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What do you do when the one person you shouldn’t be with is the one who captures your heart? 

 

The Only Bearable Solution: 

A Story from the World of Sword and Verse 

by Kathy MacMillan 

 

Emilana Kret was a simpering fool. 

“I am so dreadfully sorry, Your Highness,” the head servant cooed, fluttering her hand 

over my ruined tunic. “Marisa will be punished, and demoted. No more serving in the dining 

room. She can peel potatoes. Or be let go, if you prefer.” She looked up at me with watery eyes. 

I gripped her wrist and placed it back by her side, to keep her from waving it around. I 

had known Emilana would punish the serving girl, as soon as I’d seen her drag her from the 

dining room. Which was the only reason I was standing in the cool hallway in the uncomfortably 

sticky tunic that Marisa had dumped soup on. She might have gotten through the banquet without 

anyone noticing her glassy eyes and flushed cheeks, if Annis Rale hadn’t tripped her. I wasn’t 

sure why Annis had done it; Marisa might have rejected his advances in a dark corner 

somewhere, or he might have noticed that she was ill and decided she was an easy target. Or he 

might have tripped anyone who happened to be near me with a tray of soup. Whatever the 

reason, I wasn’t going to let Emilana punish her just because Annis Rale was an ass. 

I sighed inwardly. My father would say I was being soft again. Which meant I had to 

make my orders hard enough that Emilana wouldn’t question them.  

“No,” I said firmly. “The girl is obviously ill. Call the physician to see her.”  

Emilana’s voice was cowed when she responded; good. It meant she believed my tone. I 

had gotten better at this. “Yes, Your Highness.” 

I decided to see how far I could push the act. “And why was she serving at the banquet 

tonight in the first place?” I asked, letting my irritation show. “Could you not see she was ill?” 

Emilana twisted her apron between her fingers. “Your Highness, you must understand 

that these lazy girls often feign illness to avoid work. How was I to –” 
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I waved off her objections – an imperial gesture I had seen my father use in Council 

meetings. “A poor head servant it is that cannot distinguish pretending from true sickness,” I 

said. 

Her eyes were like saucers. “Yes, Your Highness.” 

I turned and walked away. My father would have been proud of my imperial attitude, 

even if he would have found the purpose of it pointless.  

I strode around the corner, and narrowly missed walking straight into Raisa. I pulled up 

sharply. “Raisa! What are you doing here?”  

She mumbled something I couldn’t make out. 

I frowned. “Are you all right?” I wondered if she had overheard what I had said to 

Emilana. Would she think I was a pushover for trying to keep Marisa from being punished? Or 

would she only have heard the superior tone and the bullying of the head servant?  

Raisa swayed on her feet. I reached out to steady her, but she caught herself against the 

wall again, and I withdrew my arm, flushing. She didn’t seem to notice. 

“No,” she said, and she seemed to have to concentrate very hard to answer my question. 

“I don’t feel well.” 

I nodded. “I can see that.” She looked drunk, but it was more likely the sickness that was 

sweeping the city, the very same that the servant girl had succumbed to. My father would say 

that I should call Emilana back and have her take Raisa to her room. Strange that I was always so 

aware of what my father would have done, and so often loath to do it. 

I took Raisa’s arm and led her up toward the stairs. I liked the idea of having a few 

minutes alone with her. I hadn’t seen her much in the past Shining and Veiling, since the rains of 

Qorana had begun and we hadn’t been able to work in the courtyard more than two days out of 

ten.  

A season ago, when she had become Tutor-in-Training, I had resisted the idea of anyone 

taking Tyasha’s place, even though I had been the one to tell Laiyonea that there was a girl the 

right age for the Selection among the palace slave children. I had planned to be distant with 

Raisa when she started in the Adytum – Tyasha had taught me that befriending Tutors was a 

dangerous business - but she’d looked so terrified the first time Laiyonea quizzed her on symbols 
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that I couldn’t help feeding her answers. It was clear that Raisa ke Margara was nothing like 

Tyasha.  

Now I felt a bit guilty at how easily Raisa had fit into the rhythms of the Adytum. I’d 

worried that it would no longer be the comforting place it had been before Tyasha’s death, but if 

anything, the sacred courtyard had become even more of a refuge from my father’s demands. 

