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 Chapter 1 
 
    Julie’s hands were trembling slightly as she approached her family’s manor and she hated it. She shouldn’t feel so nervous about facing her mother, but she couldn’t deny she was scared. 
 
    James glanced at her from the corner of his eyes, and she tried to ignore it. Her mentor taught her to control herself and her emotions more than once, and he was probably vexed that she seemed to be projecting them to everyone who saw her. She couldn’t help it, though. She was worried, very worried; she didn’t know what her mother would say about Miriam, or about their relationship. There had been nothing about the other woman in any of her reports, besides a small mention, but she wasn’t foolish enough to think her mother didn’t have any spies amidst the crew, or even in her party. 
 
    She had never resented it before, knowing everything the older woman did was for the good of their family, but now… 
 
    She feared what her mother would think about it. Would the older woman care? Would she force her to send Miriam away, or even try to get rid of the former prostitute permanently? 
 
    Julie didn’t know which reaction she would find, and that terrified her more than anything, and she hated herself because part of that fear was due to what her mother would think of her. 
 
    Her mother was strict, but surprisingly eager to use any weapon at her disposal to succeed in her endeavors. Julie wasn’t sure how that would influence her attitude towards Miriam. She slowed down and tilted her head; she didn’t know her mother well enough to anticipate her, but she supposed that wasn’t too strange. 
 
    She never had what could be considered a close relationship with the older woman, being raised and then trained by servants and tutors for the most part. At times, she spent months away from the other woman, without seeing her, as her mother took care of the family’s businesses. 
 
    Once she became old enough, she started helping her mother, and they became far closer, but she couldn’t say she truly knew the other woman. She loved her though, as any good child should love their mother. 
 
    “Breathe, and relax.” James said at last, as their carriage came to a stop in front of the manor. “Being nervous won’t help you.” 
 
    She tried to do as he said, and inhaled deeply, then exhaled, but it didn’t help her much. She looked at him from the corner of her eyes, wondering if he told her mother anything about Miriam, eventually deciding it didn’t matter, not in that moment. “Do you think she knows?” She didn’t bother to clarify, James would know what she was talking about. 
 
    He sighed. “I’ve learned not to underestimate your mother’s reach, so she probably knows about the girl. What that means exactly, I can’t say, but I wouldn’t worry if I were you, not before she says anything about it.” 
 
    Julie bit her lower lip, but eventually nodded, trying to do as he said. It didn’t take them long to reach her mother’s study, and she breathed deeply once more before knocking and entering when ordered to do so. 
 
    One look exchanged between her and the woman behind the desk would be enough for anyone to realize the two of them were related. Julie’s mother was blonde like her, and that was not the only feature they shared: their jaws were the same, as were their noses and even their lips. Though older, the woman was still youthful, seemingly in her thirties. 
 
    Unlike Julie, her mother was quite curvaceous, and tall, and Julie had to resist the urge to grumble about it under her breath. 
 
    “Sit.” Amanda gestured to the seats in front of her desk, and tried not to let the smirk that threatened to grace her lips appear. Her daughter was fidgeting, and she knew why, but Julie didn’t have anything to worry about, not then at least. Maybe in the future, if she decided her daughter’s association with the earth mage had outdone its usefulness, that would change. 
 
    They sat down, her daughter fidgeting a little under her gaze. James turned his eyes away when she tried to look into his face, and once more Amanda held back the urge to smirk. 
 
    James worked for her, she was the one who paid him and gave him orders, even if those orders had been to teach and then later help her daughter command her little group, but by now his loyalty had almost shifted completely in Julie’s direction. Oh, he knew better than to disobey her explicitly, he knew perfectly well how dangerous she could be, in more than one manner, but she knew he would never truly tell her all he could about her daughter. 
 
    She didn’t mind that as much as she expected to. It meant Julie was a good leader, capable of inspiring loyalty. It had been something she had never quite managed to grasp, but she had other ways of insuring the loyalty of those under her command. Fear was just as great at inspiring loyalty as charisma, or friendship, and she could quite easily make people fear her. 
 
    And she didn’t exactly needed James to spy on her daughter, she had other means of finding the information she wanted, and other spies around her child. 
 
    “The first thing I have to say is congratulations.” Julie’s head shot up, her daughter faced her eyes for the first time since she entered the room, and Amanda smiled, slightly, then nodded. “I couldn’t have expected your expedition to be such a success. I hoped you would be able to recover what was stolen from us, but understood it would be incredibly difficult. That not only did you do so, but gained the pirates’ treasure and their ship at the same time was incredible.” 
 
    Julie smiled at her, and the tension in her shoulders seemed to disappear. She sat straighter, her head held high, and part of Amanda wondered if she should let Julie’s obvious pride hold or take it down a little. 
 
    After a few moments of contemplation, she decided to let her daughter have her little victory. She deserved it after all, and Julie would need her confidence for the task she had in mind for her. 
 
    “There are some details I want to clarify, although your reports were quite informative.” If incomplete, at least according to her spies. 
 
    Julie became nervous almost immediately, but gathered herself and recounted the details of her adventure. Amanda could easily recognize the little signs that her daughter was hiding something, or simply not giving as many details as she could, but didn’t say anything. 
 
    When she wanted more information, she questioned Julie, until the whole tale had been told once more. 
 
    “Once again,” She continued after Julie finished. “Congratulations. No one could have done a better job.” Not when it came to dealing with the pirates, though she could see how easily it would have been to use the information Julie acquired to get Martina’s mayor in their pocket, but there might be a way to salvage that. Influence over a port city could be very welcome indeed. 
 
    Julie preened once more under the compliments, but James narrowed his gaze, knowing her well enough. 
 
    “I fear, though, that I already have another task for you, and this one will not be as straightforward as your last.” Julie straightened once more, but James tensed, afraid of what was to come. 
 
    She smiled, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I don’t have as much information to give you as I might have wished. Princess Amelie called for a tournament to be held in the capital, quite out of the blue, one might say. There’s something going on, and I have no idea what.” 
 
    Julie pursed her lips. She knew perfectly well no royal would use their influence like that simply for the pleasure of it, not with a royal tournament at least. Those were expensive, and more-or-less forced every notable family in the realm to appear in some manner. Some might be allowed to send a proxy in their place, one of their knights or soldiers, but only if there were no family members in condition to appear. 
 
    It didn’t mean they would have to fight, but their attendance at the stands was recommended. The queen wouldn’t have allowed her daughter to call such a tournament without a good reason, not so abruptly at least. There was nothing to celebrate, at least she couldn’t remember anything, and her mother wouldn’t find it so surprising if it was. 
 
    She looked at the older woman, and saw the smile in her lips. There was something like pride in her mother’s eyes. “Something’s afoot.” 
 
    “Yes,” Amanda nodded, content with her daughter’s deduction. “But I have no idea what, and neither do our closest allies. The royal family is playing a game with somebody, but I don’t know who. Any information you can gleam about it will be precious.” 
 
    “You mean…?” Julie questioned, something like eagerness in her voice. 
 
    “I need someone to represent me in the tournament, and seeing as you’re available it would be an insult to send someone else.” 
 
    “You could have gone yourself.” Julie pointed out, but her mother shrugged. 
 
    “Perhaps, but there are matters I need to take care of, and I think it’s about time you’ve become officially known to the higher levels of our society.” She narrowed her eyes at the young woman, making sure her next words would be well understood. “I’m trusting you with this Julie, and I want no mistakes.” 
 
    Julie straightened once more, her face becoming serious. “I’ll represent us to the best of my abilities.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll do more than that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t want you to just attend, daughter. I want you to participate in the tournament itself. I don’t know why the princess called it, but this is an opportunity that shouldn’t be wasted. You’ll be able to show your abilities in front of the royal family and some of the most powerful nobles in the realm, and if you impress them, as I hope you will, you might even be able to gain a title of your own. Granted, a knighthood at most, but it will be impressive nonetheless, and will allow you to gather more respect than it would be given to a scion of a family like ours.” 
 
    Julie nodded, almost to herself. Her mother wasn’t wrong, and now that she thought about it she couldn’t help but become a little excited. She knew she was a powerful mage, and, even though there were plenty stronger, she was strangely confident about entering in such a contest. 
 
    She was all too aware her family had been far more powerful in years past, though they recovered plenty of prestige under her mother’s leadership; that she could now do something to help improve her family’s name made her brighten. 
 
    Amanda smiled when she saw her daughter’s reaction. “You won’t have much time to prepare yourself, but you can rest for a couple of days before returning to the capital. They’re still preparing the Grand Arena for the tournament.” 
 
