmith’s daughter. Gwen had been quietly running her father’s forge for some years, and when Isobelle realized Gwen was in possession of armor, a sword, a war horse named Achilles and a dream, she knew just what had to happen next.

Gwen had secretly been planning to ride just one round of the tournament, but suddenly found herself plunged into a whirlwind of castle politics, disguises, suspicious young ladies and a dancing instructor who turned out to be well-schooled in the art of the joust.

Gwen smashed her way through several rounds of the tournament, becoming the legendary Sir Gawain in the process. She and Isobelle were assisted in their scheme by Isobelle’s maid, Olivia, a suspiciously capable woman who could mend a tear in anything, and/or rappel off the balcony as required.

Disguised as Sir Gawain’s sister (it really was disguises all the way down) Gwen also got to know Isobelle’s besties, Jane, Hilde and Sylvie, the latter of whom was more than a little suspicious of the whole charade. Also present, Sir Awesome Orson, Isobelle’s childhood friend, possessor of excellent hair and the least-worst tournament prospect. Upon discovering Gwen’s secret, he vowed to keep it.

Come the finale of the tournament, and frankly quite a lot had happened. A group of women from a nearby mining village had been locked up for claiming a dragon attacked their homes and the gold mine—clearly total rubbish, as everyone knew dragons were extinct.

Gwen and Isobelle had also developed some very complicated feelings for one another. It had become apparent, as they raced toward the end of the tourney, that they were likewise racing toward a cliff’s edge. How was this deception possibly to end?

The way it ended was that Orson let down himself, and everybody else, by outing Gwen. She was promptly locked up, but by the time Isobelle defied Lord Whimsitt and rolled up to break her out of prison, Gwen’s dad had already done it. Gwen had ridden off to face down the dragon, who it turned out was definitely not extinct, and was very cross about the reopening of the gold mine in which it had made its home.

Gwen faced her foe with the kind of nobility that real knights could only dream of, but even this was not enough. A circle of women—Isobelle, her friends, Olivia, Madame Dupont, the villagers, the local coven of hedge witches—all came together. And as the dragon held Gwen paralyzed in its gaze, Gwen made the only choice she could: rather than let her last thought be of Isobelle, rather than dream of the girl she loved and warn the dragon that Isobelle was nearby, Gwen surrendered to it, her mind falling into darkness.

And so the women who came to stand with her were able to join together and hold the dragon at bay long enough for Gwen to rouse herself, and with a might that would soon become the stuff of ballads, slay the beast.

It was a stirring finale. A most satisfying adventure indeed, and a beautiful, hopeful promise that our heroes would live out their days together, happy forevermore.

But, dear reader, real life is never so simple as stories promise us. They never ask what comes after happily ever after.

Shall we?








Prologue We’ve got this

“What’s that?” Gwen stood by the railing of the ship, peering down at the night-dark sea below, sword in her hand.

Beyond her, on the horizon, the sun was rising. Silhouetted by the light, a flock of geese sputtered along, wheezing asthmatic protests against the dawn. The indigo sky had given way to porcelain, and the sleepy little harbor town was still.

It all seemed rather idyllic, really.

And yet, Gwen’s voice held the sharp, low competence it only had when she was getting ready to stab something.

Isobelle exchanged a quick glance with their captain, Henry. In truth, the Elizabeth was his father’s ship, and he’d agreed to take them out in a fit of youthful rebellion after every other ship owner had looked at them like they were lacking in wits. Henry was now looking as though he was regretting his choices. Isobelle hurried over to join her champion.

It took her a moment to find her focus, but then she saw it. The deep blue beneath them was growing the tiniest bit deeper in shade; something was moving within it. Then the sea swelled, a ripple rising like blown glass into the watery morning light.

Isobelle grabbed at Gwen’s arm, for silhouetted through the displaced water was the creature they had come for.

Long, sinuous, serpentine.

“You should have stayed ashore,” Gwen whispered.

“Nonsense,” Isobelle whispered in reply, and then wondered why she was keeping her voice down. Surely it couldn’t hear them. “We’ve got this.”

The creature erupted into the sun, sending a great spray of seawater glittering into the air as it reared up. It was like a massive snake, easily as long as the ship, rising from the waves to grope about in search of prey. Coral red in the early light, its body was covered in strange, raised spots larger than dinner plates.

Gwen pulled her sword from its scabbard, and Isobelle skittered back to give her room to work, fumbling for the scroll borrowed from Lord Bingleton’s library and stowed in her belt. Her lady knight looked so slender, suddenly, in an unfamiliar leather breastplate—steel would drown her in an instant if she fell into the water—and for just the briefest moment, Isobelle wondered if this had been a good idea.

She began scanning the scroll for mentions of sea serpents.

And then a second serpent—no, not a serpent, a second tentacle—burst from beneath the water and swept around to slam straight into Gwen, lifting her high into the air.

Someone shrieked—possibly Isobelle—and she scrabbled at the scroll, while she prayed that the author of the Greate Bigge Guide to Beastes had known what they were talking about.

“It says—” she began, but the words were drowned out by Gwen’s streak of curses as the thing waved her around like a cheerleader’s streamers at a tourney.

Isobelle adjusted her pitch and volume to that of a town crier and began again. “It says,” she bellowed, “to aim for its mouth.”