Raisa leaned toward me ever so slightly as we ascended the stairs. She smelled like quills 

and evening rain. “Annis Rale tripped that girl,” she said dreamily. “It wasn’t her fault.” 

So she had seen that, had she? “I know. Annis thinks it’s funny. He’s an idiot.” 

“Hmmm?” Her unfocused eyes drifted to my face. 

“I said, Annis is an idiot.” I looked down at my tunic. 

“Idiot,” she repeated, giggling.  

I smiled. She was usually so quiet and guarded; she probably wouldn’t even remember 

this conversation when she got well, and if she did I bet she’d never admit it. “You’re ill,” I said. 

“You need to rest.” I led her to the sitting room and opened the door.  

She walked in, then turned to face me. She gestured toward the huge basket of quills in 

the corner. “I’ve missed –” she began, and then stopped, her eyes widening, her voice suddenly 

less dreamy. “– working in the Adytum,” she finished. 

Her words had an odd effect on me – not so much for what she had said, but for what she 

had not said, what she had, maybe, almost said. That she missed me? Why did the idea make my 

stomach tight, make my palms suddenly slick with sweat?   

She missed me. She had - maybe, almost - said so. 

Her expression was horrified, so I was sure my guess was right. I didn’t like the idea of 

her being afraid to tell me how she felt, and the intensity with which I disliked the idea surprised 

me.  

I plastered a smile on my face. “Me too. I can’t remember when the rains have been so 

bad. But don’t worry, soon enough we’ll be back to work.” 

Raisa looked away with a shy smile. I studied her face in profile: small nose, soft pink 

mouth, reddish brown wisps of hair tumbling down around her fair cheeks. 

I cleared my throat. “Get some rest. I’ll send a servant up to see if you need anything, and 

the physician too.” 
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“Thank you,” she whispered. 

I nodded and started to turn back to the door, then stopped. The way the rains were going, 

it might be two Shinings before we sat in the Adytum again. And she might not even remember 

this conversation when her fever passed. 

And her pale skin glowed faintly in the lamplight. She was irresistible. 

I took one quick step closer to her, then bent and kissed her cheek. “Feel better soon,” I 

said. My voice was so husky that it was barely a whisper. 

And then I fled, closing the door behind me. 

I didn’t stop until I reached my bedroom, didn’t allow myself to think until I had slipped 

off the stained tunic and Daki had passed me a new one. 

Why had I done it? I couldn’t say, exactly. The only answer I kept coming back to was 

that, well, I had wanted to. But when had sweet, quiet little Raisa ke Margara become a girl to 

admire, to want to touch, to long for? 

Long for? I stopped myself right there. This was insane. No, it was only a trick of the 

light, or sympathy for her illness. I had only, I told myself sternly, wanted to convey that I hoped 

she felt better soon. 

I managed to convince myself of this enough to get up off the bed and go back down to 

the banquet, where I was expected. But a part of me recognized, even then, that it was a stopgap, 

that I wouldn’t be able to explain away these feelings forever. 

I had missed two courses by the time I returned to the banquet, and my father’s dark gaze 

told me what he thought of my dawdling. I wondered which he would disapprove of more: 

ordering Emilana Kret not to punish the serving girl, or my behavior with Raisa. Or perhaps I 

was just such an overall disappointment to him that the specifics didn’t matter. 

Deciding that I had taken enough chances for one evening, I politely enquired of Del 

Gamo about his mines. I didn’t have to say much after that, as it was his favorite topic, but I saw 

my father’s nod of approval. This whole banquet, after all, was all about keeping Gamo and his 

riches invested in Qilara. I even made a point of talking to all three Gamo girls, though that was 

hardly a chore; the eldest, Soraya, was outgoing and talkative, if a bit too impressed with her 

own beauty, and her twin sisters were sweet and giggly.  
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Annis I ignored, save for the salt I sprinkled into his wine when no one was looking. The 

face he made when he drank it was so wretched I almost laughed out loud, but I managed to hold 

onto my friendly, concerned expression. Annis complained so much that Father frowned and said 

he’d speak to the wine steward. I sighed inwardly – another talk I would have to have with 

Emilana Kret. Would she accept the orders a second time, or would my father find out? 

