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 Chapter 1 
 
    Julie kept her gaze fixed on the sights outside the carriage and tried to avoid the eyes that were seeking hers, but she knew it was a futile gesture. Sooner or later, Amelie would tire of this cat and mouse game and force them to interact. Julie would try to avoid it for as long as she could however, and make the other woman sweat. 
 
    Try to make the other woman sweat, though she rather doubted Amelie would be very uncomfortable with the silence. 
 
    If anything, she was sure the princess was amused, and it annoyed Julie, but she tried not to show it. Her hands tightened into fists where they rested atop her lap, and she relaxed her fingers, hoping the other woman hadn’t noticed. 
 
    It had all been going so well. She didn’t enjoy being Amelie’s handmaiden, not really, even though she was only there to protect the other woman. She could bear it though, and did her duty without complaint, without showing just how much it displeased her. For a time, she even thought they could grow to be friends.  
 
    Amelie never stopped teasing her, never stopped trying to seduce her either, though these attempts were half-hearted, and she seemed to do it more to bother Julie than anything else. At least, she had believed so before the other woman conjured this trip from the ether, forcing Julie to accompany her on a pointless voyage. 
 
    She could be home with Miriam, if she and the rest of their group had already returned from their mission. Her hands tightened again momentarily: that was the other reason why she hated being Amelie’s handmaiden, it forced her to stop participating in the missions her mother sent her team. 
 
    Julie needed to be ready to attend to Amelie whenever the princess needed it, and that stopped her from being able to help her family as she had before. Not that her mother seemed worried about it, knowing how Julie’s new position brought them prestige, but it bothered Julie. She preferred to be free, to travel the world in defense of their name, to experience the companionship of her mentor and friends. To have Miriam at her side. 
 
    The thought of the other woman made her frame relax for a moment. It always did, though nowadays it was also accompanied with a flash of anger directed at Amelie. Because of the princess, Julie couldn’t be with her lover for as long as she wished to, and she chafed at it. She was certain Miriam was as bothered as she was, and more than once she had feared that the princess and her lover would come to blows, though that never occurred. 
 
    In truth, whenever Miriam and Amelie were together Julie never knew quite what to expect. They threw barbs at each other, fairly frequently, and their smiles were more like snarls, and yet, in other occasions they shared glances that made Julie feel a little uncomfortable. She knew just how promiscuous and experimenting earth mages could be, she had one as a lover after all, and feared there was more than just animosity between the other two. 
 
    Whenever she thought about it she would shake her head and tell herself it couldn’t be, but there was always a little bit of doubt. It was only jealousy, she wanted to believe, and yet… 
 
    Movement made her focus on the carriage, and she almost jumped when she realized Amelie was right there in front of her, reaching out with one hand. The princess pouted when she was caught, then smirked and sat at Julie’s side, pressing against her. 
 
    It was hard for the blonde not to push the other woman away, and she only held herself back because she knew that was the kind of reaction Amelie wanted. The princess liked to make her angry, to make her react in any way. In the months she had been the other woman’s handmaiden, her knight, Julie realized the best way to stop Amelie’s harassing was to ignore it for as long as she could. 
 
    Unfortunately, her temper didn’t allow her to do it most of the time, and Amelie knew it. The princess laid her head atop Julie’s shoulder, sighed and shifted, pressing more of herself against the blonde, and waited until the right moment to lean in and blow softly into Julie’s ear, almost pressing her lips against the earlobe at the same time. 
 
    Julie jumped to her feet, face red, and turned to glare at the princess, who replied with a wide-eyed look, an almost perfect innocence radiating out of her. The blonde knew better, obviously, but it wasn’t as if she could make much of a spectacle out of it. They might have been alone inside the carriage, but there were plenty of the princess’s escorts and retainers around, and so Julie would have to bare the other woman’s childishness without complaint. 
 
    Without much of one, at least. “Stop that.” She said through gritted teeth, seating herself where the princess had seated previously and glaring at the other woman. 
 
    Amelie pressed one hand against her chest. “I’m not sure what you mean,” The mocking tilt to her voice undid her efforts to appear innocent. “I was just hoping to enjoy some of your warmth against my body. It’s dreadfully cold out there.” She mock-shivered. 
 
    For a moment, Julie’s throat got tighter at these words, at the flash of desire that filled Amelie’s eyes when she said them, and she reddened once more. She shook her head, trying to dispel thoughts she shouldn’t have about anyone but her lover, turning to look once more out the window, hoping Amelie would give her a moment of rest from their verbal sparring. 
 
    Then she was the one unable to put the other woman out of her mind, and turned to the princess once more. “It might be cold out there, but its plenty warm in here.” There was nothing but the best for royalty after all, and the carriage was enchanted with several comfort charms, including one that kept the temperature controlled. 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is.” Amelie smirked, and Julie knew she wouldn’t like the woman’s next words. “You’re in here, after all.” 
 
    Julie groaned. If Amelie wasn’t tempting her with glances and touches, she was trying to irritate her with puns and cheesy lines. The smile that adorned Amelie’s lips right then was sincerer than many she showed, amused, small and bright, and for a moment Julie’s breath caught, then she shook her head once more. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why we’re doing this trip.” She said, ignoring the princess’s earlier words. “Other than to make me waste my time, obviously.” 
 
    Amelie tilted her head. “Making you waste your time is already a good enough reason, but in this case, it isn’t the main one. We talked about this before, in a way.” The glance she gave Julie said more than her words did. “I need to make sure of certain subjects’ loyalty.” 
 
    Julie’s throat got tight for one moment when she remembered the other woman’s beliefs, her fears, and she nodded eventually. She couldn’t say if Amelie was right or wrong for sure, but the sheer possibility of a civil war was enough to make her fear. The kingdom could be ripped apart, and even if it wasn’t, the destruction that kind of conflict could unleash would only invite foreign powers to invade them, bringing even more carnage. 
 
    No, in that case, it was better to prepare for the worst. 
 
    She looked out of the window once more, and narrowed her eyes at the position of the sun. “We should have left earlier if we intend to make it to Dupree.” They weren’t far from her family’s lands, and she knew the region fairly well. “This way we’ll be forced to ride until nightfall and maybe after.” 
 
    “I don’t intend to reach it today, we’ll be spending the night at an inn.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Julie turned and narrowed her eyes at the other woman. “Do you know how many will be hounding you in such a place, and how hard it will be to guard you?” 
 
    Amelie only shrugged. “I can’t help it if the people love me.” 
 
    Julie scoffed, but she couldn’t say anything to deny the fact. She was sure it was only because the people didn’t know how Amelie truly was, but the princess was fairly loved by the masses, and she had seen it more than once before. Oh, it was encouraged by the other woman, after all, she did spend a lot of time amidst commoners, hearing their problems and offering help, smiling all the while. That she might have some interior motive didn’t even cross people’s minds. 
 
    The blonde knew better, or at least believed she did. She was almost certain that attitude was a mask, something Amelie crafted to make her seem weaker than she was, make her even seem a little foolish. Oh, it wasn’t a bad idea to be loved by those you ruled, bad things tended to happen to those who weren’t, but many of their kingdom’s earlier monarchs hadn’t cared to do any of the things Amelie did personally, preferring to let their retainers spread the king or queen’s goodwill amongst the masses. It had been effective nonetheless, although perhaps not as much as Amelie’s methods. 
 
    Still, if the princess truly suspected there were traitors amongst the nobility, making herself a so obvious target was foolish. 
 
    “And you’re not in charge of my guard, my captain of the guard is.” Amelie continued, and smirked wickedly. “After all, everyone knows you’re my handmaiden, and most suspect my bedwarmer, and that’s all they should see you do, until the time comes for you to intervene.” 
 
    Julie’s hands tightened into fists, and only sheer force of will stopped her from growling at the other woman. The only reason why everyone thought they were lovers was because of that damned favor, and more than once she had cursed the day she had accepted the princess’s proposition. Not that the other woman had given her much of a chance, but she could have turned it down. 
 
    She might have had, if she knew what it would entail. 
 
    Oh, her mother wasn’t unhappy about what happened, though cautious. Duke DeRosa hadn’t done anything against their interests and, so far, it didn’t seem he would, but the man couldn’t be happy about the fate that befell his son. At the same time, their family’s influence grew at their supposed closeness with the royal family, but they were aware that had gained them more enemies still. 
 
    It could be worse. 
 