Gwen careened sideways, no longer above the deck of the ship, but above the glittering expanse of water where the creature made its home. She did at least still have hold of her sword, which was truly admirable under the circumstances.

“What?” she screamed, though Isobelle wasn’t entirely sure whether the exclamation was due to an inability to hear, or disbelief.

“Aim for the mouth!” she shouted. “Between the teeth! Or …” She squinted at the scroll. “Actually, I’m not sure they are teeth …”

The suggestion was not well received.

“Oh, sure, no problem,” Gwen yelled back with agonizing sarcasm, pausing as the great tentacle reversed direction and swung her around in a broad arc. “Just tell me where the fuck its mouth is, and I’ll get right on that. I—”

The monster plunged her beneath the waves, then lifted her once more, her body streaming water, both hands gripping the hilt of her sword. The dawn light rendered her golden, and even with her black locks plastered across her face, she looked magnificent, though her pale skin was perhaps a little green.

“Henry,” called Isobelle. “We may need to become involved.” When their captain did not reply, she twisted her head to look for him. He was a handsome young man with brown skin the same shade as his ship’s timbers, but all that was visible of him right now was a shock of dark curly hair—he was hiding behind the ship’s wheel.

Above, Gwen braced herself against the fleshy, quivering band of red tentacle circling her body, and lifted her sword.

Then Gwen found her moment, and she swung.

The sound of her blade slicing through the great tentacle was an awful, squelching shnnk. The severed limb released Gwen as both she and it flew through the air in a slow arc, and Isobelle heard herself screaming.

Gwen collided with the sail and began to slide down it—somehow she jabbed her sword through the fabric and hung onto it with both hands as a long, awful ripping sound slowed her descent.

Isobelle dropped the scroll, racing to meet her champion as she plummeted toward the deck.

Gwen landed, staggered, and Isobelle got an arm around her to stop her from collapsing.

“Argh,” said Gwen, letting out a gasp. “My knees.”

“They were magnificent,” Isobelle babbled. “All of you was!”

Gwen regained her balance, and Isobelle reluctantly let go, reaching up to smooth a soaking lock of hair back from the other girl’s face.

Gwen touched her hand, but her eyes were troubled, and she moved gingerly to grip the rail at the edge of the deck. When Isobelle joined her, it was in time to see the stump of the severed tentacle subsiding back beneath the foaming, turbulent surface of the sea.

“Did you kill it, Sir Gwen?” came a quavering voice from their left. They both looked over, and saw Henry, still crouching behind the wheel.

“No,” said Gwen slowly, her eyes scanning the surface of the water, her lean body tensed and ready for action.

As if the cursed thing had heard her, the coral-red tentacles erupted suddenly from the water, two of them encircling the ship in a timber-creaking bear hug, another flailing furiously at the torn sail.

And yet another came swinging straight for them.

Gwen shoved Isobelle clear. As she sprawled on the deck, Isobelle’s skirts wrapped themselves around her legs as if determined to make her fight her own tiny battle.

She thrust her way free of them, scrambling down the length of the deck on all fours, snatching up the scroll before the wind whipped it off and into oblivion. Grabbing at the rail, she ducked as another tentacle swung overhead.

It grabbed Gwen, sweeping her up into the air once more, and this time, in its fury, the monster showed itself in all its full horror.

A huge dome of angry crimson and coral rose from the sea, streaming water. The colors swirled inside its skin, dizzying, as beautiful as they were sickening. Isobelle heard it roar—no, that was the ship, its timbers groaning like a dying man as the monster squeezed it.

The thing moved, its head tipping back as it rolled, revealing a horrific pit of teeth, a yawning maw opening directly beneath Gwen.

The eye nearest Isobelle opened, bright gold, with an alien slash of black laid across it.

It fixed on Gwen.

Gwen started to swing her sword and then froze, staring down into the creature’s massive eye. Her body stiffened—her strength seemed to drain out of her.

Something was wrong. Terribly, horribly wrong.

Isobelle only had time to register that thought before watching, in frozen horror, as Gwen’s sword dropped from her nerveless hand, turning end over end as it fell.
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Perhaps, dear reader, now is the appropriate moment to explain to you how our heroes find themselves in this less-than-ideal position.

Let me assure you, I do not pause the narrative here in order to torture you, or to build dramatic tension; I am far too skilled a storyteller to resort to such cheap and manipulative tricks.

It is, quite simply, imperative to see the road Gwen and Isobelle have traveled in order to fully understand what is now taking place. There is more afoot than meets the eye.

Our story truly begins a few weeks earlier … well, more properly, it began months ago, in a little county in Englande called Darkhaven, but with that you are familiar.

Gwen, our lady knight. Isobelle, our knight’s lady.

They fight monsters, and they’re in love.

Well, they fought a dragon, once. And while they are in love, they haven’t discussed that fact with each other, and neither one wants to be the first to bring it up.

So let’s go back a little ways, and see what Lady Isobelle of Avington and brave Sir Gwen have been up to, since last we saw them …






1 Touched by destiny, kissed by fate

“Once upon a time, there was a girl who dreamed of becoming a knight.

“Her mother was a noblewoman from another land, who had run away with her blacksmith beau, leaving behind her life of luxury for one of true love. The two settled down in a small village, where the blacksmith trained their daughter as he would have a son, and her mother filled the girl’s heart with the traditions of her noble family. The girl, who would one day become the great and noble Sir Gwen, grew up hearing tales of epic ballads and honor, while learning to forge the very tools she’d need to pursue such honor herself. She was touched by destiny, kissed by fate.”