Not until I laid my head on the pillow that night did I let myself think of Raisa again. By 

then I knew that what had happened in the sitting room was nothing more than a daydream. I 

took the newborn feelings I had found there and buried them deep - never, I thought, to 

resurface. 

 

~**~ 

 

They resurfaced. Raisa was ill for four days, and the rains kept us out of the Adytum for 

five more; when she finally returned, it was as if the sun had returned with her. My throat 

constricted unexpectedly when I saw her, and I automatically began to joke – my own defense 

against my feelings, I suppose.  

It was, perhaps, lucky that my father called me away after that; it gave me time to collect 

my thoughts. I had to master the fleeting fantasies that kept springing into my head about the two 

of us alone in the Adytum. Aside from the fact that my father would be appalled if he knew, I 

kept imagining Raisa pushing me away. It was impossible, utterly impossible, and I knew it. 

My father wanted me to attend Council meetings all through Tenth Veiling, and so I 

threw myself into the task, forcing myself to pay attention to every Scholar’s argument, pinching 

my arm each time my thoughts drifted back to the Adytum. The meetings were hardly 

enthralling; the Council was trying to resolve a dispute with Emtiria over the ports around 

Asuniaka. But my strategy was working, mostly. 

Until one day when the entire Council rose at the end of the session, and I still sat staring 

at my hands, lost in a sunlit daydream I hadn’t managed to ward off. I jumped to my feet, my 

face reddening. I didn’t look at my father, but I felt his disapproving glare as he swept out of the 

room, and wasn’t surprised when I was summoned to his study an hour later. 
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My father’s manservant showed me in. Father sat in a hard chair behind a dark wooden 

desk, his back to the spectacular view of the sea through the massive windows. 

He didn’t look up when I walked in, and so I hovered by the door, waiting for him to 

finish writing. His quill scratched deliberately over the page. Father did everything deliberately. 

“Have you been finding the Council meetings stimulating?” he said at last, still bent over 

his page.  

“Yes, sir,” I said, doing my best to keep any lightness out of my voice. 

“Only, not today.” He looked at me at last, and the sardonic arch of his eyebrows made it 

a question, though his tone did not. 

I met his eyes, willing my expression to remain serious. Father valued seriousness, and he 

valued people looking him in the eye. My mouth twitched – my own natural inclination was 

always to break seriousness with humor, but it was not the moment for that. “Perhaps not, sir,” I 

said, my voice cracking. 

He narrowed his eyes and studied me more closely. “What do you think of the Emtirian 

offer?” he asked. 

I hesitated. My father had never asked my opinion of any matter of state, and it was 

unlikely he was going to start now. I decided that the question must therefore be a test. 

“I think, sir,” I said slowly, “that giving up the Port of Praying would put the trade routes 

to Asuniaka at risk unnecessarily.” 

“So you have been paying attention,” he grunted. “Perhaps I should have you sit in on 

Council meetings more often.” 

“That’s hardly a reward, sir,” I said, before I could stop myself, and then bit my tongue 

so hard I tasted blood. 

He shook his head. “Or not, if you cannot control that smart mouth. Mati, a king must be 

–” 

“Commanding and sure,” I supplied. “Pious and proud. Serious and focused on every 

matter of his kingdom, no matter how small. Able to destroy any challenge to his power.” I took 

a breath. “I know, sir.” I tried to make the words respectful, but I was honestly sick of hearing it. 
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Father inked his quill and began to write again. “Laiyonea tells me you have been 

progressing well with your studies.” His tone suggested that he didn’t believe such a thing was 

possible, but that he accepted Laiyonea’s judgment. 

“I suppose so, sir.” 

“And the new Tutor?” 

I stared at my father, wondering if he actually could read minds. How could he know 

where my thoughts had been these past days? 

I hesitated too long, and Father lifted his head and looked at me. I realized that his 

question had been nothing more than an idle inquiry into Raisa’s progress. 

“She seems to be doing well,” I blathered, barely able to hear my own voice over the 

internal din of me calling myself every synonym for idiot that I knew. Was my voice 

disinterested enough? I couldn’t tell. 