    “That won’t work for long, you know.” She couldn’t help but point out. “I’ve fought in your tournament, I defeated several mages fair and square. No one with a little bit of thought in their heads will overlook me in an attempt to get you.” 
 
    Amelie smiled, faintly. “You have no idea how many idiots are out there, and even those that don’t overlook you won’t be able to say exactly how powerful you are. It might make them hesitate in their attempts, it might make them underestimate you.” 
 
    It made some sense, but Julie wasn’t terribly convinced. 
 
    They didn’t share many more words, and soon the blonde focused once more on their surroundings, keeping alert for anything out of the ordinary. An hour, hour and a half, was all they needed to reach their destination, and the moment they did Julie realized there was something wrong. 
 
    “There are too many people out front.” She pointed out, getting ready for anything. 
 
    “Probably knew I was coming.” Amelie shrugged, as if the thought didn’t bother her at all. “The innkeeper must have babbled.” 
 
    Julie’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve sent a courier ahead to get me the best room in the inn.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” Julie screeched, only holding her voice somewhat right at the end, remembering where she was, and who she was with. “If there’s someone out to get you this is practically an invitation.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry your pretty little head about it, I won’t.” Amelie raised an eyebrow. “I can’t live my life in fear of what others will do.” 
 
    “There’s living in fear, and there’s being cautious.” Julie scowled, not believing the other woman had done such a thing. Amelie wasn’t an idiot, no matter how some times she might like to pretend. It was that thought that gave her pause, and she looked at the other woman with a narrowed gaze. 
 
    Amelie wasn’t afraid, she wasn’t worried, or at least she didn’t show she was worried. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t what she expected of the princess, and a moment later she realized why. 
 
    “It’s a trap, isn’t it? Another one of your bloody traps. You’re expecting to be attacked.” 
 
    “If I am,” Amelie only shrugged. “It will confirm some suspicions.” 
 
    “You’re insane.” Julie said, seating herself once again, only then realizing she had gotten to her feet. She couldn’t believe Amelie was doing something so risky. Then she paused and reconsidered, Amelie wasn’t exactly dumb or stupid, she knew how to plan, she knew how to play the court, but she didn’t have much patience. A rash plan like this was right her alley. “You should be more careful.” 
 
    The princess glanced at her and tilted her head. There was something in her eyes that unsettled Julie, and they just looked at one another, considering. Then the emotion vanished from Amelie’s face, and the vapid look that replaced it was so good Julie almost needed to reconsider what she had seen before. 
 
    Once more, she remembered Amelie was more dangerous than she appeared, and was quite ruthless deep down. In a way, it was almost reassuring being on her side. 
 
    Julie sighed. “Let me get out first, will you?” 
 
    “No.” Amelie shook her head, letting her eyes linger on the people outside the carriage, held back by the princess’s guards. They weren’t pushing, they weren’t doing anything threatening really, they just wanted a glimpse of a woman they idealized. “They came here to see me, it’s important I’m the first thing they see when I get out.” 
 
    Some strange emotion colored those words, and Julie almost questioned the other woman, but knew better than to do it. It was doubtful Amelie would even consider answering her, and she knew there was no convincing the other woman to do something she didn’t wish to do. 
 
    The only remaining thing was to expand her wind, let it start to gather around the princess’s figure, ready to act if something did happen. 
 
    Not that she believed it would, Julie reasoned. If she wanted to kill the other woman, she would try to do it during the night, when she and most of her guards would be asleep or distracted, and not in the middle of the day like this, with plenty of people that loved the princess around, people that might just notice something wrong and put a stop to any plot right before it started. 
 
    She still gathered her power when Amelie opened the door and started moving down, but fortunately her previous thought was proven correct and no one tried to attack Amelie. 
 
    The princess waved her guards back and allowed the people to come to her after inspecting them with a glance, and some shyly approached, especially what could have only been a couple of young mothers, dragged by their children. Amelie’s smile gained an edge of sincerity when she saw the children, and Julie, now standing to the side, near Amelie’s guards, sighed as she looked at the other woman. 
 
    She wasn’t the only one who did so, and found herself glaring at the guard that had sighed like she had done, making him sweat. 
 
    The guards were mages, most of them at least, but none was a noble. If they did their duty, dedicated their life to the royal family or proved themselves in some manner, they would be rewarded with some minor title, though probably a landless one, and with a pension that Julie understood was actually quite good. The queen didn’t want those guarding her and her family to fall for temptation easily after all. 
 
    A laugh made Julie turn and she looked at Amelie, who had released it, holding one of the children in her arms and listening to what the blonde girl was saying. Julie’s throat got tight, and she couldn’t explain why it was. 
 
    Fortunately, Amelie didn’t see the look in her face, and Julie schooled her features and regained control of herself. She had a lover, she reminded herself, a woman that she had grown to love, someone she quite enjoyed being with. Miriam was her first everything, and she wasn’t about to risk that relationship for someone as fickle as Amelie, no matter how beautiful the other woman sometimes looked. 
 
    They stayed there for longer than Julie was comfortable, but Amelie wasn’t in a worry, and she had no way to make the other woman move. More and more people approached the princess, and even some of those that got to talk to the woman stayed around, just looking at the brunette. There was talk of an impromptu dance and dinner, and Julie sighed when she realized there would be no resting that night. 
 
    And so it was. 
 
    More and more people gathered, tables were set out in front of the inn for what must have been the entire village, and people talked and danced and sang, as food was being prepared. The sun was starting to set by the time the food was finished and they started to eat. 
 
    Julie was at Amelie’s side, in what must have passed for a place of honor, too frayed to properly enjoy the food, unlike the princess at her side. The dark-haired woman was happily eating what they put in front of her, complementing the cooks, joking with the commoners that approached her. She treated them the same way she treated other nobles, and part of Julie started wondering if it was a mask, or if she simply treated everyone the same. 
 
    The other woman was different in private, but then, who wasn’t? 
 
    Amelie confused her most of the time, and Julie was starting to realize it would take a long time until she could truly understand the princess, if she would ever succeed at it. 
 
    Day finished turning into night and fires were lit, all to continue the merriment. After the first hour, when she realized the danger was minimal, Julie managed to relax slightly. Amelie was right after all, she had other guards, they could focus more on the princess’s safety, and Julie could just be the last barrier to get to her. She surprised herself by having fun when she did so, though maybe that had something to do with the gaggle of children surrounding the princess, all of them talking at the same time. 
 
    The look of confusion in Amelie’s eyes as she tried to take all of their words at once was more amusing than Julie could have expected, and she almost laughed when Amelie made to answer a child and was interrupted by another speaking, and when she went to answer this one the first interrupted her again. 
 
    She couldn’t help it and laughed, and she wasn’t the only one, but it was to her face that Amelie’s eyes moved to. The princess studied her for a few moments, curious, then pouted at her, and Julie could feel her cheeks reddening slightly. It was the wine, she tried to tell herself, she drank a little of it, but deep down she knew better, and Amelie’s smirk said she did as well. 
 
    The party didn’t last long after that, and Julie tried to avoid Amelie’s eyes more than once, but their gazes ended up always crossing one another’s. Julie tried to tell herself that what she saw in the princess’s eyes wasn’t lust, but she knew better, and more than anything she hated that part of her was affected by it. 
 
    She didn’t like the other woman, not really, not after how the princess had tricked her and forced her into a position she didn’t like, and yet, she couldn’t deny she was drawn to the woman. She hated this trip; she could have been with Miriam at home, or fulfilling a mission for her family, not trying to convince herself to resist the princess’s advances. 
 
    Nothing good could come of it. 
 
    Julie almost jumped when Amelie reached her side, having lost focus for a few moments and letting the other woman approach without noticing her, and then stilled when the princess grabbed her hand and started pulling. She didn’t say anything where anyone could see them, but anger slowly started filling her mind. 
 
    “What are you doing?” She hissed when they were far away from prying eyes. The manner in which the princess pulled her away would give people thoughts about their relationship, very wrong thoughts, and she was sure Amelie knew it. 
 
    The princess only shrugged. “I’m tired, I want to rest, and I’m pretty sure you’re feeling the same.” 
 
    “You know perfectly well how this will make us look.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean like half the people in the kingdom thinks?” Amelie’s voice was deadpan, and the gaze she gave Julie made the other woman feel somewhat stupid. “It’s not like half the world doesn’t think we’re fucking like rabbits already.” 
 