“Oh god,” muttered a voice at her side.

“Shush,” Isobelle hissed, too low for the wedding guests to hear. She then cleared her throat and continued brightly, “Now, where was I? Oh yes … that was when I came into the story. That, of course, is when things get really interesting.”

The wedding party had been stirring restlessly, a crowd about to bolt like weeds, until Isobelle had started talking. Gwen wore her annoyance and nerves like a cloak of thorns, scowling like a thundercloud.

Isobelle found it unbearably attractive. Gwen brooded like a hero from a ballad—her dark hair stirred by the breeze, caressing her brow above shadowed green eyes. If only there were a suitably romantic backdrop for her just now … an echoing moor, painted heather-purple, for instance.

But there was only the wedding arch, the guests arrayed in thronging masses, and the broad blue vault of the winter sky above it, gloriously clear and bright, as if blessing the union about to take place.

And, just a few paces away, stood the bride and groom, listening to Isobelle with fascinated interest.

“You see, there was also a princess in this story—a princess locked in a tower. All the knights in the land came to vie for her hand, for she was to be given to whoever was victorious in battle among them.” She lowered her voice, allowing a hint of a shudder to run through her for effect. “Be he ever so old, ever so mean or grasping, she would be bound to marry the man who defeated all comers.

“But though she did not yet know it, her salvation was already in motion. The girl-knight heard about this contest, and came to test her steel, keeping her face in shadow. The princess, forced to watch as her suitors fought for her hand, recognized the girl beneath her armor. The princess asked the girl for help, and without hesitating, the girl took up her sword and pledged to save the princess.”

Gwen was making choking noises—outrage or laughter, it was hard to say.

“The girl who dreamed of being a knight defeated every single one of her rivals, but when she turned to help the princess down from the tower, the princess’s guardian appeared: a massive, fire-breathing dragon.”

The crowd gasped with delight. This was the bit of the story they’d been waiting for.

Isobelle could describe the battle in her sleep. In the weeks following that night, she’d told the story to anyone who would listen—she knew how palace politics worked, and understood the importance of cementing Gwen’s place as the knight of the people, whatever Lord Whimsitt thought. Especially given what Lord Whimsitt thought.

As Isobelle painted that moonlit scene enshrined in her heart, with Gwen’s armor glittering like stars as she galloped across the field to challenge the massive beast, her eyes slid back to the girl she was talking about.

Gwen never looked at her when she was telling this story. Gwen’s gaze always slid off to the side, staring into the middle distance—there was that glorious brooding again—but Isobelle couldn’t tell whether she was reliving that night, or doing her best to forget it.

In the weeks following the battle against the dragon, Gwen would sometimes wake in the middle of the night, sweating and crying out, eyes unseeing, until Isobelle distracted her from her terror. The nightmares had ceased eventually, but Isobelle knew there was something about that night, about the moment in which Gwen had stared down that massive, fire-breathing monster with the paralytic eyes, that Gwen still wasn’t telling her.

Here and now, though, Isobelle’s story had defused the tension. The end of the tale had to be vague, by necessity—no one here wanted to hear about how the girl-knight couldn’t actually marry her lady, on account of not being a boy-knight. Nor that the two were bound in an interminable stalemate with the lady’s actual guardian, who was disappointingly lacking in dragonish features, so the girl-knight couldn’t slay him.

When Isobelle finished, the crowd cheered, the couple thanked her, the wedding proceeded, and the partying began. She had learned from experience she must ensure the whole horde of attendees didn’t latch back onto Gwen at this stage, which they were otherwise wont to do. Though Gwen would tolerate a great deal, being expected to help start the dance floor was a step too far.

Escaping a wedding was new, but Isobelle had only to think for a moment before an idea came to her. She murmured in the bride’s ear.

“Throw it away?” the bride said dubiously. She was a young, fresh-faced little thing, all big brown eyes and chestnut complexion, glancing over toward where Gwen was doing her best to smile and chat pleasantly to a group of village girls.

“Not away,” Isobelle corrected her brightly. “To. The lucky maid to catch it will be the next to wed. It’s all the rage on the continent.”

The girls of the village jostled for the bouquet like knights at a tourney, and while everyone was diverted, Isobelle took Gwen’s hand and they melted into the background.

They’d come here chasing a report of a dragon in the woods. Thus far, the reports that had sent them all over the county of Darkhaven and beyond had come from folks who were genuinely afraid. Now that everyone had learned dragons still existed, people saw them everywhere.

But in more than three months of patrolling Darkhaven’s neighboring counties, the most dangerous “dragon” they’d uncovered had actually been a large, friendly dog, escaped from a nearby farm, living his best life rolling around in river mud that had dried and cracked into a scaly mask.

This latest stop, however, had been the final straw for Gwen. These villagers hadn’t bothered to act like they were afraid—there were a few vague mentions of seeing shadows at night, before they asked Gwen to be a guest at the wedding of the headman’s daughter.

“You are a celebrated figure now,” Isobelle pointed out, as the dancers receded behind them. “They’ll get to tell their kids the famous Lady Dragonslayer spoke at their wedding.”