Apparently it was, or Father wasn’t actually interested in my opinion, because he just 

made an indifferent sound and turned back to his writing.  

“See that you pay closer attention in Council meetings,” he said absently, and I knew that 

this was a dismissal, and that it was probably the best I could have hoped for from this 

discussion. 

“I will, Father,” I said. 

He waved me out, and I escaped gratefully into the hallway. The light streaming in 

through the windows told me it was only midafternoon, which meant that Laiyonea and Raisa 

would still be in the Adytum. I hurried down the stairs, not allowing myself to wonder why 

going to lessons felt like the reward. 

 

~**~ 

 

Father still made me attend Council meetings after that, but less frequently, as the finer 

points of the border settlement had been resolved. (He had, after all, given up the Port of 

Praying, but had assigned extra soldiers to patrol the trade routes to Asuniaka.) I worked in the 

Adytum every day, and I was proud of the way I interacted with Raisa – kind, friendly, but not 

overly so. The more I sat beside her, the more I felt the incident in the sitting room had been a 
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misapprehension on my part. She’d been ill, after all, and not herself. And I hadn’t been myself 

either.  

I didn’t allow myself to think of what she had – maybe, almost – said. It didn’t matter, I 

told myself sternly. 

Anyway, I had the Festival of Aqil pantomime to focus on. It was my job to select the 

other players for the pantomime, but Father made it quite clear who I was to choose in order to 

shore up political alliances. All that was left was to assign the players to the parts. Laiyonea 

warned me to be careful when I told her that I had cast Annis Rale as Gyotia, to give him a 

chance to put his bullying to good use. 

“Do not offend the gods,” she murmured. 

I rolled my eyes at her. Do not offend your father was what she really meant.  

But Father thought the casting was well done, and even said so in front of the Trade 

Minister and the War Minister. The upcoming pantomime seemed to have him in a good mood – 

until the news came about Hailena Jokar’s father selling weapons to the Resistance and the 

family fleeing the country. Despite my father’s tirades against them, I hoped they would get 

away. I liked Hailena; she’d not been thrilled about being cast as Sotia, displaced goddess of 

wisdom, but she’d understood why I couldn’t cast any of the Gamo girls in that role and she 

wasn’t a girl who made a lot of fuss about things. 

The fact that the news about the Jokar betrayal came on the anniversary of Tyasha’s 

execution seemed like too much of a coincidence. I wondered if Father had known sooner, and 

held it until that day for maximum impact. It seemed like something he would do, and that made 

me angry. He didn’t care how much Tyasha’s death haunted me or Laiyonea. He’d only ever use 

it for his own political gain. 

Maybe that was what made me ask Raisa to be in the pantomime. It was a small jab at my 

father. A tiny strike back on Tyasha’s behalf. 

And there wasn’t anyone else I wanted up there with me. Even if the stupid daydreams I 

had about her were impossible, Raisa was my friend. I trusted her, and I couldn’t say that of 

many people. 

But by the time of the actual performance, I understood that Father had only agreed to 

Raisa’s participation for his own ends. Rumors had gotten out about the Jokar family’s escape, 
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and people were saying that it meant the Resistance hadn’t died with Tyasha and her 

conspirators, that it was growing again. I knew my father wanted to show the people how meek 

Raisa was, how different from Tyasha.  

And despite the fact that she was playing the defiant and brash Sotia, Raisa was meek and 

pliant. So much so that Penta Rale got frustrated with her in rehearsals, and was always barking 

at her to be louder. Raisa didn’t even seem to know what “defiant” was.  

During the performance, I watched out of the corner of my eye as she rode the rolling 

platform across the stage. Hailena had been terrified of that part, but Raisa had displayed 

surprising ease with it. She managed to get her line out loudly enough for once. I tried to catch 

her eye as she went behind the curtain, but she wasn’t looking at me; she looked like she 

couldn’t wait to get out of sight. 

Annis Rale’s barking voice jolted me back to the scene at hand. I made myself 

concentrate, aware of my father’s gaze on me in the front row, and managed to get through the 

scene without strangling Annis, which I counted as a victory. 