    Julie reddened at the reminder, and didn’t have a reply. 
 
    They climbed into the second story of the inn and reached their rooms, and Amelie turned to Julie, regaling her with a blazing look that made the blonde swallow in doubt and something else. “Unless you prefer to make those rumors true,” Amelie took a strutting step towards Julie, and the blonde swallowed again. “It would be so much fun, and sleeping in my bed would make your job of guarding me easier.” 
 
    The blonde was tempted, she hated it, but part of her was so tempted she stayed silent for a few moments, and didn’t answer the princess immediately. It was in that silence that she heard something. 
 
    It was barely louder than a whisper, like the wind softly moving through the air. That was what prompted her into action, because she was almost certain it was wind that she heard, wind magic. 
 
    She threw herself at Amelie, seeing the other woman’s eyes widening in surprise before she crashed into the princess and threw her down, and the woman opened her mouth, probably to question her, but the arrow of wind that passed through one of the room’s doors and into the corridor, right through were the princess had been, was answer enough. 
 
    Julie rolled and came to her feet with her back pressed against the wall, and gathered a shield of air around her and the princess. It was so wide it wouldn’t offer much protection, but it was better than nothing. She wasn’t the only one moving however, and a blast of wind crashed against the door, breaking it apart and sending plenty of splinters their way. 
 
    Fortunately, the shield was enough to brush those away, but it did little to stop the second blast of wind the mage threw at Amelie, only reducing its strength. For a moment, Julie thought that was it, that the princess would be hit and perish, and she cried out. 
 
    She shouldn’t have worried. Amelie had gotten to her feet and took the attack directly, but it only ripped some of her clothes and ruffled her hair. With a smirk, the princess lazily gestured towards the wall, and Julie could only gape when it shifted, moving like it was water, gathering around the assailant. 
 
    She knew it was possible for earth mages to control wood, after all wood was born from the earth so there was a slight connection there to interact with, but she had never heard of anyone ever manipulating so great an amount of wood as Amelie now did. Most of the examples she heard of were of powerful earth mages manipulating an arrow midair, and there were plenty of powerful mages that didn’t even manage that. 
 
    To see Amelie so easily shifting the inn’s walls was startling. Maybe it shouldn’t be, the other woman was a royal after all, and royals were more powerful than most in magic, and they had secrets of how to use it some would kill for. 
 
    The assassin’s eyes were wide, showing Julie wasn’t the only one surprised by the display of power, but that didn’t put a stop to him. He gathered his wind into a blade, focusing an incredible amount of power into it, so much that she could see his life dwindling in the attempt, and then he threw it. Only he didn’t throw it at Amelie as should be expected, he threw it at Julie. 
 
    The princess crushed him with a thought, too worried about her companion to do anything else, ordering the wood to tighten around him until he expired, and focused on Julie, almost fearing what she would find. 
 
    Julie was sturdier than that however, and knew she would survive the wind blade, she only needed to focus her shield around her figure and it would be enough to blunt the attack and allow her to survive, but she didn’t even need to do that. Not when he had put so much power into his blade, and when Amelie killed him. Without his will behind it, the wind would lose cohesion quickly, no matter how much power it was in it, and she only needed a single smidgen of her own wind to shatter the blade. 
 
    So, she moved out of its path and sent a thin needle of wind magic against it, and the blade burst apart into a furious gust, but it died down quickly, and didn’t do more than ruffle her clothes through her barrier. 
 
    Julie exchanged a glance with Amelie, then looked down at the mage and realized his attempt at her life was a ploy, trying to get Amelie to kill him, and that it had worked. 
 
    From the grimace in the princess’s face, she had come to the same realization and didn’t enjoy it one bit. They didn’t get to talk much about it right then because guards poured into the corridor, come to make sure the princess was alright, and they were pulled away to safety. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “You could join me, you know?” Amelie’s voice had a teasing tint to it, and Julie huffed, but she refused to look at the other woman. After all, last time she did, she realized Amelie was barely covered, with only a sheet hiding her mostly nude body, a sheet that did nothing to hide her bare chest. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long for Amelie’s guards to get them away from the assassin’s body and into a room at the other end of the inn, one supposedly safe. She had been so worried about the possibility of another attack that she hadn’t even protested about sharing a room with the princess, not until she realized there was only one bed and they were supposed to share. 
 
    Even then she said nothing, knowing Amelie preferred to maintain the farce that they were together, and realizing it could be useful, especially after what happened. 
 
    She should have known better. Instead of being affected or scared about the attack, Amelie used the opportunity to try to get into her pants, and disrobed completely before getting under the covers and seductively glancing at Julie. The blonde had gaped for a few moments as she watched the other woman undress, and then climb into the bed, but once she got control of her reactions she turned her back on the princess and didn’t look again. Not for longer than a moment at least, hoping the other woman had some shame. 
 
    Amelie had none, apparently. 
 
    “I’m good right here,” Julie answered immediately, resisting the urge to shift in place. Her legs were tired, and she just wanted to lay down and sleep. The ground didn’t seem very comfortable however. “Need to keep watch if someone attacks again.” 
 
    Not that she thought anyone would, not so soon after the failed attack. 
 
    “You could keep watch just as well in here.” Amelie patted the bed at her side, and the noise made Julie glance almost unconsciously towards it before she looked away at the glimpse of the princess’s naked flesh. “And you would be less tired if someone attacked.” 
 
    “Not if you got what you want.” Julie muttered under her breath, but didn’t let the words reach Amelie’s ears. 
 
    The princess tried to tease her for a few more minutes before huffing when she realized it wouldn’t work. “Come to bed, Julie.” She said, a little louder than before, more firmly, and the blonde almost startled at the command in that voice. “I’m not going to ravage you if you don’t want, and I’ll stop tempting you.” 
 
    Julie hesitantly peeked at the other woman, finding her with the sheet around her figure. It was still a pretty alluring sight, but now with much less skin showing. “You’ll dress yourself?” 
 
    Amelie raised an eyebrow. “Now, now, don’t be hasty. I like to sleep in the nude, always did, you’ll just have to learn to ignore it.” 
 
    Part of her wanted to say it would be pretty hard to ignore, but she didn’t want to feed the other woman’s ego. After thinking about it for a while, and starting to realize just how tired she really was, Julie moved towards the bed, slowly, hesitantly. 
 
    She made to climb between the sheets still dressed, but a glare from Amelie was enough to make her desist, and so she gathered her largest camisole and moved behind the folding screen, changing away from the princess’s curious eyes. She almost regretted how much her dressing habits had changed when she realized just how short even that camisole was, but then, with Miriam that was usually a plus. 
 
    The blush in her cheeks when she moved to the bed was obvious, and she only reddened further when she caught Amelie’s interested eyes moving up and down her frame, but now there was nothing stopping her from climbing into the bed and pulling the covers up, hiding her from Amelie’s eyes. 
 
    The princess sighed, wistfully, and Julie fidgeted. 
 
    There was a visible hesitation from the dark-haired woman’s part, and Julie tensed, thinking she was going to try something, but fortunately, all Amelie did was lie down, with the sheet still tightened around her figure, which made her seem almost decent. 
 
    “What do you know about Dupree?” Amelie asked, almost out of the blue, and Julie blinked, not expecting the question. She turned to the princess and found the woman’s blue eyes looking back at hers. 
 
    “What most nobles would know about it.” Her family’s lands weren’t far from Dupree, but Julie had spent most of her life in the capital, learning from the tutors her mother hired. She knew her lands well enough, her mother made sure of it, but when it came to the study of the noble families she had focused more on those with influence on the capital. 
 
    Oh, she knew quite a bit about those that lived near her family’s estates, but not as much as the princess probably expected. 
 
    “Dupree is an interesting city in terms of governance.” It didn’t have a governor, unlike most modern cities, it was still directly ruled by nobles but, even then, it was a special case. 
 
    At the start, Dupree had been a village built by two small noble families, who had intended to marry their children and give them the place to rule. The marriage fell off however, and they had been forced to share the governorship. A couple of generations of fairly good rule had allowed the village to expand into a town, and then into a small city, when it started occupying the lands of another noble, and to resolve any conflict that might have come from it he was asked to help govern the jointly-owned city. 
 
    A few centuries later, and Dupree was a very valuable city, though it remained a small one. It had a good geographic position, but not enough trade to expand further, and no industry of note. It had actually been more valuable in the past, but it was still somewhat important. And it was still ruled by the same three families. 
 