Gwen’s lips thinned slightly, and she cast a glance at Isobelle out of the corner of her eye. “I hate that name,” she muttered with a sigh. “Exactly how many dragonslayers do we have wandering around that we need to specify? As if what makes me remarkable is not that I killed a dragon, but that I managed to do it while under the terrible impediment of being female.” Gwen scowled, then caught Isobelle’s eye, and the scowl softened. “Besides, you were the one who spoke. Thank you, by the way.”

Isobelle laughed and slipped her arm through Gwen’s. “The last time you told the story of the dragon, it was three sentences. ‘There was a dragon. I fought it. It died.’ Somehow, I don’t think they’d have been content with that.” She congratulated herself on how light her tone was, as if the reasons for Gwen’s brevity hadn’t occurred to her.

Gwen grimaced and looked away.

Keeping her tone light, Isobelle murmured, “Let’s talk about something else.” She knew better than to delve into that subject, just as she knew Gwen had never told her everything about what had happened the time she faced the dragon. The last thing she wanted to do was make Gwen relive that awful night.

Gwen drew a deep breath, and her hand came to rest on Isobelle’s arm. Gwen slipped back between the cottages, drawing Isobelle with her, which was a pleasing development. They made their way past a group of children hanging a “JUSTE MARRYED” sign across the haunches of the horse that would soon carry the happy couple away, and slipped into the shadows.

Gwen was always hesitant about showing affection in public, though not out of concern that anyone would disapprove. She just wasn’t given to gestures of that nature. Hers lay more in the line of slaying dragons, that sort of thing.

In villages like this one it wasn’t so unusual for two women to make a home together, though Isobelle had never heard of a wedding. In Isobelle’s world of landed nobility, however, bloodlines were all. Not only was a wedding out of the question, but any relationship that might prevent Isobelle from carrying on the family fortunes would be frowned upon.

For now, while Gwen was in favor, the two of them continued to swim upstream. As for what they would do later … well, they’d already begun to plan.

Separated from the merriment of the wedding by a row of houses, Gwen pulled Isobelle close, one arm around her waist and the other lifted—her thumb brushed Isobelle’s jaw, sending sparks all the way down Isobelle’s body.

“Forget the dragon,” Gwen murmured. “Surely by the time we get back, we’ll have your parents’ reply to your letter. No more jumping through Whimsitt’s hoops, no more of this incessant patrolling on his order. We’ll go where we want, when we want.”

Isobelle gazed into the intent green eyes that had so captivated her, even before she understood how she felt about this girl. “It sounds like a dream,” she said, quite dreamily indeed.

“Once they release your dowry to you, we’ll be free.” Gwen’s thumb stroked Isobelle’s cheek again as Gwen’s gaze lowered, now watching Isobelle’s lips with decided interest. “When the letter comes. If it comes.”

Ordinarily, Isobelle would be entirely fascinated by Gwen’s interest in her lips. Ordinarily, Isobelle would be adding her own little touches of interest—leaning more tightly against Gwen, tilting her head the inch required to meet her, stroking the long, silky rope of Gwen’s braid.

Under constant surveillance at the castle, and under constant weary travel conditions on the road, Isobelle hadn’t gotten to do much more than kiss Gwen. A delightful pastime, to be sure, but Isobelle felt fairly certain there were other, additional activities she should like to explore. She was nothing if not a dedicated explorer of all things Gwen.

But she could see a grim worry in Gwen’s eyes that made her ache. It wasn’t as bad as the terror she’d seen when Gwen was suffering her nightmares, but this, at least, was a problem she could tackle. “It has to be there,” Isobelle agreed. “It will be there.”

“What if Whimsitt intercepts their reply?” Gwen’s question was barely audible.

“He won’t.” Isobelle spoke with every ounce of certainty she could summon. “We were so worried he’d see my letter when I sent it, and he didn’t—he’s hardly going to monitor incoming messages any more strictly. He’s not that smart.”

But the furrow in Gwen’s brow scarcely eased. “We shouldn’t underestimate him.”

“Nonsense,” Isobelle replied, summoning her brightest smile and leaning back from Gwen. “A small man lording over a small county versus the Lady Dragonslayer herself? No one would put their money on him. Come on, we ought to just slip away now, before the guests realize you’re gone and come looking for you. Eventually someone will get up the courage to invite you to dance.”

Gwen’s brow furrowed a touch more, but she let go of Isobelle obediently, and as she glanced back toward the party, she grimaced. “Good idea. Let’s get out of here.”

Isobelle fell into step beside her, and they made their way toward the stables. Her head ached, and the wine she’d drunk earlier was disagreeing with her in a most insistent way.

When they’d begun responding to calls for dragonslaying services, Whimsitt had initially insisted Gwen go alone. But the dragonslayer had a certain amount of pull, and she’d refused to go unless Isobelle could come with her. Gwen had some notion that Isobelle wouldn’t be safe if she was left alone with her guardian. He was clearly still furious at his loss of control over the whole dragonslaying situation, and though the Lady Dragonslayer had the support of the people, Isobelle was a more vulnerable target. He’d proven that when he’d put her up as the prize for the tournament in the first place.

But as miserable as it was camping on the road, Isobelle was glad she was with Gwen. They’d kept up their spirits thinking that when Isobelle’s parents got their daughter’s letter and heard of her plight, they would help in some way.

That had somehow turned to “if we could get hold of your dowry, we could escape Whimsitt’s tyranny”.

And now, it had become when.