    Her words had a certain tone to them that made Julie realize their conversation was at an end, and she slowly climbed to her feet, nodding at her mother before starting to turn around. James followed her, but they both froze at Amanda’s next words. 
 
    “Oh, there was something else I wanted to ask about.” If Julie hadn’t been as nervous as she was, she might have heard the almost teasing tint her mother put into these words. As it was, and fearing what was to come, she didn’t. “Who’s that earth mage that joined your group?” 
 
    Julie swallowed and opened her mouth to reply, but ended up closing it without uttering anything a couple of times. “She helped us with the pirates, but wanted our patronage as payment.” 
 
    “You said that in your report already, but you barely said a word about her. Almost didn’t even say she was a woman.” Amanda tilted her head, letting her eyes linger on Julie’s until her daughter looked away. 
 
    Said daughter knew she looked suspicious, and that the sooner she could say anything the easier it would be to soothe her mother’s doubts. In the end, she decided to go with part of the truth, hoping it would be enough, that her mother wouldn’t find about her and Miriam. “Her name is Miriam, and she worked in a brothel when we recruited her.” 
 
    Amanda didn’t say anything, just tilted her head, but it made Julie even more nervous. 
 
    “I didn’t mention it in my reports because I didn’t believe it was too important.” 
 
    “And because you didn’t want me to judge her for her past.” Amanda interrupted, flashing a knowing glance at her daughter, who fidgeted under the inspection. 
 
    Eventually, Julie nodded, slowly. “Perhaps.” She didn’t dare disagree with her mother, and it wasn’t as if the older woman was wrong. “She deserves a chance, and she’s a very powerful mage, perhaps more powerful than I am.” 
 
    “Indeed?” This was news for Amanda, and she found her interest in the woman that seduced her daughter increasing. “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “I felt it.” Julie answered, after spending some moments thinking of how to put her words into a phrase. “I can’t describe it exactly, but I felt her use magic, and she’s strong, scarily so.” 
 
    Amanda waited for a few moments and then nodded. “If you feel you can trust her then so be it, but do be careful. Earth mages can be very tricky.” She turned her gaze away from Julie, back to the documents atop her desk, but didn’t miss the blush that grew in Julie’s cheeks. 
 
    Her daughter would spend hours pondering over her words, trying to understand if she knew anything about her relationship, but Amanda made sure to give nothing away. It was preferable to keep Julie on her toes, especially about this lover. While part of her was even somewhat happy about it, more about the fact that Julie had started to live a little and get out of her shell, than about the one who seduced her, she knew one day she might have to force that relationship to an end. 
 
    She didn’t want Julie to spend the rest of her life beside a whore, and she didn’t intent to let it happen, but so long as the woman made Julie grow a little she could bear it, for now. 
 
    She didn’t doubt Miriam was simply using Julie, for pleasure and profit, and when Julie realized it she would grow and learn she couldn’t trust anyone. Only then would she be able to lead their family. Julie wasn’t ruthless enough for that yet. 
 
    When her mother said nothing else, Julie hesitated, but eventually bowed at the older woman and turned to leave. James followed her, but he stopped at the entrance and looked back at Amanda, and the two shared a glance. He shook his head, not quite knowing what she was playing at, but understanding he could do nothing to stop her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The next days were tenser than Julie ever expected them to be. She was eager to enter the tournament, to defend her family’s name, but she was also aware that she needed to pay attention to what happened during the matches. 
 
    She was also afraid of what Miriam would do. 
 
    Part of her believed it would be best if the other woman stayed behind, away from the court, but when she suggested it Miriam looked askance at her, and Julie didn’t dare talk about it again. She was afraid Miriam would make a fool of herself, but the other woman wasn’t an idiot, and with a little coaching Julie supposed she could make her behave. After all, the other woman was one of her retainers, no one would expect her to behave as well as Julie herself. 
 
    She tried to ignore the little voice in her head that told her Miriam wouldn’t be happy to fade into the shadows. The other woman had followed her all the way to the continent for a reason, and while Julie would like to believe she was that reason, she knew better. Oh, she was probably part of it, and her heart warmed a little at that thought, but Miriam wanted more. 
 
    The earth mage wanted power and riches, and though she had gained quite a bit of riches from her haul of the treasure it would never be enough to live the life she desired: a life of luxury and extravagance, wielding more power than just magic. 
 
    In a way, she could understand it clearly. Miriam had been stepped on by others with power over her, and only her magic had allowed her to raise above it and become someone dangerous. She still had been a whore then, but her abilities gave her a kind of respect. Julie’s appearance had given her the possibility to become more though, and she didn’t waste it, displaying a ruthlessness that awed even James. 
 
    Julie tried more than once to forget about it, about how easily Miriam had killed someone she had slept with for a better chance at life. Sure, that had simply been one of her clients, and there had been no emotions there, at least she didn’t think so, but it was still … surprising. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Miriam’s tone was teasing, perhaps too teasing, seeing as they were surrounded by seamstresses working on a dress for the former prostitute. 
 
    Julie glanced at the women around them, then gave Miriam a look, hoping the other blonde would behave, but if the smirk in Miriam’s lips was any indication she wouldn’t be that lucky.  
 
    The older blonde grabbed her dress and pulled it tight against her body, showing how it enhanced her assets, and Julie found her voice trailing off. Her mouth dried, and Miriam smirked. 
 
    She looked away, afraid of the gazes of the women around her, but it didn’t take her long to realize there was something wrong. When she let her eyes move over the seamstresses and their apprentices, she noticed they were looking in marvel at the other mage in the room. 
 
    Unable to resist the temptation, Julie looked at her lover and her breath caught. Miriam looked more beautiful than ever, standing there, just looking back at her. The dress only made her more attractive, made her seem more noble somehow, but the smirk in her face was so Miriam that Julie sighed. 
 
    She realized there was something wrong almost immediately, and shaking her head and focusing her power was enough to wash away the influence of Miriam’s magic. “Stop.” She whispered, knowing she wouldn’t be able to resist if the other woman didn’t want her to, but her words were enough to slow down the effect. 
 
    “Why?” The lust in Miriam’s eyes was unmistakable, and she turned to gaze at the apprentice at her side, working in one of the dress’s decorations. “We could have fun right now, no one would stop us. We could even have these lovely ladies join us.” She grabbed hold of the apprentice’s chin and caressed her face, and the moan the girl released was indecent. 
 
    Julie shivered and shook herself once more. She was affected by Miriam’s power, but not to the degree the other women in the room were, but then they weren’t mages. Every single woman inside would have gladly done whatever Miriam asked of them in that moment, their lust for the earth mage was too great. 
 
    “Stop it.” She ordered again, and took another step forward. Miriam’s eyes met hers, and something warred within the older blonde, but eventually she sighed and the aura of lust she had exuded disappeared. 
 
    The apprentice sighed in something like regret, before realizing how close she was to their client and stepping back, blushing red. None of the seamstresses said anything about it, they weren’t willing to go against a mage, but they gazed at Miriam with something like suspicion, or perhaps lust in a couple of them. 
 
    Julie was breathing hard, and she realized it was because of anger. She couldn’t believe Miriam had tried to do something like that in front of her, or that the other woman tried to get her to join. Then Miriam smirked at her, and she looked away, all too aware a part of her had been all too willing to join the earth mage in her games, all too willing to let lust and desire dominate her actions. 
 
    Murmuring broke through the silence that had fallen on the room, as the women started working once more on Miriam’s dress, and Julie sighed, trying to forget about what happened. Fortunately, it didn’t take long for the seamstresses to finish their work and leave. 
 
    Julie watched them go for a few seconds, imagining what she would find when she looked at the other mage, but Miriam had anticipated her and pressed against her back, and Julie’s breath caught. 
 
    She shuddered when lips pressed against her neck, and again when Miriam bit her earlobe, slowly, almost delicately. A gasp escaped from her mouth, and then she tried to turn around, but Miriam didn’t let her, tightening her grip and pressing harder against her, forcing Julie to feel the other woman’s bosom against her back, forcing her to hold back another shudder of desire. 
 
    Miriam knew perfectly well how she affected the other woman, and a smirk grew in her lips. When Julie stopped struggling and let out a moan, she turned the other woman around and kissed her on the lips, tenderly, lingering for no longer than a moment before retreating and looking into Julie’s eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let me play with them?” She knew jealousy was behind Julie’s reaction, even if the other woman would never admit it, but she wanted to hear it from the blonde’s mouth. 
 