    Julie couldn’t say how they did it exactly, how they decided how to act, what to do or not, but then that hadn’t interested her much either. 
 
    “That is one way of putting it.” Julie could hear the smile in Amelie’s words, even without looking at the other woman. “Not exactly wrong either. What most probably don’t know is just how bad the infighting between the ruling families can be. They are always scheming against one another, trying to court favor with the royal family in order to usurp the others.” Amelie shook her head, as if she couldn’t believe the foolishness. “In the end, neither of them win anything. It had been different at first, when they worked together, and Dupree grew to be what it was. Now all they do is limit themselves with this infighting.” 
 
    “And you mean to put a stop to it?” Julie asked. There was some emotion in the other woman’s voice that she couldn’t easily identify, and it bothered her for some reason. If it was possible to stop the infighting, that would be good, right? 
 
    “Oh, I intend to stop it alright, permanently.” 
 
    Suddenly, Julie got a clue of what the other woman had been feeling, and gulped without meaning to at the emotions in Amelie’s eyes. There was something like rage in them, but it was cold, frigid. 
 
    “I know for a fact that one of the ruling families of Dupree was behind the assassination attempt, and that they are allied with enemies of the royal family.” The certainty in her voice gave Julie pause. 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “That they were behind the assassination? Easy, they were the only ones who knew I was coming this way, and they knew I was coming to investigate the claims of corruption amongst the three families.” Amelie shrugged when Julie narrowed her eyes, unrepentant about hiding that little fact from the blonde. “And I know at least one of the families is full of traitors because my spies tell me so.” 
 
    Julie froze, completely, and didn’t even dared to glance at the other woman. Amelie had spies? 
 
    Maybe she shouldn’t have been surprised, after all, it was obvious the royal family would have such an apparatus, but the manner in which Amelie talked, calling them her spies, made Julie think the princess wasn’t talking about the kingdom’s spies when she said it. 
 
    She didn’t know what to think. Once more she was shown proof that Amelie wasn’t the foolish woman she sometimes tried to pass herself as, but then, that façade had never fooled Julie. 
 
    They didn’t say anything for a long time, and eventually Julie turned on her side, closing her eyes. She was tired and wanted to rest, and Amelie didn’t appear to want to talk further. She stilled when she felt a hand come to rest against her side. “Stop that.” She grumbled, too tired to even bother open her eyes. 
 
    Amelie’s hand stilled, but remained where it was for a long time, and Julie feared she would be forced to leave the bed, or forcibly remove the hand. Then the princess sighed, almost disappointed and retreated. “Sleep well.” There was something like wistfulness in her voice. 
 
    Julie didn’t give her a reply, far too out of it. She just nuzzled deeper into her pillow and slept. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Julie refused to even look in Amelie’s direction, knowing perfectly well what she would see when she did. 
 
    It wasn’t her fault. She couldn’t control what she did while she was asleep, and couldn’t help that she was used to sleep with Miriam and wake up curled beside the other woman. She might have remembered that before sleeping in the same bed as the princess, but how could she have imagined she would have rolled in her sleep and end up almost atop Amelie? 
 
    Her cheeks were still red, hours after having woken and realizing the position she was in, and she was certain that the smirk that had adorned Amelie’s lips hadn’t vanished yet. 
 
    “It won’t take us long to arrive.” The words were innocuous enough, but the amusement under them wasn’t, and Julie knew all the other woman wanted was for her to look back. 
 
    She wouldn’t be so easily fooled. “Yes.” She replied, deadpan, and didn’t take her eyes off the window. She wasn’t doing it only to avoid Amelie, though that was a perk, she was waiting for a sign, to see the help she had asked for. 
 
    Amelie huffed, but the sound was amused, and Julie knew she wouldn’t be rid of the other woman’s attempts so soon. It was fortunate that the princess wasn’t wrong, and they didn’t take long in reaching Dupree. 
 
    Julie could see the city up ahead, in the horizon, and breathed deeply, hoping her message had reached its destination as she expected. Then the carriage stopped, and one of the guards knocked at the door. She opened it, gesturing for Amelie to stay back. The guard nodded at her, but turned his attention to the princess. “There’s a group of riders after us, your highness. We’ve sensed earth magic being used to follow us.” 
 
    Amelie’s frame tightened in anticipation. “Are you sure?” Then she saw Julie’s face brightening and tilted her head. “What did you do?”  
 
    Julie looked guilty and pleased at the same time. “I might have called for reinforcements from my mother. We are fairly close to our lands after all.” Deep down, she hoped her mother had sent her team, but even a group of extra guards would be useful. 
 
    For a moment, Amelie looked furious, but Julie knew it was more at her having acted without consulting her than about actually asking for help. She only raised an eyebrow at the other woman. If Amelie wanted to keep her secrets and decisions close to her chest, Julie could do the same. 
 
    From the huff that escaped Amelie’s mouth, and the pout that adorned her face, she received the message and acknowledged it. 
 
    Julie resisted the temptation to jump out of the carriage and shout in excitement. She couldn’t be sure of who her mother sent to help, after all her team had been on a mission. She couldn’t be sure those were her mother’s men either, and not some other attempt at Amelie’s life. She hoped, though. 
 
    A few minutes later, her hopes were fulfilled, and she caught a glimpse of her lover leading the rest of her team. Julie’s heart felt like it would burst with emotion, and she couldn’t help the blinding smile that took hold of her lips. She ignored the huff behind her, coming from Amelie. 
 
    Miriam smiled at her and threw herself off her horse, panicking Julie who forgot the other was an earth mage and tougher than her appearance would indicate. Then the other blonde was there, hugging her, pulling her into an embrace and twirling them around, and she could only focus on the woman’s scent. 
 
    She didn’t even fight against Miriam’s kiss, not caring how improper it could be considered when they were surrounded by others. 
 
    Julie did push away from Miriam when Amelie coughed, loudly, making her remember where she was, and who with. She shifted a little under Amelie’s gaze. “I sent my mother a courier this morning, telling her there was an attack on you and that I feared it might happen again. And she sent backup.” She waved towards her team, and smiled at Ana, James and William, before turning to the princess once more. 
 
    Amelie was annoyed, Julie had no doubt about it, but she didn’t say anything, just sighed, turned her back on them and entered the carriage. Julie winced momentarily, then ignored it and turned to her lover. “I should probably follow her.” 
 
    Miriam looked from her to the carriage and back again, and Julie knew she was tempted to join them, or even ask Julie to ride with her, but understanding sometimes discretion was the better part of valor she only nodded and held unto her horse’s reigns once more, smirking down at Julie. 
 
    She just smiled back before following the princess into the carriage, and then that smile turned a little guilty when she met Amelie’s eyes. The princess pouted. “You could have said something.” 
 
    “I could say the same.” Julie couldn’t help but shoot back, and they both knew what she meant. Amelie’s tendency to keep secrets close to her chest was irritating Julie more than she ever expected it would, and it felt nice to get back at the other woman somehow, even if she also felt a little guilty as well. 
 
    Amelie grumbled, annoyed, but she didn’t deny it and they continued the rest of the voyage in silence. Not that it took too long to reach Dupree and move out of the carriage once more, and they hid their feelings then, knowing they might be walking into a nest of vipers. 
 
    A seneschal was waiting for them, and Julie pursed her lips. It would only have been proper to have a member of the ruling family there to receive the princess, but seeing as there were three different ones in this case that might have been a little more confusing than expected. Still, she couldn’t stop thinking it was some kind of insult. 
 
    If Amelie felt the same, she didn’t show it. She smiled at the man sent to receive her, even when he stuttered a little at the presence of royalty, and after exchanging some words gestured for him to guide them to his masters. Julie was so focused on him she almost missed Miriam’s presence against her side. 
 
    Not that her lover would allow her to ignore her for long, and Julie blushed when one of Miriam’s hands came to rest on her rear, then tried to think of a way to push that hand away without bringing attention to it. 
 
    She must have done something that pinged Amelie’s attention because the princess’s face turned, quickly, and looked at them, pursing her lips. She turned back to the seneschal. “Would it be possible to show my handmaiden my quarters? She will need to prepare them for me.” 
 
    Julie blushed when everyone turned her way, and she could only hope they didn’t realize where Miriam’s hand was resting. Sure, the guards at their back would, but those were Amelie’s, and they knew about her and Miriam already, even if some of them believed she was with Amelie as well. 
 