When we hear from your parents, when they release your dowry to you … we’ll be free.

Because surely they would hear soon, and when that reply came, their problems would be solved.

Isobelle had put a great deal of work into the letter to her parents, which had contained several layers of salient points. She had reminded them that Whimsitt’s willingness to sacrifice her to an actual dragon cast serious doubts on his suitability as a guardian. He was, she suggested, unable to prioritize both the best interests of his ward and his county.

In the event that this did not win them over, she had laid out arguments regarding her own financial management skills, appealed to the respect they must surely feel for Gwen’s noble deeds, delicately suggested that their prolonged absence rendered their judgement on this the tiniest bit questionable, hinted that Olivia thought the whole thing a good idea, and quoted Plato’s Republic on the right of women to education, and the assumption of duties equal to men. Which was a bit of a stretch, but she bet her parents hadn’t read any Plato in ages.

It had been a very good letter. Still, sometimes Isobelle felt the tiniest flicker of impending doom when she thought of it.

So much hinged on that single letter getting back to them without Whimsitt’s intercepting it. Everything, in fact. Her hopes. Her future. Their future. And he was a wily opponent.

No pressure.






2 Three bites before calamity

The lights of Ellsdale were like a welcoming beacon, guiding the girls and their weary horses into harbor. The golden light pouring from the blacksmith’s windows seemed to Isobelle to be the brightest of all.

Amos stood in the doorway, outlined by the warm glow of the lanterns, wiping his hands on his apron.

Gwen slipped off Achilles without a word, running the last fifty yards to throw herself into her father’s arms. He wrapped her up, lifting her clean off her feet as Isobelle slipped down from her mare’s saddle, took Achilles’s reins—though really, the warhorse knew exactly where he was going—and followed her knight toward the cottage where she grew up.

“Now, where’s the other—” Amos was looking past Gwen, and caught sight of Isobelle in the shadows, his smile warm and sure. “There she is. You just leave the horses there, lass, I can see to them while you two get settled. You’re looking well, the road has given you some color.” And before Isobelle could react, Amos had scooped her up in a hug every bit as vehement as the one he’d given his daughter.

As he released her, Isobelle’s hand automatically went to her hair, but there was nothing to be done about it, and with a helpless smile that admitted the fact, she surrendered to the atmosphere of giddy, joyous reunion. “I’m looking forward to washing some of the color off,” she said, laughing. “And the scent that goes with it.”

Gwen’s father snorted and ushered them both inside. “You’ll stay, won’t you? We wondered if you might be along one of these evenings.”

Gwen sighed, her smile weary but warm. It always gave Isobelle a strange feeling to see it—she could not remember ever smiling at her parents that way. Or, indeed, of either of them hugging her the way Amos had done.

“We’re supposed to go back to Darkhaven Castle without detour,” Gwen admitted. “But we figured no one would know that we spent our last night here instead of on the road.”

Stepping into the cottage was like stepping into the warmth of summer sunshine, and it seemed as though the ache in Isobelle’s lungs eased just a little as she inhaled the scent of the dinner simmering over the fire. She wondered if Gwen’s suggestion of spending a night in Ellsdale before returning to the castle had anything to do with what they expected to find on their arrival; maybe Gwen just wanted one more night before they found out whether Whimsitt had intercepted the letter.

The cottage had changed, and it wasn’t only because Amos had pulled himself free of the morass of his grief, or because he had extra interior decorating funds, thanks to the sales of his little Sir Gwen figurines.

No, this place was showing a woman’s touch. There were flowers on the windowsill, new curtains, a cushion on the armchair the blacksmith usually took his rest in. After the evacuation of Aberfarthing, Amos had taken in a refugee—as had many of the Ellsdale villagers—and it was clear she had made her mark.

Gwen stopped in her tracks, eyes widening. She’d seen the same changes Isobelle had. “Oh, curses—I forgot that Bess was in my room! I was just so eager to visit. We can’t stay here, I’m not about to evict her.”

Gwen’s father hesitated, and then said mildly, “Your room’s free, don’t worry. Bess isn’t using it anymore.”

Gwen’s face lengthened, her expression as easy for Isobelle to read as a sheet of parchment. “Oh no, Dad … she moved out? But I thought she was so helpful with the shop, and she seemed so nice. What happened?”

Isobelle gazed with interest at Amos, who, under duress, had the same endearing tendency as Gwen to look around at anything in the room except the person he was talking to.

“Er, no, she hasn’t moved out,” Amos muttered, somewhat red in the face and glancing back at the doorway to his own room. “She just … isn’t using your room anymore.”

Gwen looked blank, a little furrow appearing between her eyebrows. “I don’t understand.”

Isobelle, heroically suppressing her laughter, took Gwen by the arm and led her on. “Come on, Sir Gwen, let’s go put our things in your room.”

Amos said nothing as the two of them climbed the ladder, and once they were up in Gwen’s room, Isobelle’s knight whirled around with a whisper. “Did he mean that Bess is in his …?”

“I believe so,” Isobelle agreed solemnly. “I suppose ours wasn’t the only business partnership that—” But then she caught sight of Gwen’s face. “Oh, Gwen. Does it bother you?”

Gwen bit her lip, her whisper softer still. “I just … I’ve never seen a woman living here other than my mother.”

Isobelle reached for her hands. “Would you wish him alone forever? Would she?”