    Julie tried to look away, but Miriam didn’t allow it, and eventually she sighed once more. “I don’t think playing around with the help is something that should be done, obviously. And it might not be illegal, but rumors about it would get out, and that’s not something I can afford.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t have told anything, I assure you.” Miriam smirked and leaned in, pressing her lips against Julie’s in a kiss far more heated than the one they had shared before. “Not after I was through with them. They would have done anything for me.” 
 
    Julie tried to move away, somewhat scared by Miriam’s tone, but the other woman kissed her again, and she lost herself in the pleasure of it, touching and caressing Miriam’s body, deepening their kiss and trying to draw the other woman into her body. 
 
    Eventually, it was Miriam that stopped them, leaning back with a chuckle, running one hand down Julie’s face. The younger woman closed her eyes and focused, and then glared at the other blonde. 
 
    “We don’t have time for this.” She said, eventually, turning around. “Come, we need to get ready to move out.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Miriam questioned, curious. 
 
    “To the Grand Arena, obviously. They’ll be still preparing it, but we can scout the place, and hopefully find something about the competition.” 
 
    It didn’t take her long to gather her companions and set out. The residence the Daubigny family possessed in the capital was close to the center of town, and as such very near the arena itself. They didn’t even bother using a carriage. 
 
    The buildings became sparser and the streets larger as they got close to the Grand Arena. Julie wasn’t quite certain how old the arena was, but it had been there for centuries at least, built on orders of the royal family. Once upon a time, it had been used as a setting for duels and honor fights, before those had been forbidden. 
 
    Nowadays, the arena was used for exhibition matches and tournaments. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Julie had been in there, but as she walked closer and closer to the building she couldn’t help the amazement she felt. The arena dominated the landscape around them, tall and long, in form of a square. Inside, stands surrounded a pit full of sand, though Julie was perfectly aware that the field of battle could be changed at the drop of a hat, the arena employed several mages for that purpose even. It wouldn’t do for an element to have an advantage over the others, and changing the environment could make for more exciting fights. 
 
    Miriam hadn’t been there before and couldn’t stop from looking around after entering, her mouth opened. Julie let a giggle escape her once she saw the other woman, and Miriam pouted at her, then smirked and strutted closer and Julie had to lean away from the other woman with a blush, which in turn made her companions chuckle. 
 
    They wandered over the stands and then unto the pit, and it was there that they watched another group enter as well. Julie drew a gasp when she recognized one of the women in the group, and she gave James a look, then jerked her head in Miriam’s direction. He didn’t understand what she meant at first, but once he saw who Julie had seen he grabbed Miriam’s elbow and pulled her back, much to the blonde’s displeasure. He leaned down to whisper something at her ear even as the other group approached them. 
 
    Julie breathed deeply, and tried to gather herself. 
 
    “Good to see you here, Lady Daubigny.” 
 
    Julie curtsied. “Princess, it’s an honor to be in your presence once more.” She lowered her eyes at the same time, but once she let them come up she glanced at the group surrounding the brunette. Most of those were people she recognized, other scions of noble houses, knights sworn to the princess’s service or her maids of company. 
 
    Princess Amelie tilted her head and let her eyes move over Julie and her companions, stopping for a few moments on Miriam, before she deigned to reply. “I had heard you were away, traveling. I wasn’t expecting you in my tournament.” 
 
    “Fortunately, I’ve done my duty faster than expected and managed to return just in time.” Julie answered, trying not to project any of her feelings into the words. Anything that could be used against her at court would be used, and though she didn’t dislike Amelie, she really didn’t like her either, not like some of the other nobles did. 
 
    The princess tilted her head, and for one moment Julie feared the other woman knew about her thoughts, but then she smiled and the blonde relaxed. “Walk with me, Julie, and bring your companion with you, I haven’t met her.” 
 
    Everybody stilled for some moments, none more than Julie herself, but eventually she swallowed and took a step forward, gesturing with her head for Miriam to follow. She didn’t know what the princess wanted with her, but she feared it would be nothing good. 
 
    As she gazed at Miriam, she realized neither of them was exactly dressed to meet royalty, but then they hadn’t expected to. Maybe it was foolish of her, but she hadn’t expected to cross paths with the princess before the tournament itself, though obviously she should have. 
 
    She had no idea why the princess wanted to talk to her, or why the other woman wanted Miriam there. She had no idea why the princess asked her so abruptly, and looking at the faces of the princess’s companions neither did they. 
 
    Hesitantly, she took a step and then another, watching as the princess moved farther and farther away, and only increased her speed when Miriam reached her side, aware she couldn’t displease one who stood so greatly above her. 
 
    Amelie walked and walked, away from others, until they stepped out of sight. She kept moving even then, and Julie could understand why, line-of-sight wouldn’t stop a wind mage from listening to a conversation, and surely there was a wind mage amongst the princess’s companions, but at the same time she was aware how out-of-place it would seem for the other woman to drag her to far away, especially with Amelie’s reputation. After all, the princess was an earth mage, and if she had learned anything from being with Miriam the last two months it was how perverse earth mages could be. 
 
    She tried to control the blush in her face and didn’t quite manage to, but fortunately the princess didn’t notice it. At least she hoped so, but from Miriam’s smirk she had noticed, so she couldn’t be sure about the princess. 
 
    Once Amelie figured they were far enough, she stopped and turned to Julie and Miriam, studying them deeply. The way her eyes were moving over them could have been sexual, but Julie had been the center of many leers lately to realize when someone was looking at her with lust. Some other emotion was behind the princess’s blue orbs, but she couldn’t identify it. 
 
    It didn’t make her feel any better, though. 
 
    When the other woman didn’t say anything, Julie couldn’t resist a spark of defiance and straightened, tilting her head and coldly asking. “Is there anything I can help you with, your highness?” 
 
    She really didn’t like the smirk that came to the princess’s lips at those words, or how her gaze became deeper. 
 
    The other woman was looking at her as if she was an interesting pet, and it racked at her, but all she could do was tighten her fists and hold herself back. She couldn’t do anything about it, after all, the other woman was the queen’s daughter, the future monarch of their kingdom, and there was very little she could do to defend herself from the princess, especially when the other woman had only glanced at her. 
 
    She straightened even more when Amelie’s eyes came to rest on Miriam. A smirk adorned the princess’s red lips, and she started circling around them, like a predator hunting its prey. All Julie could do was gaze at Miriam, trying to warn the other woman not to do anything that would put them at harm. 
 
    “There is something you can help me with, lady Daubigny, but I’m hesitating.” She was behind Julie as she uttered these words, and the blonde wanted to turn and face the other woman, but didn’t. It was a struggle, but she held herself back. Then the princess pressed against her, a warm and dangerous presence at her back, and a gasp forced its way out of her throat without her meaning it to. “But I don’t think I like your tone.” 
 
    “It’s the only one I have.” Julie snapped, almost without meaning to, and then paled as she realized what she had done. 
 
    The woman behind her stilled, and then a hand came to rest on her side, just above her waist, and Julie shuddered. It was warm, and almost tender, but she could feel the magic running through that hand, could feel the energy pooling in it, and she swallowed as she remembered the tales of the magic royals were capable of. There was no family with better breeding in magic than the royal family, and the power they wielded assured they would remain on the throne for as long as they wished to. 
 
    It was one of the reasons they had gotten the throne in the first place, after one of their ancestors conquered their lands. As she thought back to all she had learned about them, Julie silently acknowledged she should have remained silent, but she had never been one to hold back, and her temper had gotten her in trouble more than once before. 
 
    She shuddered again when the princess’s lips came to a stop beside her ear, and the woman inhaled softly, almost as if she was scenting her. “That defiance is amusing, Julie.” The blonde’s name was hissed from those red lips, and she paled. “Also unwelcome at this time, though I can let you play with it later.” A tingle of something ran over her skin, with its origin being the warm hand against her side, and Julie trembled as a wave of desire almost overwhelmed her. 
 
    It was strong, stronger than what Miriam usually used on her, and the only reason she hadn’t fallen to her knees in wonder of the other woman was that her lover had managed to make her somewhat resistant to these efforts. 
 
    From the corner of her eyes, Julie watched as Miriam’s eyes clouded in anger, and she saw the other blonde take a step forward, but fortunately she had enough sense to stop before doing something that would get her imprisoned, or worse. 
 
    Amelie must have noticed it, there was no way she couldn’t, but Julie couldn’t see if she acknowledged Miriam’s motion or not. 
 