    The seneschal said it was no trouble and moved to call someone to lead her, and Julie used the opportunity to move closer to Amelie. “What are you doing?” She was supposed to protect the other woman, guard her, and be at her side. Why was she sending her away? 
 
    Amelie shrugged. “You can make sure there’s no trap in the bedroom, and that no one sneaks in and tries to harm me.” She looked over Julie’s shoulder at Miriam. “And this way I don’t have to see or feel the two of you together.” She shuddered at the end, and glanced into Julie’s eyes. 
 
    The blonde didn’t know if she should be angry or grateful, and only pursed her lips, trying to focus her thoughts. She didn’t have enough time to do it before the seneschal returned however, and he was accompanied by a maid. 
 
    Amelie’s lips twitched. “Don’t worry about me, no one will try anything in plain sight, and I’ll have plenty of guards protecting me, even some of yours.” At those words, Julie peered back at James, and her mentor smiled at her before scanning their surroundings, much like he had taught her to do. 
 
    Ultimately, she knew Amelie would be safe, if nothing else she doubted any common assassin would be able to defeat her. That was the only reason she let Miriam drag her away when the maid gestured for them to follow. 
 
    “Thanks, little queen.” Miriam murmured under her breath as she passed the other woman, and Amelie glared at her, annoyed, but decided to ignore the provocation. 
 
    Once they were out of sight of the others, Julie couldn’t help but relax a little and sagged against Miriam’s side, content in just pressing against the woman and enjoy her warmth. The arm that sneaked against her side was gentle, but it pulled her against the other’s body, and before Julie could say anything Miriam kissed her with abandon, not caring about the maid that was just a few feet in front of them. 
 
    Their lips molded themselves to each other’s, as they had done hundreds of times before, and Julie almost lost herself in the kiss. It felt so nice, to be free with her affections after having to resist temptation so long with Amelie, it was wonderful to have her lover, her only lover, pressed against her, touching her. 
 
    Fortunately, the maid didn’t notice anything they did, or if she did was smarter than to comment on it, and they parted without Julie having to feel any embarrassment. 
 
    The room was more or less what she expected to find, not as luxurious as those you would find on the palace, but worthy enough for a princess for a couple of days. The maid lingered behind, looking at them, probably wondering if they needed anything, but Julie dismissed her after a few moments. 
 
    The second the woman was out of the door, Miriam pulled her into another kiss, and this time Amelie didn’t bother to hold back the moan that escaped her throat. She missed this, more than she could put into words, and even though she had seen the other woman less than a week earlier it had been hellish to be away from her. 
 
    She lost herself in the act of touching Miriam, holding the other woman, tilting her head and deepening the kiss when that wasn’t enough to satisfy the longing, and even that wasn’t quite enough. If she had been in her right mind, Julie wouldn’t have allowed what happened after to occur, but she was too lost in desire and want to do anything about it. 
 
    Miriam’s hands came to rest on her rear and pulled, pressing them tight against one another, and Julie moaned once again. She put her arms around the other woman, she had no other place to put them, and grasped hard, not wanting to ever let go. 
 
    She only moaned when the other woman started working on her clothes, undoing laces, peeling the clothes apart layer by layer. She didn’t even consider the possibility that anyone might have walked in on them, deep down, she understood it wasn’t probable, the only one to do so would be Amelie, and she would be busy for a long time with greetings and introductions. Introductions Julie should have been present for, but… 
 
    The blonde gasped when Miriam’s hands moved over her corset and it dropped to the floor, then the garments underneath, until she stood naked from the waist up. Hesitation colored her actions for a moment, as it always did when they reached this point, but the desire in Miriam’s eyes was obvious, and any doubts Julie might have had about her appearance vanished. Then the other blonde leaned down and kissed one of her nipples, and she had more to focus on. 
 
    She moaned, then tightened her hands around the other woman’s hair, pulling tight. A shudder ran over her body when Miriam’s tongue came out to play, and she shivered as well, especially when the other woman started dragging her. 
 
    “Not the bed.” She gasped, unwilling to even imagine what Amelie’s reaction would be if she found they had used her bed like that. Probably a mix of amusement, envy and annoyance. Nonetheless, Julie wasn’t ready to suffer the other woman’s comments or smirks. 
 
    Miriam shrugged, unconcerned. “Fine by me.” Before Julie could do anything, the other woman had her against one of the walls, and their lips met again in a kiss. Any protests Julie might have given were swallowed, and hands wandered over her chest, playing with her breasts, caressing her. They didn’t stop there and moved down, and Julie arched when they cupped her rear, and again, in anticipation, when they moved further down and started gathering her skirts. 
 
    She had never cared for skirts or dresses, she understood their importance, was used to them, but never liked them. Not before she got together with Miriam, and learned of one of the advantages skirts possessed over trousers, how they made it so much easier for them to have one another without bothering to undress. 
 
    Julie reddened at the thought, almost unable to believe herself, but then Miriam’s hands were there, under her skirts, pulling her undergarments down and baring her, and she could only gasp in anticipation, especially when the other woman’s fingers ran over her nether lips. 
 
    She mewled, there was no other word to describe the sound that escaped her throat, then she gasped again when Miriam’s hands became a little more daring and her digits rubbed against her. The blonde thought she would go mad from the teasing, but then Miriam’s hands retreated and she moaned in disappointment. That disappointment vanished when the other woman raised her skirts, pressed against her, and Julie could feel her shapeshifted rod. 
 
    A moan escaped her mouth, and she shivered, and then shivered again when the other woman pressed them together. It was scary how easily Miriam found entrance into her, and Julie could only moan when that hard flesh penetrated her. 
 
    Being with Miriam, being with a person like this, wasn’t something she had ever seriously contemplated, not something she wondered about except in dreams that often left her confused. She was young, younger than Miriam, only eighteen, and her experience couldn’t compare to the older woman’s, and yet she felt like she had learned a lot in the months they had been together. 
 
    She had grown as well, casting some of the more childish traits her body still possessed, gaining some small curves where there had been none. She would never be a very curvaceous woman, she knew that now and accepted it, mostly, but she was happier about herself lately. Miriam had been good for that as well. 
 
    The former prostitute thrust, hard, sinking that rod into Julie, eager and needy. 
 
    The younger woman didn’t complain, only grasped the other woman’s shoulders and raised one of her legs, putting it behind her lover, tightening it around her and letting Miriam be the one to support her. She tried to shift her hips to meet Miriam’s thrusts with thrusts of her own, but it wasn’t easy, and after a bit she just let herself be and enjoyed as Miriam fucked her against that wall. 
 
    Everything else vanished from her mind, the only thing that mattered was the pleasure, Miriam’s warmth against her and the sounds of their lovemaking. The nails pressing against her back, scratching her, only seemed to enhance the pleasure, and Julie moaned again, leaning forward to press her lips against the other woman’s. 
 
    She couldn’t understand how she held for so long. 
 
    Miriam kept moving, thrusting into her, and all Julie could do was tighten around the other woman, hoping that would be enough to push their pleasure past the edge, force the two of them into orgasm. The moan that escaped Miriam’s mouth made Julie shiver, and she tightened her hold around the other woman, wanting that moment to last forever, and knowing it couldn’t. 
 
    With a couple of harder thrusts, Miriam sank all of her into the other woman, driving Julie against the wall again and again, and the younger woman couldn’t resist. The pain only made her more aware of the pleasure, and she came with a shout, holding unto Miriam with all of her strength, pressing little kisses into the neck in front of her, feeling as her lover also reached that zenith of pleasure and released herself inside of her. 
 
    They held each other afterwards, just enjoying their proximity. 
 
    Julie leaned back when the other woman chuckled, and smiled at the happiness she saw in Miriam’s face. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I’m imagining the face your princess would make if she entered and saw us.” There was an impish tilt to Miriam’s smile. “She would go green from envy.” 
 
    Julie’s mouth opened and closed and then she looked around the room, seeing her clothes on the floor. There weren’t many other signs of what happened between them, and that one would be easy to clean, but now that she thought about it, she couldn’t believe what she had done. 
 
    Miriam chuckled at the look in her face. “Relax, I’m pretty sure she knew this would happen. She’s an earth mage after all, and knew what I wanted.” She reached out and caressed Julie’s face for a moment, moving down and playing with one of the blonde’s nipples afterwards. “What we both wanted.” 
 