When I slipped behind the curtain, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dark; 

when we’d rehearsed, the side curtains hadn’t been up and it had been much wider and lighter. I 

hadn’t thought about the fact that Raisa and I would be alone in a dark space the size of a closet. 

If I had, I might have been able to prepare myself.  

She was only a few feet away, a shadow against the black curtain. Annis was delivering a 

speech on stage and my father and half the people of the city were out there. I shouldn’t have 

been thinking the things I was thinking, but finding myself relatively alone with her in the dark 

disintegrated the floodwalls of my mental resistance like acid. 

I almost jumped when she slid closer to me.  

“Well done,” she said, her voice a mere whisper of breath. 

My throat caught. I had to work to reply. “You too.” My fingers tingled with the urge to 

touch her – she was right there – and I couldn’t quite draw a complete breath. Did she have the 

slightest idea what she did to me? 

Don’t do anything stupid, I told myself. But my hand couldn’t seem to decide whether 

the stupid thing was to touch her, or to let this moment pass; I reached out, pulled my hand back, 

then reached out again. This time my hand made contact with her arm, and I heard her gasp. She 
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didn’t move though, and for the first time I really let myself want the impossible thing that I had 

wanted ever since the first night I had kissed her on the cheek, maybe longer.  

I should let go, I knew. That was safer – for her, for me, for everyone. 

But she hadn’t pulled away, even though my hand moved up her arm, grazed her neck, 

cradled her cheek. “Raisa,” I whispered. There were things I had to tell her, had to ask her. 

She tensed. “My costume,” she whispered. 

I only gave myself one second to feel the disappointment, then I let go. She was right; 

this was stupid and dangerous and she probably didn’t even feel the way I did anyway. I helped 

her put the bindings on her hands, reminding myself that I could always laugh this off later – it 

had been one of my stupid jokes, nothing more. 

It seemed like a special torment designed by the gods, that I had to help her tie the 

costume gag over her mouth just as I really wanted to ask what she was thinking. We made our 

entrance, and I felt slightly ill at the satisfied look on the faces of the Scholars in the front row 

when they saw her, but we both had our parts to play. She let me push her to the ground and I 

rested my foot lightly on her back. 

It’s just a pantomime, I reminded myself. I thought of the expression Tyasha would have 

on her face if she could see me now, and I gritted my teeth.  

“This treachery, sister, is unacceptable,” Annis said, delivering his line with all the 

subtlety of an out-of-control horse cart. 

I made it through the scene, somehow, but I was distracted. Every time I had to touch 

Raisa, her skin felt hot under my hands. I couldn’t tell if she was just nervous because of what 

had almost happened behind the stage, or if she was afraid of me.  

I hated that second idea so much. 

When the pantomime was finally over, I headed for the changing room and used the 

excuse of the narrow hallway to move ahead of the self-congratulatory chatter of Annis and 

Clerac, the War Minister’s son. I was surprised to meet my cousin Patic in the hallway, still in 

his costume. 

“Where have you been? Thought you’d be halfway into a jug of wine by now,” I said. 

Patic, who’d been playing the ancient chieftain Iano, had only had one scene early in the 

pantomime, and had made a great many jokes about how indolent he intended to be as a result.  
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“Who says I haven’t?”  

I glanced behind him; the hallway he’d come down led to the Scholar prayer alcoves. 

There wouldn’t be any wine there. 

Clerac snorted. “If the wine jug is an awfully tall one, with a wide mouth, maybe,” he 

said. 

Patic gave a smug grin and shrugged one shoulder, but wouldn’t say anything else no 

matter how much Clerac and Annis needled him.  

I frowned as I changed my clothes. Annis was always bragging about his conquests of 

serving girls, but Patic wasn’t like that. At least, I thought he wasn’t. 

It didn’t help that my annoyance at him kept rubbing up against my own guilt at my slip 

with Raisa behind the stage. No matter how much I tried to deny it to myself, I knew I would 

have kissed her if she hadn’t stopped me. Finally I decided to just shove it all out of my mind. I 

had to focus, after all, on getting through the luncheon. I had made sure Raisa would be seated 

between Patic and Aliana, and I half-wanted to ask Patic to take special care to be kind to her. 