“No,” Gwen murmured. Then, firmer, “No, of course not. Only … how long has this been going on? Why didn’t he say anything when we were here last? Didn’t he trust me to …?”

Isobelle wrapped her arms around Gwen’s neck to pull her in tight—and if it was mostly to comfort her, perhaps it was also so she could bury her face against Gwen’s shoulder and hide her own expression. “Sometimes it’s hard to tell the truth to the ones we love,” she said softly, thinking of Gwen’s secrets about her fight with the dragon, “when it feels like the world would end, if they didn’t understand.”
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Dinner was glorious, and Isobelle got to eat exactly three bites before calamity arrived.

Isobelle and Gwen were seated around the table with Amos and Bess, and on the scale of so you’re sleeping with my father conversations, the whole thing was really going very well. Isobelle prided herself on her ability to find a helpful conversational topic in the stickiest of social situations, and she had managed to get Gwen and Bess bonding on the issue of Amos dropping all his laundry on the floor.

Amos watched them with a grin, then turned to Isobelle, expression softening. “You look tired, lass,” he said. Amos never stood on ceremony with Isobelle, which she appreciated more than she would have expected.

“We rode hard to get here before nightfall,” Isobelle replied. Then, catching Amos’s steady gaze and thoughtful expression—god, this must be where Gwen had learned that look—she sighed. “It’s always hard, riding back to the castle.”

Amos glanced over at his daughter, who was still chatting animatedly with Bess. “Gwen said you’d written to your parents asking for their help. Do you expect a reply soon?”

“For all we know, it’s waiting for us there now.” Isobelle poked at a bit of turnip on her plate.

Amos didn’t miss much. He reached out and patted Isobelle’s hand. His was large and calloused, yet it was always a surprise how gentle and dexterous it was—the hands of an artist, not just a laborer. “Chin up, lass. You’ve nothing to fear. There’s nothing a parent wouldn’t do for their children.”

Isobelle felt a great lump rise in her throat, and she lifted her gaze to meet his. Her mind railed against his comforting words. But you never dumped Gwen with a guardian and left the country indefinitely, she wanted to protest. But at the same time, her heart seized on that scrap of hope.

And then the moment was shattered.

A peremptory thumping at the door was their only warning—though warning it was, for no villager would ever bang on it in such a fashion—and then the door flew open, the night air rushing in to set their warm lanterns flickering and chase away the smell of the stew.

Two castle guards clanked in to take up positions on either side of the door, and the stocky figure of Hugh Grimshaw, Darkhaven’s master-at-arms, came stalking after them. He paused in the doorway where he was framed to best effect. It was, Isobelle reluctantly conceded, most dramatic.

“As I expected,” he said in the low growl that had earned him the nickname Master Mastiff from his men—not that any of them would have been caught dead repeating it within his earshot. “Lady Isobelle, you are hereby ordered to return to Darkhaven Castle.”

All three heads at the table swiveled toward Isobelle, and though her heart was thumping, she delicately patted at the corners of her mouth with her handkerchief before she replied. “We are having dinner, Master Grimshaw, as one must every night. Please do come in—if you leave the front door open like that, you will draw the smoke out of the fireplace, and it will be most unpleasant.”

She knocked him off balance enough that he took a step forward, and one of the guards, after a nervous glance at Isobelle, leaned sideways to carefully shut the door behind him. Poor Bess’s face had gone white—it was only a few months ago that she’d been among the women thrown into Darkhaven’s prisons for “disturbing the peace” when she’d come to warn Lord Whimsitt that a dragon had destroyed their town.

But Grimshaw didn’t even glance at her; his eyes were fixed on Isobelle.

“You were under orders to return to the castle immediately upon completion of Miss Gwen’s patrol,” he said. The words sounded respectful, but in truth they served simply to emphasize that he had never used the title the people did for Gwen. He’d never be caught dead calling her sir. “You ought not to give Lord Whimsitt more reason for displeasure.”

More reason?

Isobelle glanced at Gwen, whose face was grave and tight. Isobelle could tell Gwen’s thoughts had leapt to the same place hers had.

Was this armed escort back to Darkhaven Castle simply because they’d detoured from their plan and visited Gwen’s father … or was it because Whimsitt knew their plan to escape his control?






3 I expect you to smile

Darkhaven’s master-at-arms escorted them all the way back to the castle. All the way to Isobelle’s quarters, in fact. Grimshaw glanced inside with a grimace of distaste for the vibrant colors with which Isobelle had decorated the place. “If you aren’t in Lord Whimsitt’s private audience chamber by half past the hour,” he growled, “I will send someone to fetch you.” And he vanished from the doorway.

The low murmur of voices came from outside, unintelligible, but Gwen knew what it betokened. He was speaking to a guard outside Isobelle’s door.

Gwen tossed her pack onto a nearby chair and let her breath out. Her head ached with the effort of staying quiet, of resisting action. The whole ride back she’d wanted to wheel Achilles on Grimshaw, knock him flat, and ride off with Isobelle … where, though?

She’d always have a place with her father, and so would Isobelle, but it’d be the first place Whimsitt sent his men to search. Isobelle was his ward, and while he’d proven more than once that he had little care for her well-being, he did have much care for her wealth. They were in a practiced stalemate now. Whimsitt was unable to force Isobelle into an advantageous—for him—marriage, thanks to Gwen’s pull as a celebrity. But neither did Isobelle have the right to simply leave, not without breaking the law and thus surrendering all right to her family name, her fortune … even her freedom.