    “I need to get dressed,” There was an edge of panic in Julie’s voice, but all it did was amuse her lover. “Try to hide this. I need a bath.” Her nostrils flared, and despair showed in her face, forcing Miriam into a laugh. “Damn, we need to do something about the smell.” 
 
    “Nothing you can do will hide this from her.” Miriam said, matter of fact. “She’s an earth mage, she’ll know after taking one look at you, no matter what. What surprises me is how worried you’re about it.” 
 
    “Uh?” Julie was so lost in thought that she barely paid attention to Miriam’s words, and then thought about them. “She’s the princess, and we just had sex in her room, of course I’m worried.” 
 
    Miriam only raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What?” Julie asked, genuinely confused. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about how she’ll feel?” There was a mocking edge to the words, and Julie narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I know enough about earth mages to understand she won’t be too heartbroken about it, probably only disappointed she wasn’t able to join in on the action, not that I would have allowed her to.” She noticed the happy grin that grew on Miriam’s lips. “What?” 
 
    “I’m just happy she wasn’t able to get into your skirts,” Miriam said with a look that took the bite out of her words. Julie was still going to complain about it, but the other woman pressed against her and kissed her, and she ended up moaning into the kiss instead. “After all, you’re mine.” 
 
    “Until you do something to displease me, obviously.” Julie declared, but she was joking, and kissed the other woman once more. 
 
    They held each other for a few more moments, then Julie remembered just how close to naked she was and started dressing herself once again, and afterwards all they could do was wait for Amelie to return. Part of her wondered if she should search for the other woman, but she didn’t know what excuse the princess had given to justify her absence, if she even talked about her, and decided discretion would be better at the moment. 
 
    They just needed to wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Amelie entered the room about two hours later, and the moment she stepped through the door, leaving her guards behind, her nostrils flared and she closed her eyes for a while, tilting her head. When she opened them again and looked at Julie there was a mix of emotions in those orbs that she would have difficulty describing. 
 
    She swallowed. It bothered her to see Amelie so obviously affected, even if she knew she couldn’t do anything about it. She loved Miriam, she was with the other and wouldn’t leave her for Amelie. Not that she believed that was what Amelie wanted, not a relationship at least. 
 
    “I see someone had fun.” The vapid smile that grew in the princess’s lips was quite unlike her usual ones, her truthful ones, and Julie swallowed again. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, did you want to be here?” Unlike Julie, Miriam didn’t have any kind of tact or mercy, especially when they were alone with the princess. She knew it was like playing with a venomous snake, but she couldn’t stop herself. She moved forward and pressed against Julie’s side, letting one of her hands move down and cup one of her buttocks, forcing a blush into Julie’s cheeks. “Maybe next time.” 
 
    Julie gaped at her then moved out of her hold and turned a glare on her, turning that same glare on Amelie afterwards when she saw how the princess tilted her head and seemed to consider the offer. 
 
    Not that she would accept it obviously, and Miriam knew. They were earth mages, and there were things about them that Julie would never understand, that anyone who wasn’t an earth mage would never understand. Oh, it was fun to mess around with other earth mages, but there was always a dominance struggle there, one of them always tried to prove stronger, and between two mages as powerful as the two of them it was even worse. 
 
    Amelie would never accept Miriam’s offer for a threesome, not even if it had been heartfelt, because that would have implied she wouldn’t be able to get Julie on her own. And Miriam would do almost everything to stop that, because Julie belonged to her, and none could have her without her say so. Not that she could let Julie hear her. 
 
    “How were you received?” Julie asked after shaking her head, deciding to talk about what really mattered and ignoring Miriam and Amelie’s interactions. The other two women would drive her mad if she didn’t. 
 
    Amelie shrugged before moving forward and seating herself in the bed. “Oh, perfectly alright I think, especially after I mocked one of our guests about the death of his son.” There was no emotion in her face, just a kind of placidness, and Julie blinked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The princess’s lips twitched into a smirk. “Well done, by the way.” 
 
    “What?” Julie repeated even more confused than before. 
 
    “Our surprising assassin,” Amelie started explaining, stretching her body, working out the kinks. For some reason, the sight made Julie swallow, and unfortunately the two women noticed it. Amelie smirked, and Miriam narrowed her eyes at her for a moment, before pursing her lips as well. “I’m pretty sure he was Johan Van Meert’s youngest son.” 
 
    Julie only stared. “That can’t be, can it? They wouldn’t be that dumb.” Even if they had been behind the princess’s assassination attempt, she doubted they would have used someone so easily linked to them. She tilted her head. “None of the people we interrogated recognized him, someone would have if he was Meert’s son.” 
 
    Amelie nodded, but smirked. “Unless he didn’t look like himself.” 
 
    Julie frowned. “Wind magic can’t be used to change one’s appearance, and the Van Meert’s are all wind mages.” It wasn’t exactly strange for the same element to run in families, though that had more to do with certain practices than anything. 
 
    “But the Delaunay’s aren’t, and earth is capable of doing it, even permanently changing someone’s face, until whoever did the transformation changes it back.” 
 
    Julie only glanced back at the other woman. “You’re telling me two of the ruling families are involved in the plot.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I suspect.” 
 
    A silence fell over them, only broken when Julie sighed loudly and started pacing. “Why would they risk attacking you like this? What do they get out of it?” She didn’t understand why two well-off families would risk themselves like this, for what. 
 
    “Did you know Meert’s oldest son is engaged to the Delaunay’s heir?” Amelie started, not answering the question directly. 
 
    “No.” Julie denied, frowning. “That doesn’t explain anything though.” 
 
    “Yet it paints a certain picture. The three families hated each other for a long time, but now two of them are trying to become closer once more, and yet that alone wouldn’t allow them to simply ignore the third, no matter how much they might want to, or how far the Benoit have fallen.” Amelie explained. “They would need to either get rid of the third family, or have their lands taken away from them, and for any of those to succeed without risking themselves they need the crown at their side.” 
 
    “Your mother would never allow them to do this.” It wasn’t a matter of right or wrong, it was one of propriety. If stealing lands or titles from other nobles became the norm, what would stop someone more ambitious from trying the same with the royal family? 
 
    “And hence why they might be swayed to support a more, ah, forgiving ruler.” Amelie smiled, but it wasn’t a nice smile. It was dark, and dangerous, and Julie looked away. “Together with the fact I made it known I was coming to investigate some claims of corruption, which every noble family are guilty of, and here we are.” 
 
    “Are you certain about this?” 
 
    Amelie shrugged. “Not completely, no, which is why I need your help.” 
 
    Julie looked back at the other woman, then glance at Miriam for a moment, who smiled at her. She turned back to the princess. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I need you to provoke Meert’s oldest son if you can,” Amelie’s gaze was lost in thought, but her voice came out clearly. “He’s known to be brash and to love his little brother. If I am right, and he was my attacker, if you say the right things, he might be unable to control himself and attack, giving me the justification to do what’s needed.” 
 
    “I …” Julie started, then paused. She didn’t like that idea, not one bit. If Amelie was right, she would be trying to get someone who just lost his brother to lose control, and if Amelie was wrong Julie would come out looking like a braggart. Not that she couldn’t if it was needed, but she didn’t enjoy the thought nonetheless. “Why did you say I was the one to kill him?” She had some idea why, but she wanted to hear Amelie’s justification. 
 
    The princess shrugged. “They would know one of us did it, not our guards, rumors travel quick, and in the end, it was easier to pin it on you. I was trying to make us appear more foolish than we are, but you already entered the tournament and did well, before killing DeRosa’s son.” She smirked. “And this makes you the target.” 
 
    Julie was annoyed and it showed on her face, but she could understand. Despite it all, she was there to protect the other woman, and anything that might focus the others attention on her instead of the princess was good. Amelie knew it as well. 
 
    The princess looked out of the window. “We’ve been invited to dinner.” She sighed then glanced at Julie. “That will be our chance. This kind of plot is one that will be kept between family members, and maybe not all of them at that. Make Marvin Van Meert lose control, give me the justification needed to arrest them before they can try to kill me again.” 
 
    She didn’t enjoy it, but all that Julie could do was nod. She didn’t like the plan, she didn’t like her part in it, but understood why it was needed. A hand on her shoulder made her tighten for a moment, but then Miriam pressed against her back and all was right in the world. “I’ll be with you.” Her lover whispered at her ear, and Julie relaxed further. 
 