    “I have a task for you.” The princess said eventually, stepping back and finally allowing Julie to turn and face her. The blonde hesitated before meeting Amelie’s eyes, still perfectly aware of the emotions running through her body, both those that were hers – fear and anger – and those provoked by the dark-haired woman – desire and lust. “You’ll wear my favor in the tournament, proudly and happily, and show how much you desire to win in my name.” 
 
    “What?” Julie could only blink, not quite understanding what the princess was doing. 
 
    To wear someone’s favor like that, especially the princess’s, would indicate more than just a friendly acquaintance. It would almost be a romantic gesture, from both parts, and she couldn’t imagine why the princess would want such a thing. 
 
    Amelie simply raised an eyebrow at her, and Julie swallowed without quite meaning to. 
 
    “Why do you want me to wear your favor?” She asked, after gathering her courage. 
 
    She could see Miriam tilting her head at them, and she feared the other woman would show her jealousy once more, but she remained silent. Sure, maybe the blonde didn’t know what the princess could have meant by the gesture, but she doubted it. Even most commoners understood what it meant to wear someone’s favor. It could be done in a purely knightly manner, obviously, but that wasn’t what the princess was implying. 
 
    For some reason, she wanted to make it appear there was something between them, and that put Julie on the back foot. She couldn’t imagine why the other woman would want such a thing. 
 
    “Do I need to have a reason?” Amelie shrugged, and then turned her back on Julie to study the other blonde. She smirked at Miriam, and after a few moments Miriam smirked back, and this time it was Julie that started feeling something like jealousy growing in her chest. “My wishes being your commands should be enough.” 
 
    Julie drew herself up and was about to say something she really shouldn’t, but fortunately held back at the last moment. 
 
    Miriam looked at her over Amelie’s shoulder, and she almost seemed to be trying to reassure her, but the other blonde turned to the princess and Julie couldn’t be certain of anything. The dark-haired woman started circling Miriam, eyeing her like a piece of meat, and Julie found her anger mounting once more. 
 
    Her lover knew how to defend herself however, and she eyed the princess back in the same manner, until the other woman stopped. “I haven’t met you before, so I can only assume lady Daubigny found you in one of her … quests.” 
 
    Miriam eyed the princess for a few moments before curtsying as Julie had taught her, bowing her head slightly before facing the princess once more. “I found myself in a position to help Julie during her latest adventure, and she invited me to follow her afterwards.” 
 
    That wasn’t the full truth, and part of her wanted to scoff, but perhaps it was better for the princess to believe such a thing than to know the whole story about Miriam’s origins. Whatever Amelie might be, she wasn’t an idiot and realized there was far more to the story than that, but she didn’t ask. Not about that exactly. “She invited you to more than just follow you. Your scent, your energy is all over her.” Here she turned her head and focused once more on Julie, who colored when she realized what the princess was implying. “I always took Julie for a prude, but perhaps I was wrong.” 
 
    The blonde reddened, in both anger and embarrassment, and ended up turning her face away, not quite knowing how to react. The two of them weren’t close enough for the princess to use her name, but that was the slightest of affronts Amelie had given her that day. The manner in which she talked about Julie’s relationship was a worse one, and a part of her so wanted to say something back, to get one over the princess. 
 
    She could tell the other woman to go to hell, refuse to do as she wished, and turn her back on the tournament, but that would make the princess an enemy, and however satisfying that would feel in that moment, later she would regret it. Or her mother would make her regret it. 
 
    Not that she was the one in the wrong, but her mother wouldn’t care. 
 
    What the princess was attempting to do was something most would despise, and it wouldn’t do wonders for her reputation if it was found. 
 
    Julie breathed deeply and thought about her situation. Amelie was risking much by playing such a game, especially by forcing Julie into such a situation. It could backfire at her in many different manners, and even though she would come ahead of Julie if something went wrong, she wouldn’t exactly come out unscathed. 
 
    There was something more to the whole situation, but Julie couldn’t imagine what it was. She forgot about her embarrassment and her anger, used her training and experience, and let her emotions wash away and focused on the princess. From the beginning, the other woman tried to make her hesitant and confused, tried to put her on the back foot, but only now did she realize it. 
 
    Amelie had been careful to pull them away from anyone that could hear them, she had brought Miriam with her, and she could only imagine that was to keep her unbalanced, once the princess realized they were lovers, but the only reason the other woman would do such a thing was if she intended to keep Julie from figuring her objective. 
 
    So, she stepped back and analyzed the situation, and realized what she should have done in the beginning. The princess was nervous. Oh, it wasn’t obvious, it wouldn’t be with one of the royal family, nor with any powerful mage. The training they required to wield their powers allowed them to conceal their emotions without too much effort, but it was exactly that blank look in the princess’s features that spoke the truth. 
 
    Maybe it was fear, maybe anger or something else, but Amelie was hiding her emotions behind a fake mask of amusement, and that more than anything made Julie calm down. Sure, part of her wanted to slap the other woman, turn her back on her and never speak to her again, but that wasn’t an option, not really. 
 
    Above all else, Julie prided herself in being dutiful and, though Amelie was being an ass, she was Julie’s princess. She had never heard anything but good things about the princess, and no one, not even a royal princess, would have attained such a reputation if it was a complete fabrication. 
 
    Perhaps the only reason Amelie was doing this was because she was desperate, and no matter how much Julie wanted to ignore it and turn her back on the other woman, she couldn’t. Her duty to the crown required her to help. 
 
    “I’ll play your game.” Julie answered, her voice barely more than a whisper, and Amelie focused on her with something like surprise. Her eyes narrowed eventually, and something like suspicion showed in them, probably at Julie surrendering so easily, but the blonde didn’t give her any clue about her feelings or thoughts. “I’ll assume you have a good reason for your request, and play your game, but now, if you don’t mind, my friend and I need to leave.” And without another word she stepped closer to Miriam, grabbed her arm and pulled her, leaving the princess’s side without a curtsy or a bow. 
 
    She could almost feel Amelie’s indignation at the maneuver, especially when she turned her back on the princess and started to walk away, and it felt good. 
 
    Miriam looked at her with wide eyes, and Julie couldn’t hold back and winked at her. 
 
    Granted, a minute later her courage was failing her, and she gathered her companions and left before the princess had another opportunity to corner her, and as she was leaving she could feel a pair of eyes glaring into her back, but she couldn’t deny some part of her was happy with having gotten one over the princess. 
 
    Her mood didn’t improve in the way home, and once inside the building she barely acknowledged her companions before moving to her quarters. Her bedroom was her sanctuary, and right then she needed it more than anything. She needed to relax and think about what happened, she needed to breathe easily for a couple of moments and just forget about everything. 
 
    Unfortunately, she didn’t notice she was being followed until Miriam pressed against her, as warm and soft as ever. Fortunately, the older blonde turned her around and then kissed her, and Julie managed to forget about everything nonetheless, losing herself in the lips pressed against hers, moaning when Miriam’s hands came to rest on her lower back, then wandered even lower.  
 
    Julie shuddered, in desire and want, and deepened the kiss, trying to lose herself in her lover. 
 
    Miriam didn’t hold back. She thrust her tongue into Julie’s mouth, trying to dominate the other woman, succeeding for the most part. She didn’t know what to think about the princess, and her attempt to incite lust in Julie earlier, but now more than ever she wanted to make the other blonde realize who owned her. Julie belonged to her, and she wouldn’t let anyone take her, not without permission. 
 
    Julie didn’t know anything about these thoughts of Miriam’s, or she wouldn’t have been happy about them. She was feeling pretty well about the kiss however, especially once the other woman let her hands start to wander. 
 
    While she didn’t have Miriam’s experience, she wasn’t the blushing virgin she had been at first, and started to pay the other woman in kind, letting her hands wander over Miriam’s body in turn, first on the blonde’s sides, then up, daring to cup one of Miriam’s breasts through her corsage. 
 
    The older woman moaned at that, and deepened the kiss even further, before regaining some control and leaning back for some moments. “What do you think that was about?” She didn’t know the princess well enough to say, but it was obvious there was something to the whole ordeal. 
 
    Julie shook her head. “I’m not sure, and I’m certain its nothing good, but I don’t think it’s an attempt to harm me directly.” 
 
    “Indirectly, then?” Miriam raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No.” Julie stopped for some moments, trying to think of how to put it into words. “I think the princess is scared, or at least nervous about something, and for some reason decided that making me wear her favor will help her. I have no idea why exactly, though.” 
 