“Well, this blows.” Isobelle’s voice was cheerful, but tired, from behind Gwen’s shoulder.

Gwen turned, reaching out so she could locate Isobelle’s hand and squeeze. “I think there’d be more than one guard on the door if he suspected you were trying to get around him with your parents,” she said, though the words scarcely convinced her own doubts to subside. “I—”

But there she stopped, her eyes focusing past Isobelle. The movement had been very slight, just a shifting of the dusky shadows beyond the door leading to the balcony.

Someone was there.

Isobelle had felt Gwen stiffen, and had gone quiet and still, letting her champion watch and listen. When Gwen’s eyes found hers again, she only raised her eyebrows in question. Gwen gave a shake of her head toward the door, and then spoke in a very even voice indeed, as if nothing was wrong.

“If only we had time for a bath and a change of clothes before going in front of Whimsitt,” Gwen said, letting go of Isobelle and moving slowly, meanderingly, toward the balcony door. She was still wearing her sword belt, and she lay a hand on the blade’s hilt.

“I do always say one feels at one’s best when properly attired,” Isobelle agreed, her eyes tense, following Gwen’s every movement.

“Not that Whimsitt has any appreciation for fashion,” Gwen said, holding a finger to her lips as she inched toward the door.

Isobelle nodded. “Except for those ridiculous hats of his.”

“Someday I’d love the chance to knock one off his … head!” Gwen reached the door and threw it open. The surface collided with the person outside, knocking them back a pace—Gwen grabbed for them, hauling them inside and throwing them down.

Or, at least, she tried to.

Somehow, the person in her grip twisted, hooked a leg behind hers, and then, without warning, Gwen was on the floor, back aching, lungs seizing for breath.

She was still gasping and wheezing when Isobelle flung herself down at her side and scowled up at the person responsible. “Olivia!” she cried. “What the hell are you doing?”

Olivia, scarcely breathing hard, peered down at Gwen with a quirk of her lips, which Gwen chose to take as an apology. “Well, don’t jump on a girl like that if you don’t want her instincts to kick in.”

Gwen sat up, grimacing at the ache in her hip. She’d hit the edge of a sofa on her way down to the floor. “Don’t skulk outside like a burglar if you don’t want to get jumped on.”

Isobelle’s maid reached up and smoothed a lock of hair into place. She looked perfectly proper, except that over her dusky blue dress she was wearing a cloak, and she had a bag slung over one arm. She readjusted the bag and leaned down to offer Gwen a hand.

Ordinarily, Gwen might have felt a certain flicker of embarrassment at having her ass handed to her so neatly. But Olivia was a law unto herself. Gwen was fairly sure she could’ve bested Olivia at jousting, but unarmed, Olivia was quicker than anyone Gwen had ever met. And just as quick to disclaim any skill.

“A lucky dodge,” Olivia was saying, as she helped Gwen to her feet. “I’m sure if it hadn’t been dark, you’d have knocked me down quite handily.”

Isobelle was inspecting Olivia from head to toe, her brow furrowing. “Were you going somewhere?” Her eyes widened. “Were you going to rappel down the balcony? Without telling me you were leaving?”

“I left a note,” Olivia muttered.

Isobelle scowled at her. “Well, you can just tell me what it said.”

Olivia glanced between them, sighed, and crossed the room to put the kettle on the fireplace. “I have some business to attend to,” she said quietly. “A family matter. A private family matter,” she added, when Isobelle’s mouth opened.

Isobelle’s mouth closed again.

Gwen took a few steps back until she could sink down onto the edge of the sofa. “Do you have to go?” she asked. “I don’t trust Whimsitt with Isobelle, and two guards are better than one.”

Olivia’s shuttered gaze softened a trifle, and she didn’t bother to deny that she was as effective a buffer against Whimsitt’s tyranny as Gwen. “I’m afraid it’s necessary, and urgent. It’ll be okay. Just keep your heads down and do as Whimsitt says until I get back, and she’ll be safe.”

“Excuse me,” Isobelle interjected, all amusement mingling with exasperation, “but I’m right here and perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“Don’t I know it,” muttered Gwen, at the exact same time Olivia snorted and said, “Taking yourself right into the lion’s mouth.”

Olivia crossed to Isobelle’s side and stood looking into her face, solemn now. “I mean it, girls. No stirring up trouble. Gwen won you a lot of leeway by defeating the dragon, but that currency isn’t going to last forever. Don’t give Whimsitt reason to find new ways to control you.”

Gwen felt Olivia’s warnings settle like boulders in her heart. Her own fears had made space for them, pacing around her thoughts and wearing down hollows shaped perfectly to hold the stony weight of Olivia’s words.

Olivia took hold of Isobelle’s hand and squeezed it. But it was at Gwen that she looked as she whispered, “Sit tight. I’ll be back as soon as I am able.”

And with that she was gone, slipping out onto the balcony. She was nothing more than a shadow vanishing over the edge of the balustrade and into the night.
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Lord Whimsitt stood in front of the hearth with his back to the door, feet apart, hands folded behind him. The guard who had been waiting outside Isobelle’s door hustled both girls inside, then shut the door with an ominous thunk, leaving them alone with Isobelle’s guardian.