But after what had nearly happened, I didn’t dare say anything that would draw attention to my 

feelings for Raisa.  

I needn’t have worried; Patic was charming and talkative on her side of the table, so 

much so that I kept having to ask Soraya to repeat herself because I was busy listening to make 

sure Patic wasn’t being too charming. The way Raisa smiled at him turned my stomach into a pit 

of snakes. 

I was, in short, a hopeless mess. Soraya demanded my attention for a long story about her 

grandfather taking her to the market when she was young, and though my mind was elsewhere I 

must have managed to nod and smile at the right places, because she preened and took my arm 

when I suggested we all go down to the beach after the luncheon. I’d meant all of us, hoping that 

the goodwill of the festival and the pantomime would mean that Father would allow Raisa to go 

too, but Laiyonea sent her off to the Adytum before I had a chance to propose it. 

I was distracted and anxious preparing for the banquet that night. Daki, my valet, had to 

tell me that my tunic was on backwards, and I almost went downstairs with my boots 

unbuttoned.  
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Daki smiled as he knelt and fixed the buttons. “No doubt Lady Soraya will find you quite 

handsome, Your Highness,” he said. I stared blankly at him, until it occurred to me that he 

thought I was mooning over my presumptive fiancée. I didn’t realize that the palace servants had 

been quite so well informed about my father’s negotiations.  

Of course, knowing Father, he’d probably let something slip on purpose, in an effort to 

force Gamo’s hand. I lifted my hand to my mouth to cover the way my lip curled in disgust.  

“It’s not wise to go around saying things like that,” I said, more sharp and distant than I 

usually was with Daki, and he inclined his head apologetically. 

There was no denying that I was nervous as I entered the banquet hall. I told myself to be 

calm, to be my usual joking, charming self. No one had to see what I was feeling, least of all 

Raisa. And, I told myself, if anyone could read Raisa, it ought to be me. How often had I fed her 

answers in the courtyard, responding to the slightest puzzled twitch of her eyebrow?  

When she and Laiyonea entered, I looked up from my conversation with the Trade 

Minister and gave her a small smile. She had looked around for me as soon as she had walked in 

– a good sign. She looked beautiful, in a green gown with wide white sleeves. The reddish-

brown waves of her hair caught the light.  

I knew Laiyonea would not let Raisa dance, but still I maneuvered next to an empty place 

during the bell dance. The thought of having a reason to touch her, here, in front of all these 

people, was intoxicating. I was careful not to look her way, but I wondered if she saw. It didn’t 

matter though, because Soraya took the spot instead, taking my hand as if it was her right. Which 

was only to be expected, I suppose, but it still made me want to slap Soraya. 

When I looked back over at Raisa’s table at the end of the dance, it was empty. Soraya 

pulled me back in for the next dance, and then I had to dance with her sisters too. Laiyonea came 

back, but Raisa was not with her. I led Aliana Gamo over to sit down and have a drink, and 

allowed myself to get caught up in a conversation between my father and the Emtirian 

Ambassador, to prevent Soraya from dragging me back into the dancing. Ordinarily I didn’t 

mind dancing – “keeping the Scholar girls happy,” as my father called it – but tonight every hand 

I held was too large or too small. And forcing myself to focus on using proper Emtirian 

honorifics and verb tenses helped keep the looming question in my mind at bay – what was Raisa 

thinking? 
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I pled exhaustion at seventh bell, and with my father’s blessing I fled to my room as 

quickly as I could. Daki was asleep in his chair, so I tiptoed past him and locked the inner door 

behind me, then blew out the lamp and swung myself out the window. It was an easy climb to 

my favorite thinking place – the raised, covered platform above my father’s suite. Father had a 

gilt ladder that led to the place from inside his room, though, as far as I knew, he never used it. I, 

on the other hand, had been scrambling across the roof tiles to the sheltered spot since I was 

eight years old. It was an excellent place to wait out my father’s anger whenever I had done 

something especially un-princely, and it was also an excellent place to be alone and think. The 

platform looked out over the Olsunul, the sea-without-memory.  