    She knew she would hate it, but she would do what was needed. 
 
    Later that night she was proven correct. All of them were greeted courteously, and there was plenty of small talk, but none of the Van Meert’s could completely hide their emotions when their eyes crossed with Julie’s, and the blonde realized why the princess was so certain of what she said. 
 
    They hated her, and she had never met any of them before. The Delaunay family hid their emotions more easily, but even they couldn’t completely conceal the unease in their motions. The nervous chuckles they let out when someone said something supposed to be funny didn’t fool anyone. 
 
    It was an uncomfortable dinner all around, and Julie couldn’t completely hide her nerves either, though she supposed those who didn’t know her suspected she was so because of the fear of another attack. That would have been easy in comparison. 
 
    Even the Benoit were nervous, all two of them. Julie knew they had once been a greater family then their two co-rulers, but now all that remained was a young woman called Maurine and her younger brother Emile. The nervousness they displayed had more to do with the Van Meert and the Delaunay’s however, at least if the glances the young woman sent the two families’ leaders were any indication. Her brother was far too young to pay attention to such matters, being ten at the most, and was nervous because he was in royalty’s presence. 
 
    Once more, only Amelie seemed completely unaffected. She was bright and happy, and smiling without any inkling of her real feelings. She talked to the young Benoit with gusto, seemingly entranced by the only child in the table. 
 
    That was another red flag, and Julie couldn’t ignore it either. Any family would have used the opportunity to show their future heirs, their youngest members, to royalty, and while the Van Meert’s were all adults, including the youngest son, the Delaunay had two children but neither was present. It was just another suspicious thing to join the pile. 
 
    Julie knew what she had to do, unfortunately she had no idea how. 
 
    She wasn’t exactly a braggart, she didn’t enjoy provoking people and most of the time she considered her words very carefully before saying them, at least when she wasn’t angry. 
 
    She didn’t know how she could pull the conversation to the matter of the assassination, or how to provoke Marvin into doing something he shouldn’t. More than once, he glared at her, though he tried to turn those glares into something else when she actually faced him head on. At his side, the Delaunay’s heir, their oldest daughter, sat with a smile in her lips in what would have been a strange arrangement if one didn’t know they were engaged. 
 
    No mention had been made of such engagement, but from Maurine Benoit’s glances at the couple she knew about it, or at least suspected. 
 
    More than once, Julie opened her mouth, hoping that would be the time when words started coming out of her mouth, but she always ended up closing it without saying anything. 
 
    Fortunately for her, Miriam knew her well enough to guess the problem and intervened. “Maybe you could recount how you saved the princess’s life yesterday.” She started, and the various conversations around the table stopped immediately, all of them focusing on the couple. 
 
    Normally, Miriam would have been with the other guards and members of Julie’s team, but that was why Amelie had intervened and arranged for the woman to eat with them. A few well thought words, a few insinuations, and the ones that didn’t know them realized Miriam and Julie were lovers, and as they thought Julie and Amelie were lovers that meant all of them were, right? Part of Julie wanted to correct them on the matter, almost as much as she wanted to forget the blush that took over her cheeks when Amelie started speaking, but she couldn’t. 
 
    She knew the other woman had done it to aggravate her, even if it now helped. 
 
    Julie opened her mouth and remained silent for a few moments, not quite knowing how to proceed, then decided to keep it simple. “It wasn’t as hard as you might think,” She started, voice soft, but let a smirk grow in her face. She was trying to smirk like Amelie and Miriam sometimes did, almost mockingly, and she didn’t know if she succeeded or not, but from Marvin’s tightened fist she guessed yes. “The assassin wasn’t that tough or skilled, quite easy to defeat even.” 
 
    The tension around the table skyrocketed. Members of the families exchanged looks, but neither dared to say anything out loud, not at first. Julie was almost certain one of their leaders was going to take the first step, but surprisingly it was the Delaunay’s oldest daughter, Marie, who smiled and spoke. “Then surely, if he was so unskilled, it might have been easy to apprehend him and question him on his motives.” 
 
    Her smile was placid, and a spark of earth magic crossed the table, washing over all of them. Julie easily resisted it, noticing it wasn’t focused on lust, as many of the earth magics were, but in something that provoked adoration, or a sense of wonderment. Obviously, Marie intended to keep the attention on her. 
 
    Such magics weren’t frowned upon, not much, but they were still wielded with care, care that should have stopped her from using it on a princess, but it seemed Marie thought better of her abilities than she should. Julie could taste that magic, and it was nothing compared to that wielded by Miriam or Amelie. 
 
    “Why?” She found herself replying, shrugging. “A traitor is a traitor, and will always be a traitor. Why should I care for any lies he might have spouted? Death was what he deserved, and death was what he got.” Those thoughts came from the depth of her heart and she meant them utterly, and once more she managed to silence the table. 
 
    She didn’t regret it this time however. If these families were all traitorous, they deserved to hear these words, and to listen to what she hoped happened to them. 
 
    Conversation was slow to resume, and no one even tried to answer Julie. For a moment, she feared she had made a mistake, failed to get the reaction she wanted, but then she glanced up and met Marvin’s eyes, and from the fury in them she knew he would try something before the night was over. 
 
    Something eased inside of her at the thought, and she realized how screwed up that was. 
 
    Then it was just a waiting game. They finished dinner and adjourned to a nearby living room, and people just started to mingle, though fortunately most left Julie alone. Miriam was at her side and that was enough for her. 
 
    Marvin Van Meert never stopped looking at her, however. He was also accompanied by his lover, though she was far more discrete in her observations, and touched him more than once to try and make him look away from them, but he never did. The wine he was drinking didn’t help him there, seeing as he was consuming cup after cup, and his inebriated state became a little more obvious. 
 
    It was a foolish mistake on his part, but one Julie was more than eager to capitalize on, and as the minutes went by she knew the time was near. She looked at him again and saw him discuss something with Marie Delaunay, then he moved towards Julie, ignoring the grip his lover had on his arm. For a moment he was stalled, the other woman was an earth mage after all, and should be physically stronger than he was, but then she let him go, realizing there was no stopping him. She did follow after him. 
 
    Julie exchanged a glance with Miriam, then turned to him when he got near. “Is there anything I can help you with, Mister Meert?” 
 
    “Yes, actually.” He smiled, obviously trying to be appealing, but it didn’t quite work. It might have been because of the redness in his face, or the hatefulness in his eyes, but he just seemed a little shy of deranged. “I was hoping we would be able to converse a moment in a somewhat more relaxed setting.” The tilt he gave his words made him appear more seductive. 
 
    Julie wasn’t fooled. She didn’t need to do anything about it, however, because Miriam acted. She pressed against Julie’s side and smirked at the man. “Trying to take my lover away from me, Marvin?” The way her voice struck out affected Julie, Marvin and Marie, and Miriam smirked. “I might be game for a little fun…” 
 
    Marie swallowed, realizing just how powerful Miriam was and hesitating, but she did nothing to stop her lover. Marvin was affected, and very much so, if the lust that appeared in his eyes was any indication, but above all he wanted revenge, revenge for his dead brother, and he was able to brush away the lust. Oh, he still felt it, probably, but it wouldn’t dissuade him from his objective. It might distract him at a crucial time, however. 
 
    They moved away as a group, and Marvin showed care not to be seen by his parents. He was probably doing this on his own initiative, against his father’s orders. Julie didn’t care though, she was just waiting for his attempt to strike at her. 
 
    She thought he would try to charm her, try to talk and maybe even separate her from Miriam, but the moment they entered a more private room away from the party he turned to her and attacked. She might have been a little surprised, but that wasn’t the same as defenseless. 
 
    She dodged the wind sword that appeared in his hands and was thrust her way, twirling to the side and calling one such weapon of her own. Marie gaped at them, and Julie didn’t know if it was because she wasn’t expecting Marvin to attack so quickly or for her to dodge him so easily, but then she steeled herself and turned to Miriam, flowing into a fighting stance. 
 
    For her part, Julie’s lover only raised an eyebrow at the other woman, and waited for her to attack. 
 
    Julie didn’t get a chance to watch that fight however, not more than a few glimpses now and then, because she was forced to defend herself against Marvin. He might have been rash and impulsive, but he knew what he was doing with wind magic. Not as strong as some she had faced before, but he had good technique and more than enough strength to compete with her. She didn’t like to admit it, but she found herself on the back foot. 
 