Though he must have known what the sounds betokened, Whimsitt didn’t move. Gwen supposed he thought his stance imposing, but the effect was rather spoiled by the fact that the heat rising off the crackling fire was making the turquoise feather in his plum and gold embroidered hat bob up and down like the breeding plumage of a nervous quail.

For perhaps the hundredth time, Gwen’s muscles tensed with aggravation.

This was the man who held their fates in his sweaty little palm—and there was nothing she could do about it.

“You continue to defy my commands,” he said finally, rocking up onto the balls of his feet and back down again. “You were to return directly to Darkhaven Castle, and yet my men informed me you were spotted taking the road to Ellsdale instead.”

“A misunderstanding, my lord,” Isobelle replied, her voice sickly sweet. When Gwen glanced at her, she saw her beloved’s face controlled by a stiff mask of polite deference. “We thought it would make no difference if we spent tonight at Ellsdale visiting Gwen’s father, since we’d be here in the morning either way. His health—”

“Your loyalty is to me first.” Whatever sympathetic fib Isobelle had been about to utter, Whimsitt wasn’t interested. He turned, his face red with heat and, Gwen supposed, a certain amount of ire. “I expect my knights to follow my orders—I expect my ward, and her companion, to do so as well.”

Gwen could’ve greased a rusty hinge with the oily sneer in Whimsitt’s voice as he said companion. She bit her tongue.

“Well, we’re here now. One night ought not to matter much, my lord, surely.” Isobelle was doing her best.

“It matters more than you think, girl.” Whimsitt’s eyes narrowed. “I have a new assignment for your champion.”

Gwen felt the air go out of her lungs and blurted, “Now? We’ve only just returned, we need to rest, the horses—”

“Of course not right now, that would be most foolish indeed.” Whimsitt smiled unpleasantly at her. Lately, he had not bothered much to hide his hatred of Gwen when he looked at her. Another sign that what Gwen feared, and what Olivia said, was true: the goodwill earned by slaying the dragon was dwindling. “You may leave first thing in the morning.”

Gwen heard Isobelle’s breath catch before she could gasp aloud. Her own body ached at the thought of spending only one night in a bed before hitting the road again; how must Isobelle, still not fully accustomed to life outside the castle, feel?

“The place is called Galanty-Uponne-the-Sea—it is some leagues from here, on the coast. They have sent reports of a sea monster, and specifically request the services of the Lady Dragonslayer to deal with their problem. The lord there is building a dragon-themed hot springs, and once you’ve dispatched their little sea monster, you are to stay and give your stamp of approval to the spot. She says the steam from the springs is as hot as the breath of a dragon, that sort of thing.”

“So far away,” Gwen said, still reeling, and scarcely digesting the words “sea monster”. It was probably a moss-covered log, floating past the town in bad light. “My lord, I must protest—”

“They have offered a frankly staggering amount in exchange for your presence,” Whimsitt said smoothly.“And given that someone broke my gold mine, I can scarcely decline.”

The dragon destroyed your bloody mine, Gwen thought furiously, her right hand twitching, fingers curling around the hem of her tunic instead of the hilt of her sword, which she’d left back in Isobelle’s quarters. Probably a good thing she wasn’t armed.

Isobelle had regained her breath, and lifted her chin in a way that told Gwen to step back and let her lead the charge. “Lord Whimsitt, you remind us at every step that Gwen is not one of your knights. You have no right to order her anywhere, or indeed to profit off her presence!”

Whimsitt’s cold little eyes narrowed as they fixed upon his ward. Gwen felt a chill run down her spine—usually, he preserved such loathing for Gwen alone. Seeing him look at Isobelle as if he’d like to crush her under his boot made her heart quail inside.

“You’re right,” he said slowly. “I cannot order Sir Gwen, the Lady Dragonslayer, anywhere.” His eyes flicked to meet Gwen’s. “But I can send my ward wherever I like. And I can send her all that way alone, if I so choose.”

Gwen’s fearful heart shrank into a tiny, glittering ball of ice.

In the months since the tournament, her imprisonment, the battle against the dragon, Whimsitt had not once directly threatened Isobelle. He didn’t dare, not with more than half the knights on Gwen’s side, and an even greater share of the people hailing Gwen as a hero—by extension, Isobelle was sacrosanct.

Now, Isobelle was spluttering with outrage.

Gwen reached out and laid a hand on her arm, clearing her throat and speaking quickly into the silence.

“I’ll go,” she said quietly. When Isobelle stiffened, she shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ll go. We’ll both go.”

She could feel Isobelle’s eyes on her, the outrage and concern there. She knew she’d get an earful later—Isobelle would want to fight back, to argue, to demand Whimsitt treat Gwen with the deference she felt was due.

But Gwen was the one who had heard the threat in his voice. And Isobelle knew what Gwen looked like when she sensed danger, and she was letting Gwen make the call.

Whimsitt smiled now, clasping his hands across his belly and rocking once more up onto his toes and back down. “Excellent. I felt sure you would choose obedience. You may go now—you will want to get some rest. You have a long journey ahead of you in the morning.”

Isobelle was too furious to reply, and she whirled, making one of her most spectacular exits, all flying skirts and bristling outrage.

“Oh, and … Lady Dragonslayer?” Whimsitt called, as Gwen turned to follow. She glanced back, hands clenched hard enough to dig her nails into her own palms. “Behave yourself there and be a good emissary of my generosity. I expect you to smile.”
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