    Miriam nodded, before her eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I like the idea of you wearing her favor.” 
 
    “Why, jealous?” Julie couldn’t help but prod her lover, and squealed when Miriam’s hands came to rest on her sides, tickling her. She tried to escape the other mage, but only succeeded in doing so when she crashed against the bed and fell in it, and then realized that had been Miriam’s intention all along. 
 
    Before she could open her mouth to say anything, the other woman started unlacing her clothes, slowly baring more and more of her skin. Julie’s mouth dried suddenly, and she lost the ability to speak. Miriam was beautiful, there were no doubts about that, but Julie almost expected to have gained some resistance to the sight by now. She hadn’t though, and every time she found her heart beating like crazy, galloping in her chest as she looked at her lover. 
 
    “If she wants to try and touch you,” Miriam replied, freeing her breasts at the same time and making Julie gasp. “She needs permission.” 
 
    It took the younger blonde some moments to process what the other had said, but then she narrowed her eyes. “Funny, you didn’t ask permission to try to get those seamstresses into your bed.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying, not really.” Miriam shrugged, and the motion did very interesting things to her bare mounds. “And I don’t need permission to do anything, you do though.” 
 
    Julie grew angry at the sheer nerve of the other woman and opened her mouth, only to close it when Miriam pushed her skirt down, revealing the bare flesh underneath. Julie reddened at the thought that her lover had been so exposed – she had dared to risk walking around without underclothes – that her anger vanished in a moment. 
 
    Oh, she would get angry once again later, once she thought back to Miriam’s words and how the woman seemed to think she owned her, but in that moment embarrassment, lust and desire was all Julie could focus on. 
 
    “You’re overdressed.” Miriam let her eyes rove over Julie, leaving no doubt to what she was thinking. 
 
    Julie thought about crossing her arms in front of her chest and pouting, protesting against Miriam’s arrogance, but unfortunately the other woman wasn’t the only one desiring this. Every time she let her eyes wander in Miriam’s direction, she found herself breathing more raggedly, and eventually gave in. The other woman saw it and smirked, then started crawling into the bed, making Julie scuttle back until she hit against the headboard. 
 
    The distance between them closed awfully quickly, and when Julie next drew a breath she could smell Miriam, she could scent that aroma that always swirled around the other woman. It was heady and lustful, somehow promising sex and pleasure, and Julie wasn’t sure if that scent promised those things because Miriam was an earth mage, or simply because the other woman was so lustful. 
 
    Miriam approached even closer, and Julie felt warm all over, closing her eyes when the other’s front pressed against hers, robbing her of all thought. “You’re overdressed.” The other woman repeated, and hands started tugging at Julie’s clothes, baring her piece by piece. She made no attempt to resist. 
 
    She gave in and gave Miriam everything she desired. 
 
    She opened her mouth when teeth bit her lower lip, and let Miriam’s tongue duel with hers, she moaned when the other woman’s hands fell upon her now bared breasts, arching when fingers surrounded her nipples and made her enjoy, and diligently spread her legs when Miriam’s hands tried to gain entrance into her. 
 
    The first few caresses made her sigh, and she moved into Miriam, trying to draw the other woman against her, trying to make them fit against one another. Their lips crashed together, and they sought entrance into the other’s mouth, dueling with their tongues, trying to drown the other in pleasure. 
 
    Miriam used her strength and shifted them around, pressing Julie down on the bed and then taking hold of her hands, imprisoning the younger blonde beneath her. Julie struggled for some moments, but it was for show, and then surrendered, letting Miriam claim her. 
 
    A kiss against her chin made her arch, and then one on her throat provoked the same reaction. When Miriam reached her breasts, the only thing Julie could do was hold her, hands losing themselves upon golden locks, grasping and pulling Miriam’s head against her. 
 
    There were lips around her nipples, playing with her, making her feel pleasure that only the blonde coaxed out of her, and Julie despaired with need, feeling her sex getting wet from all the teasing, opening her hips and trying to make the other woman touch her. Miriam made her suffer before giving her what she wanted.   
 
    The earth mage teased Julie, made her beg and plead, but eventually gave her what she desired, what both of them did. 
 
    Julie only moaned when the other woman crawled down and stopped between her thighs, feeling that tongue caressing her most intimate parts. Moans escaped from her throat, and she couldn’t stop them, she could only clutch at the other woman, pull her closer, and hope Miriam’s tongue would never stop. 
 
    When she finally reached her objective, Julie tightened her hold even further around Miriam, trying to imprison the woman against her. Her scream was loud, so loud that it rattled the paintings on the walls around her, and part of her was embarrassed at losing control of her magic during that moment, but most of her could only focus on the pleasure rushing through her veins. 
 
    She closed her eyes and laid down, trying to think past the rush, trying to regain her breath. 
 
    Miriam didn’t give her a chance. 
 
    She felt the other woman move, then a spark of energy, and she knew Miriam had shapeshifted. When she opened her eyes, she knew perfectly well what she would find, but she still marveled at the rod between Miriam’s hips. It was long, thick and very hard, and Julie didn’t have enough time to appreciate it before the other woman grabbed her and pulled, pressing them tight. 
 
    Julie barely had enough time to moan, then Miriam shifted and managed to spread her legs, and suddenly her rod was against Julie’s sex. A thrust of the older mage’s hips was enough for a few inches of that flesh to part Julie’s folds and enter her, and the noble moaned again. 
 
    Miriam wasn’t soft or tender, but then Julie didn’t always like it like that. 
 
    The earth mage was hard and unrelenting, grabbing Julie’s hips tight and using that grip to push herself deeper, then she used her incredible strength to turn them around and forced Julie to be the one moving, to ride that cock up and down and lose herself to the pleasure once more. 
 
    It didn’t take her long to reach it. 
 
    Miriam held her as they thrust against one another, desperate in their motions, and then she came and dragged the other woman with her, both of them reaching their orgasms at the same time. 
 
    She grabbed Miriam’s face and kissed her lover after finishing, and then they spooned against one another, too tired to do anything else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Ignoring the sound of the crowd around her, Julie studied her opponent, knowing she had the advantage in this round, the surroundings favored her. The first two fights, she found herself in a bit of a disadvantage, but her experience saw her through. Not that she had expected to be knocked out on the first rounds, she was better than that, but it could have happened. 
 
    Fortunately, none of those fighting in the tournament had any military experience. Most of the nobles that made their way into the army knew it was bad form to enter a tournament, although that might have not stopped some of them. As it was, Julie was pretty certain she was one of the mages with more experience in the competition. 
 
    Oh, sure, some of them would have just as much experience as she did, and she was sure some of them would be better fighters than she was, but she liked her odds. 
 
    In some other life, she might have joined the military, it was rare for women to do so, though not unheard of. Her mother hadn’t allowed it, saying that if she wanted to fight, if she wanted to truly test her mettle as a mage, then she had better use for Julie than the military. It was how she ended in command of her little group. 
 
    For a moment, her eyes wandered to the embroiled handkerchief tied around her arm, and she flashed back to the moment the princess put it there, in front of the whole crowd. Embarrassment colored her cheeks at the remembrance, but then she shook her head and focused; getting distracted would only make her lose or get injured. 
 
    Her opponent noticed her distraction and made to attack, but unfortunately for him she had already snapped out of it by the time he was approaching. The pit had been turned into a small forest for the fight, and that gave her the advantage, seeing as her opponent was a water mage. Maybe if there had been some source of water for him to use, but there wasn’t and the other abilities water magic granted him wouldn’t allow him to defeat her.  
 
    A moment later, they met in battle and she was proven correct. Water magic allowed a mage to be nimbler, more agile, but so did wind, and the speed granted by her element made Julie so fast the man couldn’t hit her. Then she just raised one hand and let a gust of wind crash against him, throwing him to the ground, and before he could get up she was there, attacking him again and making him flinch in pain at the kicks to his sides. 
 
    Decided to end the fight as quickly as she could, Julie focused on the air around his head and started thinning it, making it harder for him to breathe, making him slow down until he passed. 
 
    With the fight finished, and able to focus on her surroundings once more, Julie let the cheers from the crowd wash over her, and couldn’t help the small smile that graced her lips. 
 
    The princess got to her feet and clapped, then turned with a smile to the crowd. “This fight ends the first day of the tournament.” Her proclamation was met with cheers. People liked the fights but, after a full afternoon, were more than ready to rest. “Two days from now the tournament will resume.” 
 
    Amelie turned and winked at Julie, not bothering to try and conceal it, and some of those around the princess chuckled, obviously amused by the whole situation. The smile in Julie’s lips became brittle. 
 