    Their wind swords clashed against each other’s again and again, and neither of them gained much of an advantage. Julie tried to send a burst of wind at him after she parried one of his thrusts, but it simply vanished once it hit his shield. In turn, he gathered the wind he used to defend himself and sent it as a spear, but she dodged it without too much effort, having felt what he was trying to do. 
 
    Miriam wasn’t having an easy time either. She was stronger than the other mage, there was no doubt about that, but unfortunately the other woman was better trained in martial arts, and avoided coming in close contact with her, understanding who was stronger. 
 
    Julie’s lover could have solved the problem as she usually did, with a spike raising from the ground and spearing the other person, but unfortunately the castle they were in was old and seeped in magic. It didn’t stop her from molding the stone that made part of it exactly, but it slowed down her efforts, and the other earth mage could guess at what she was doing and always avoided Miriam’s efforts. 
 
    All in all, they were all evenly matched, at least for the moment. Julie’s duel became a little more destructive and some of their winds buffeted the two earth mages, but it didn’t bother them much. It might, however, bring attention to what was happening, and in that moment Julie didn’t know if that would be a good thing or not. Didn’t know if those who came to help would help her or her opponent. 
 
    Miriam was the first to get a true hit on her opponent: Marie didn’t dance away fast enough from the other woman and Miriam caught her arm and tightened, forcing Marie to flinch in pain, then wrenched it close and threw the other woman before she could hit back. It didn’t take long for Marvin’s intended to get to her feet, but she was visibly pained and one of her arms dipped down. 
 
    Julie barely had a chance to note that fact before Marvin upped the fight between them, charging at her head on, his wind coalescing around him like a bubble, strong and hard. It wasn’t the kind of attack Julie had faced before, not from a wind mage, and she froze momentarily. Instinct saved her and she moved out of the way before he could hit her, and then realized her mistake, when he ignored her completely and focused on Miriam. 
 
    “Watch out.” She warned her lover, and Miriam turned and braced herself, preparing for impact. It didn’t help much. 
 
    Marvin didn’t try to hit her, he stopped a foot away from her and let the wind that had been surrounding him move forward, almost like a battering ram. 
 
    Julie wasn’t worried about that attack. Miriam was far too tough to be brought low by such a display of magic, no matter how impressive it was. If you wanted to wound a powerful earth mage with wind, you needed to focus it into some kind of blade, diminish the area of penetration as much as you could and focus all that power into it. The most Marvin’s attack would do was throw Miriam back, but she would survive it. 
 
    It was only one moment later, as she looked at the window behind her lover, that she realized Marvin’s plan. He didn’t mean to harm her lover, not exactly, he just intended to remove her from the fight. Miriam was tough, and strong, and she held back all that wind crashing against her for a moment, but then her grip failed her and she was thrown back, and through the window, falling down from the castle into the ground below. 
 
    Julie knew it wouldn’t kill Miriam, it might hurt, but it wouldn’t seriously injure her, the fall wasn’t that high. She still didn’t like seeing her lover in such a position, and let her anger get the best of her. It wasn’t the anger that burned and burned and made her explode though, no, it was a placid sort of fury, cold and unyielding, and she decided to pay Marvin back in kind. 
 
    She didn’t attack him, she attacked the wounded Marie. He only figured out too late what she intended to do, and tried to intervene, just as she expected him to. He was completely unprepared to defend himself when she changed targets halfway and her wind rapier found its way against his chest. The only thing that saved his life was the shield he conjured at the last moment, gathering a current around him, but it was rushed and weaker than those he used earlier. 
 
    It was still enough to shatter Julie’s blade, but the wind it released all fell upon him, ripping through his clothes and into his skin, dozens of cuts of different sizes appearing in his chest, legs and even face. 
 
    He wasn’t out of the fight, Julie knew, but, in that moment, he had lost nonetheless. Most of the cuts weren’t that dangerous, and would barely bother him, but two of them were bleeding copious amounts of blood, one near his throat, the other near the stomach. 
 
    Marie tried to attack, to help her intended, and Julie was forced to step back from the other woman’s reach. She took another step back when Marie advanced, then suddenly moved forward. The earth mage wasn’t expecting that, it wasn’t what most would have done when faced with one of her kind, and was unprepared to defend herself against the wind sword Julie conjured. 
 
    It was a risky maneuver, and Julie only tried it because the other woman was wounded, but it paid off. Marie failed to protect herself, and Julie’s sword sank into one of her upper legs, easily, coming out on the other side and forcing a scream out of the woman’s mouth, who fell to the floor in pain when Julie released her. 
 
    Marvin moved to defend her, but Julie didn’t make it easy on him. She kept the wounded woman between them, making him unable to use many of the attacks he might have tried. It didn’t stop her from using those same attacks however. 
 
    She gathered the wind around her and sent it in a gust, letting it gather the woman on the floor and throwing her against the other wind mage. His eyes widened and he reached out with his hands, trying to grab Marie, and didn’t even try to defend against the wind that crashed into both. It sent them careening against the wall of the room, and ended the fight. 
 
    Marie was unconscious, Julie could see that, but Marvin was still aware. He was in no shape to fight however, and so she stepped closer, met his eyes, then kicked him in the head, once, twice, until he lost consciousness. She breathed deeply after that, letting all the emotions she had put aside surge back into her mind, and moved to the window, hoping to see where her beloved had fallen. 
 
    She shouldn’t have worried. The moment she got near the window, Miriam appeared in it, gazing in, and then stepped into the room. Julie just blinked for a moment, not quite understanding how the other woman had done it, then peered out and noticed the stone column Miriam had raised from the ground, and once more marveled at her lover’s abilities. 
 
    Then Miriam kissed her, and Julie forgot about everything for a while, until guards appeared and they were forced to explain themselves. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Seeing Amelie in action, stopping with her little games and truly acting like a princess, was impressive and not something Julie would so easily forget. Not that the woman had ever fooled her, not after being dragged into Amelie’s plots, but sometimes her manner of acting was enough for Julie to underestimate her. 
 
    She could never make that mistake again. 
 
    Once she got what she wanted, and Marvin’s attack gave her enough justification to just arrest all members of the three families, Amelie truly showed her mettle as a princess. It didn’t take long for the Benoit to be free of any accusation, but Julie knew that before it happened Amelie had a talk in private with Maurine, though not what they had spoken about. From the almost fear in the oldest Benoit’s eyes, whatever happened had been enough to make her realize how dangerous Amelie could be. 
 
    Julie figured out that was one family that wouldn’t so easily turn traitor. 
 
    More than once, she found herself wondering if every member of the other families had been aware of the plots their leaders created, or if they were truly unaware as some swore during their judgments. In the end, it didn’t matter, only those too young to be judged were spared, and the rest died the deaths of traitors. 
 
    Dupree would be ruled entirely by the Benoit after that, and yet they wouldn’t do anything without Amelie’s say so. Everything had been gone according to the princess’s plans, and yet that unnerved Julie more than she could explain. 
 
    It made her wonder if she had acted exactly as Amelie expected when she participated in the tournament, it made her wonder if the other woman was playing her like a fiddle. Not that she would do anything about it, if it was indeed happening, unlike the Van Meert and the Delaunay she was loyal, her family was loyal, but it bothered her nonetheless.  
 
    “A ducat for your thoughts.” Amelie’s voice almost made her jump, and Julie shook her head before facing the other woman. 
 
    She didn’t know what to say. Were her fears real? Had Amelie been manipulating her from the start, and she never noticed it? Did it actually matter? 
 
    “I don’t even know what I’m thinking right now.” She said, eventually, shaking her head. “I don’t like playing these kinds of games.” She continued, knowing perfectly well Amelie would understand what she was talking about and hoping that would stop the other woman from prying into some of her thoughts. 
 
    “And yet they need to be played, I need to play them.” Amelie answered after a moment. “Or those who play them for greed will beat me and I’ll pay that defeat with my life.” 
 
    The worst of it was that Amelie wasn’t wrong, but Julie couldn’t help but think she wasn’t made for them. She much preferred adventures where she faced monsters and pirates and bandits than games of nobles, where it was harder to see who was right and who was wrong. 
 
    They didn’t say anything else, and Julie sighed, knowing this wouldn’t be the last time she was forced to do something she didn’t enjoy for the crown. It was the prize of loyalty after all. 
 
    The end 
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