    She didn’t like whatever game Amelie was playing, but she didn’t have much of a choice in the whole situation, and that only irritated her further. 
 
    Once the princess looked away, Julie felt safe in turning around and starting to leave, and smiled when her eyes met the sight of her companions on the stands opposite the princess’s. James nodded at her, almost proud; Miriam smirked, but then her eyes found the handkerchief and darkened. Julie looked down and sighed, aware she would have to deal with Miriam’s jealousy once more. 
 
    She didn’t exactly understand why the other woman was so jealous of the princess, when before she tried far too many times to slip someone else into their bed, to broaden Julie’s horizons, as she put it once. Maybe it was different when the other person in the bed was another earth mage? 
 
    Was that it? Or was Miriam afraid she would stop seeing her because of the princess? 
 
    Julie didn’t know what to think. 
 
    Hours later, she was in the comfort of her home, safe in her bed with her lover’s arms around her, and she forgot about it all. Miriam had tired her more than the fights in that afternoon, but she didn’t regret one moment of that pleasure. 
 
    She turned, then felt a hand grabbing her hip and pulling her against Miriam, shuddering a little at the feel of breasts against her back. The older woman started kissing her neck, her shoulder, and she shuddered, but eventually had to put a stop to it. Grabbing Miriam’s fingers, Julie looked over her shoulder at the other woman and tried to smile. “Can we do this another time? I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Miriam didn’t say anything, but the manner in which she pulled her hand back said everything nonetheless. 
 
    Julie grasped at her, not understanding why Miriam was reacting like that, but knowing she had to do something about it. “Can’t you just hold me?” The other woman stilled and Julie feared she would draw away, but eventually Miriam relaxed and pulled her tighter once more. 
 
    The noblewoman smiled and relaxed, letting the warmth of the body against hers lull her to sleep. She would have to discover what was bothering Miriam later, but for now she wanted her rest. 
 
    The following fights were far harder than the first she was involved in, but she persevered and won match after match, all the time cheered by the stands, and smiled at by the princess. That she seemed to be Amelie’s chosen made her very popular, but Julie wasn’t exactly happy about that, knowing it had been the princess’s plan all along.  
 
    She still didn’t know why. 
 
    Julie only started to get an inkling of the reason behind the princess’s reasoning when she fought her next match. Her opponent was William DeRosa, the son of a powerful duke, and a wind mage like her. 
 
    She knew that fight would be harder than any of those before, and breathed deeply before facing her opponent, but was still unprepared for the loathing in his face when he looked back at her. She didn’t understand it, after all they had barely interacted before. Then he opened his mouth, and she didn’t care. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re doing here.” His eyes wandered over her body as he said it, and she bristled in indignation. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry.” Julie couldn’t help herself, and let sarcasm take hold of her tongue. “You’ll get it soon enough.” 
 
    They barely waited for the judges in the stands to give the go-ahead before throwing their magic at one another. Julie raised one hand and sent a gust in his direction; he in turn sent a blade of wind her way, and only her instincts saved her life. She almost paused, after finishing her roll and realizing what had happened, but started moving before he could attack her again. 
 
    Tournaments rarely ended with a participant’s death, it was pretty frowned upon to actually try to kill someone, especially so blatantly as DeRosa did, and he would surely be disqualified if it happened, so she couldn’t understand why he attacked her like that. 
 
    Most of those in the stands cheered, not realizing what almost happened, but a quick look showed Julie that the princess was aware, her hands clutching the railing of the arena and glaring back at Julie’s opponent, as did Julie’s companions and some of the other mages. 
 
    The princess shook her head and turned to one of the guards at her side, shouting something, probably getting ready to stop the match. That didn’t stop DeRosa however, and he attacked her again. 
 
    Julie decided to stop playing around. She didn’t know why the other mage was trying to kill her, but she wasn’t some novice that would freeze in combat and let him do what he wanted. It didn’t take her long to realize he was actually stronger than her, whenever their magic came against one another’s his always overwhelmed hers, but she also realized he didn’t have that much experience in a fight. 
 
    Oh, he must have dueled a great deal, all the scions did, but duels weren’t the same thing as a fight to the death. The sand that filled the pit this time also played against him. Julie imagined it wasn’t the same thing as a desert, for one there wasn’t a stifling heat hovering around them, but she was more used to fighting in adverse conditions and in using the terrain to her advantage. 
 
    Instead of attacking him head on once again, she let her wind swirl around them, gathering sand and dust. He stopped for a few moments to gaze at it before scoffing and throwing another blade her way. 
 
    Julie saw herself forced to dodge once more, sending gusts of wind at the sand at the same time, blocking his view as much as she could. 
 
    “That won’t help you.” He screamed, and sent his own wind to try and clear the sand away, but she didn’t allow him to, directing his attack slightly lower and sending it into the sand, undoing his efforts completely. 
 
    She might not be strong enough to defeat him head on, but wind magic had many subtle uses, and those were the ones she intended to use now. DeRosa seemed far too angry to think clearly, and she was sure that while he had more power she had more experience. 
 
    It wasn’t hard to enhance one’s hearing with magic, or to use it to know what was around the caster. So, she used her wind like that, careful to throw more sand into the air and hinder his sight at the same time, and then cloaked herself in her power, stifling any sound of her approach. 
 
    DeRosa was classically trained, and that meant he wouldn’t expect a wind opponent to close the distance like that. 
 
    She barely even dared to breathe as she approached him from behind, knowing she was protected by her own power, but still careful. DeRosa was throwing his magic around, sending more and more dust into the air, screaming in rage. “You don’t deserve to be here.” 
 
    She couldn’t let his words bother her. She needed to focus and defeat him before he got lucky and threw a blast of magic her way, she could think about the rest later. In the end, it wasn’t exactly hard to knock him out. He didn’t see her form approaching him, he was so sure of his invincibility he didn’t even try to look around. 
 
    She gathered magic around her fist, and then punched him behind the head. Wind magic couldn’t grant super strength, but she could harden the wind around her fist until it felt like she was wearing a steel gauntlet. DeRosa staggered, and tried to remain upright, but another hit put him down, and she could relax. 
 
    She waited for the sand and dust to settle down once again afterwards, and for the crowd’s cheers. And they did cheer when she was revealed as the winner, standing above a defeated DeRosa, smiling. 
 
    The princess got to her feet and clapped, and many on the audience followed her. Julie found her gaze drawn to the other woman, and followed her eyes back to DeRosa. There was something almost dark in the princess’s orbs: anger, hate, maybe something like fear. She was sure then, that the princess’s ploy was some kind of trap for the man she defeated. 
 
    The cheers slowly dying down made her focus, and she turned to the one who had set the trap. Amelie was smiling, and Julie realized it was a far sincerer smile than any she had displayed during the tournament. It made her look beautiful and almost angelic, but Julie wasn’t fooled. Amelie could be quite devious when she wanted. 
 
    The princess congratulated her loudly on her victory, but Julie barely paid attention to her words. One of DeRosa’s friends had entered the arena and helped the other man up, and he in turn turned to glare at Julie with hate. She almost drew back, certain he would try to attack her, but then he looked around, saw where he was, and just turned and left. 
 
    She turned and almost jumped when she found Miriam and James right beside her, and then smiled at her lover, before paying attention to the princess. Amelie had stopped talking in the meanwhile, and now just looked at her. Julie stared back for some moments, then eventually nodded, prompting another smile from the princess. “Let’s leave this place, before something else happens.” 
 
    It was her last fight for the day, after all, and she could go home. She needed to go home, to be safe and sound and think. From the beginning, she had been trying to figure out what Amelie wanted with the whole charade, and now she felt she was closer than ever to finding it. 
 
    Once she was back in the safety of her city home, Julie breathed more freely and the tension eased out of her shoulders. Her companions noticed it, and they had noticed how hurried and tense she had been on the way back and where now glancing at her curiously. She met James and Miriam’s eyes, then turned around and found Anna and William also worried. She sighed. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you saw the same thing I did, didn’t you? The way DeRosa came at me?” They nodded and she sighed again. “Do you think that has something to do with the reason the princess wanted me to be her champion in the tournament?” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” James shrugged when she met his gaze. “The boy seemed deranged, and I couldn’t tell you why he did as he did, but I saw the princess’s eyes when the two of you fought; I saw how she looked at him. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t live long.” 
 
    Julie nodded, but stopped at Anna’s words. 
 
    “Men.” The other woman shook her head, and Julie glanced at James, trying to see if he had figured out what she meant, but she wasn’t the only one confused. Miriam did have a look of realization in her face, and Julie thought about questioning her, but Anna continued before it was needed. “Didn’t you see he was jealous? Enraged, maddened, yes, but because of jealousy.” 
 
    “Wait,” Julie started, getting an inkling of what the other woman meant. “You mean he was jealous of me?” 
 
    Anna nodded. “Almost certainly. Most of the younger scions of the noble families are in awe of the princess, and hoping to wed her, especially now that there are rumors a betrothal might be on the way. He believed Amelie’s ruse and probably thought you were her chosen one, and tried to get back at you because of it.” 
 
    Julie opened her mouth and closed it, not quite knowing what to make of it. It would explain why he attacked her like that, but did nothing to justify the whole charade Amelie forced on her. “Ok, that might explain why he attacked me, but not why she wanted me to be her champion.” 
 
    Her companions exchanged glances, just as confused by that as she was. 
 
    “Maybe she figured you were capable of protecting yourself?” Miriam was the one who suggested it, and while Julie could see that would be a valid reason, she didn’t think it was it. At least, not the whole story. 
 
    “I don’t know.” She said eventually, shaking her head. “I just hope this was everything there was to it, and that I won’t have to deal with any more of her schemes.” 
 
    She didn’t linger for long and soon left the room, and Miriam followed her. She slept in her lover’s arms, more calmly than she had since she entered Amelie’s scheme, and her dreams were pleasant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    There was something wrong. Julie didn’t know why, but she turned around and around, half-awake, half-asleep, knowing something wasn’t right. Miriam’s arms tightened around her, and the other blonde woke and then held her tighter, thinking Julie was having a nightmare. That was all the younger woman needed to fully awaken, and she shook her head and tried to rise from the bed, still confused. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Miriam asked, eventually. 
 
    Julie tried to smile, but didn’t gather enough courage. “I don’t know, a nightmare or something, I’m having a bad feeling.” 
 
    Miriam moved closer to her lover once more. Julie wasn’t the kind of woman to be bothered by anything as simple as a bad feeling, and she wanted to understand what had perturbed her lover. “How so?” 
 
    Julie opened her mouth to explain, then stopped and tilted her head, looking past Miriam to the door of their room. Her room, actually, but Miriam had slept in it most of the nights she spent in the house. “There’s something wrong.” She whispered, then looked directly into Miriam’s eyes. “Get dressed and warn the others that there are intruders in the building.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, she got up from the bed and reached for her nightie, mentally cursing herself for the habit of sleeping with her naked body pressed against Miriam’s. The earth mage had stood still for a few moments, as if still processing Julie’s words, but then she got to her feet and started dressing herself without delay. 
 
    They had barely finished when Julie felt a shift of power, and magic pressed against her door. She didn’t know what magic was being used exactly, but she was certain whoever was using it was now aware they were awake. 
 
    She thought for a couple of moments about what to do, and then decided to get rid of the advantage surprise granted whoever was attacking. She flicked her fingers in the door’s direction and sent a narrow blast of wind through. There was a pained gasp and a muffled curse outside, and then fire burst against it and the door exploded. 
 
    Miriam and Julie moved at once, without any kind of hesitation. The earth mage leaned down and pressed one hand against the floor, and a stone wall grew in front of them, protecting them from any immediate attack. Julie marveled at her lover for a moment, then sent her wind over the wall, letting it map the room and the space around the entrance. 
 
    She could feel two men outside, one clutching at his chest and laying against the wall of the corridor, obviously wounded from her attack, and another on his feet in front of him, holding one hand in front of his body, pointed their way. He was obviously the fire mage. 
 
    Julie waited until his efforts waned and his fire died down before moving. Using a blast of wind to prop herself up, she jumped over the wall Miriam had conjured and attacked before he could get over the surprise of her appearance. He tried to send another burst of fire her way, but her wind was stronger and knocked it against him. It didn’t harm him much, most mages were resistant against their own energies, but it burned some of his clothes and startled him. 
 
    Another blast of wind forced him against the wall, giving Julie all the time she needed to close the distance between them. 
 
    She didn’t hold back and kicked him almost immediately, first in his stomach and then on his head, when he huffed after her first kick. Before she could continue, Miriam was there at her side, and her lover’s kick did more than make him huff. The first hit sent him crashing against the wall, his head cracking loudly. For a moment, Julie stilled, hoping Miriam hadn’t killed him, but then shook her head and tried to focus. 
 
    Her lover knocked out the wounded mage with a punch, and then the two of them stilled, looking down at their two attackers. Miriam opened her mouth to say something, but before she succeeded the sound of fighting reached them, and they only exchanged glances before starting to move again. 
 
    Julie didn’t know who was attacking her exactly, but she was certain it was Amelie’s fault, and a part of her cursed the other woman with all her strength. She would make the other woman pay for it, somehow. 
 
    They were reaching the dining room when a body crashed through one of its doors, and Julie felt her heart stop when she saw it was Anna. The older woman was like a sister to her at times, and she feared the worst for some moments, but Miriam stepped forward and poised one hand against her neck and then smiled at Julie, reassuring her. 
 
    Anger filled her once she realized her companion was ok, and she didn’t waste any time in entering the room and facing more of the attackers. William and James were fighting against five other mages back-to-back, and, unfortunately, they were losing. Oh, they did their best, but they would have lost eventually if Miriam and Julie hadn’t joined them. 
 
    Miriam was the first to act. The earth mage cast her gaze around, focused, and then stomped one foot on the floor. Julie marveled at the sight of the spikes that grew from the ground, much like the first time she had watched them. These mages were ready though, they were prepared for a fight, and with magic one had to be always ready for the unexpected. 
 
    Most of them managed to evade her attack, but one didn’t, and the spike that hit him took him out of the fight, and what had been a five-on-two battle became a four-on-four one. 
 
    Julie didn’t pay much attention to that though. She hadn’t recognized the two mages behind her door, she didn’t recognize most of those inside the room either, but that didn’t mean much. She did recognize one of them, and with a furious anger she understood who was attacking her. “You.” Her words were shouted, and DeRosa turned to her, sneering when he met her gaze. 
 
    “So, you finally appear.” He let out in an arrogant tone, but made sure not to look completely away from James and William, which told her they had been more trouble than he expected. 
 
    She didn’t let him monologue, she was too angry, and his voice was enough to set her off. His eyes widened when her blast of magic reached him, and for a moment she hoped that was it, but he proved what her earlier fight with him had already taught her: he was strong, and while she might be more experienced, he wasn’t exactly a pushover. 
 
    His shield – a wall of hardened air around him – took the brunt of her attack and allowed him to survive with only a stagger, and then it was his turn to go on the offensive. Not that Julie let him do it easily, she had started moving the moment she realized the fight wouldn’t end that quickly, and when he twisted his wrist, turned his shield into a spear of wind and sent it her way, she wasn’t there any longer. 
 
    Speed was essential when one fought against or with wind, and Julie made sure to push herself to the limit, knowing this fight wasn’t like the one they had before. They were trying to kill one another now, and every mistake could be fatal. She evaded his next attack, and the following one, letting him exhaust himself, letting him open a breach in his defenses every time he attacked. 
 
    Unfortunately, he was good, and his attacks came far too close for her to repay them in kind. Julie saw herself forced into the defensive, and started fearing she might actually lose. 
 
    She shouldn’t have worried. While DeRosa might have a similar level of ability to hers, his companions didn’t, and it wasn’t long until one of them saw himself defeated. Miriam wasn’t playing for keeps, and she wasn’t willing to be anything close to merciful. 
 
    There was a loud scream, pained and desperate, and everyone turned to watch, only to see the earth mage’s hand thrust deep into her opponent’s belly, and the dark look in her face. She pulled her hand back, and something came with it. 
 
    Julie shook for a moment in disgust, but regained control of her motions quickly and turned to DeRosa. He was still staring at his ally, and she almost hesitated but decided not to lose the chance. Her blast of power hit him head on and he was thrown from his feet, crashing into the floor a few feet away and sliding until he hit the wall. Something cracked, and he screamed, but still had enough sense to gather his mind and try to retaliate. 
 
    It was for naught, though. Soon enough, Miriam helped James dispatch another of the attackers, and then joined Julie, who was slowly approaching the wounded DeRosa. He kept throwing wind magic at her, but it was weakened, and easy to dispel. He didn’t try to raise from where he was, and there was a pained twist to his features. 
 
    His eyes widened when he saw how close the two were, and he cursed, struggling once more to raise, and succeeding slightly, but crashing down eventually, holding unto his hips. He opened his mouth, but Julie was tired, and she didn’t even think. 
 
    She might have realized how wrong of an idea it was if she had, but she lost her composure and sent a last blast of power his way, a spear of wind similar to those he used against her before, and he didn’t defend himself. It hit him in the chest and went through him, and he simply gasped before closing his eyes. 
 
    He had been dangerous, she reassured herself when she stopped beside his body and looked down at him, and his family would do everything they could to keep him safe from imprisonment. Better to kill him at once and be rid of him, even if that would make her enemies. 
 
    Someone took hold of her shoulder and turned her around, and then her lips were kissed and she relaxed into Miriam’s hold. Julie kissed her lover back with all of her soul, pouring her feelings and emotions into that kiss. 
 
    It cost her to part from Miriam, but it was needed, and she smiled at the blonde before doing so. Then she cast her gaze around, saw the bodies, and knew there was no way they could possibly hide what happened, and neither should they try. 
 
    She would let Amelie deal with it. It was what the princess deserved, after all she had done. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “This was a mess.” The princess’s words almost brought a smirk to Julie’s lips, but she held herself back at the last moment. The other woman was annoyed, and trying to hide it but failing. 
 
    Julie didn’t care, not really. Oh, the whole situation wasn’t good, and later she might acknowledge it wasn’t a situation one should find funny, but in that moment, she didn’t care. One of her enemies was dead, even if she hadn’t known he was an enemy before, even if he only had been an enemy because of the ploy by the woman at her side. 
 
    She glanced at the princess, and saw her purse her lips. Amelie wasn’t happy about the scene she found in Julie’s home, obviously. 
 
    Once more, the thought made her smile, but this time her amusement was caught. The princess glared, and then reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her away from the others. Julie resisted the urge to pull back from the other woman, that wouldn’t look good, and eventually sighed, understanding she wouldn’t be able to escape the conversation she needed to have with Amelie. 
 
    She gestured with her head, and guided the princess to her room. At least there they would be able to talk without anyone spying on them, not that she believed the princess would have brought a spy with her, but one needed to be careful. Just before they disappeared from sight, Julie saw Miriam frown at them, and winced at the memory of her lover’s previous jealousy. She would need to convince the blonde she had no need to feel jealous of the princess. 
 
    After entering the room, Amelie turned and glared at her, and Julie glared back. The whole situation only happened because of the other woman’s ploy, and she wasn’t about to let her forget it. “This is your fault.” 
 
    Amelie raised an eyebrow. “Mine? At the most, I would think this is your fault, if it isn’t DeRosa’s. How can this possibly be my fault?” 
 
    “Your little game, making me your champion. You wanted to make him jealous, didn’t you?” 
 
    Amelie smirked, and it wasn’t a nice smirk. “Oh, not quite. Jealousy played its part, but what I really wanted was to find out who he was.” 
 
    “What?” Julie asked, confused. 
 
    The princess sighed before looking around the room and moving towards the bed, sitting down and glancing back at the other woman. “For months, someone has been hounding me, stalking me really. Leaving me gifts, and messages a little all over the place. I didn’t mind much at first, even found it a little romantic, but they soon became a little too much, and I started fearing this wasn’t the work of someone in their right mind.” 
 
    Julie just blinked at the other woman. “And you didn’t get your guards to find him and stop him?” Amelie was one of the most well-guarded women in the entire kingdom, it should have been easy. 
 
    “Do you think I’m a fool? I did.” The princess hissed, then narrowed her eyes at the other woman. “Unfortunately, they didn’t find anything. We didn’t know how he was getting to me.” 
 
    “… A traitor amongst your ranks?” Julie certainly could see how that would be a problem. 
 
    Amelie hesitated before nodding. “Perhaps.” Certainly, the princess didn’t want to admit it, though it was the obvious conclusion. “I expect any leak that might have existed will be taken care of in the next days. With DeRosa’s death, whoever was helping him get pass my defenses will eventually slip up.” 
 
    “That was why you needed me, then? To make whoever was stalking you jealous, make them act rashly?” Julie shook her head in disgust, already knowing the answer. “Well, it seems your ploy worked, you won’t need me anymore. Take care of the mess outside and leave.” 
 
    Amelie tilted her head, and her smirk made Julie dread what was coming. “Oh, I don’t know, you have given me a very good opportunity with what you have done here today.” 
 
    Julie’s hands tightened into fists, and she glared at the other woman, but remained silent. 
 
    The princess laughed and let herself fall to the bed, stopping when she noticed how wrinkled the sheets and covers were, turning to Julie with a luscious smirk. 
 
    The wind mage looked away, and then heard the other woman get to her feet. 
 
    “You see,” Amelie started, circling around Julie and stopping behind, leaning forward to whisper at her ear. “There’s trouble coming ahead. I’m expected to announce a match soon, and no matter who I choose someone else will use it to incite rebellion. There have been many signs pointing that way, and I could almost believe DeRosa’s actions were the result of someone’s meddling, but obviously that can’t be proven.” 
 
    “You think someone altered his mind?” Julie couldn’t help her curiousness, even though she was still busy processing the princess’s revelation. 
 
    “Or gave him incentive to do what he did, either the hounding me or simply the attack on you.” Amelie shrugged. “We’ll probably never know for sure, but one thing is certain, they won’t forget about you.” 
 
    Julie paled. “What do you mean?” 
 
    The other woman’s smirk was once more vicious. “You’ve helped me, oh sure, almost against your will, but you helped me, and people will remember that. They will remember I made you my champion.” 
 
    “And that will make me and my family a target for your enemies.” Julie hissed when she realized how thoroughly she had been played by the other woman, and wind started swirling around her. It had been years since she lost control of her magic in moments of great emotion, but after all that happened lately perhaps it wasn’t that surprising. 
 
    Amelie nodded, and above all she seemed pleased about it. 
 
    “Yes,” She continued with a shrug. “But you would already be their enemies, so long as you remained loyal to me and mine. You are loyal, are you not?” 
 
    “If I had much of a choice right now I wouldn’t be.” 
 
    “Fortunate then, that I didn’t give you a choice.” Amelie’s eyes blazed with her emotions, and Julie met that gaze back, but had some difficulty to stop herself from looking away. 
 
    The royals were powerful mages, and that created a certain aura around them. Julie had been certain she was able to ignore it before, but now she realized it was something they could control, and Amelie simply had never used it on her. 
 
    The princess sighed. “I apologize if I forced you into a role you were not comfortable with, but there’s nothing to be done now, and I would have done it all again if I felt it was necessary.” She grabbed hold of Julie’s chin and forced her to meet her eyes. “I needed someone I could be sure wasn’t part of any plot against me, and seeing as you weren’t in the kingdom for the last months, and that your mother is my mother’s friend, I felt you were the one.” 
 
    She didn’t know what she was more taken aback by, either Amelie’s touch or the other woman telling her their mothers were friends, but Julie tried not to show it. She just glanced back at the princess, in silence, and waited until the woman said something. 
 
    “And you’ll be greatly rewarded for it.” 
 
    “I want no rewards.” 
 
    “But I want to give them to you.” Amelie shrugged, and Julie knew there was something more to it than just giving her a reward. 
 
    “And what rewards would there be, exactly?” She asked, tilting her head. 
 
    “I would make you a knight for your valor in protecting my interests, and one of my handmaidens.” 
 
    Julie hissed once more. “You would make me one of your cronies.” 
 
    “They already think you are, this way I can use my influence to protect you, and you’ll be by my side most of the time, surrounded by my guards.” She must have noticed the anger in Julie’s eyes, and sighed before turning her back on the other woman. “Think about it, talk to your mother if you must. You’ll be withdrawn from the tournament after this situation, for your protection if nothing else, and after the final I will reward you if you see sense.” 
 
    Julie didn’t say anything, just watched as the other woman slowly moved to the door and let herself out of the room, and then resisted the urge to scream. She hated it, hated Amelie for forcing her like this, but in the end, she feared she wouldn’t have a choice. Her mother wouldn’t let her refuse the princess’s offer, not after everything. 
 
    She sighed, and then cursed under her breath. She hated politics, and politicians most of the time, even though she understood eventually she would be one of them, but above all else what she hated was the feeling in her chest. Something was telling her Amelie’s plot wasn’t the most dangerous thing she would find herself involved in, and unfortunately, she didn’t think there would be a way out. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    The end 
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