Gyotia’s Lamp was half unveiled tonight, but clouds drifted across the sky, obscuring its 

light – and me, from the eyes of the guards in the towers. I swiped away a spider web and settled 

myself onto the stone seat. In ancient days, kings of Qilara had watched their navies battle at sea 

from this perch, but these days Qilara’s enemies mostly came on land. 

A few stars pierced the cloudy night, and Gyotia’s Lamp shone its intermittent light. I 

breathed in the cool ocean air, glad to be away from the stuffy banquet room. And now the 

question in my mind loomed large: What was Raisa thinking? 

But I thought I knew the answer to that already. She had looked for me when she had 

come into the ballroom, and her gaze had followed me throughout the night. I hadn’t been able to 

do the same – but didn’t she know that I wanted to? How could she not, after my behavior 

behind the stage? 

But what had I done, really? I had touched her. That was all. I hadn’t told her how I felt, 

hadn’t given her any reason to think it was more than a grope in the dark. Which meant if I were 

smart, following my father’s definition of the word, I could leave it at that. I could stay away 

from her. I could go back to lessons in the courtyard with a sardonic grin and a friendly, distant 

air. Raisa wouldn’t tell anyone – why would she? 

That was what I should do. That would be safest. Because, as much as I didn’t want to 

admit it to myself, I was putting Raisa in danger simply by having feelings for her. It wouldn’t 

matter to my father whether she felt the same way or not. If he found out how I felt, her time in 

the palace would be over. What would he do to her?  
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A cold trickle crept down my spine as I pictured Raisa in a dungeon cell, readying for 

execution like Tyasha. But I was letting my imagination get the better of me. My father wouldn’t 

do such a thing. He would just send her away.  

Which would be unbearable to me.  

So I should just let her be. Go to the Adytum tomorrow, and pretend nothing had 

happened. I could already see the confused, hurt look on her face as if she were standing before 

me.  

Equally unbearable, to see that expression, to watch it gradually change into a distant 

smile. 

I thought of Patic and his assignation in the temple earlier, the way he had smiled at Raisa 

at the luncheon and made me want to punch him. It didn’t matter that Tutors were supposed to be 

dedicated to Aqil – that didn’t stop them from having romances. Laiyonea was proof of that.  

To see her in someone else’s arms. Most unbearable of all. 

And so, only one solution left: to see her, and be with her, and let no one find out. The 

only bearable solution. 

My justification complete, I swung down from the platform and inched along the roof. I 

realized as I climbed over the western eaves that I had only the vaguest idea which window was 

hers. I scooted down and poked my head into the one I thought most likely – and was rewarded 

with a sight of Teva Gamo’s copious backside sticking straight up into the air. She had passed 

out on the bed with her banquet dress halfway off. I withdrew my head at once and clambered 

along more carefully, my eyes darting to the outer walls every few feet. The revels were still 

going on out in the city streets, so the guards were more occupied looking in that direction than 

in mine. The clouds held, and the wide edge of the roof made the climb less hazardous than my 

accustomed path to the platform. At last I reached the last window on the western side of the 

palace – now that I saw clearly where the gardens ended, I knew this was the right window.  

I grabbed the shutter to hoist myself onto the windowsill, and then dropped into the room 

as quietly as I could. My eyes, already adjusted to the dark, took in the figure sitting up on the 

bed. She gasped, and I dashed across the room to put my hand over her mouth before she could 

scream. 
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“It's all right," I said softly. Now that I was here, I was more nervous than I had ever been 

in my life. Could she hear that in my voice? It took me three tries to light the lamp, my hand was 

shaking so much.  

I perched on the edge of the bed, elation slowly replacing nerves. I was irrationally proud 

of myself for coming. Raisa clutched the blanket and gaped at me with red-rimmed eyes, her hair 

an auburn tumble down her back. 

The silence stretched too long. “It took me ages to find you,” I blurted out. “I'd have 

given the western vizier’s wife an awful fright if she hadn't already passed out from too much 

wine."  

"Why did you come?" she whispered.  

I frowned. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go at all. Was she trying to tell me that I 

was being inappropriate? That she didn’t want this? Didn’t want me? 

I had been wrong. This was the most unbearable thing. 

“Don’t be angry,” I said. “I’m sorry about . . . earlier. I shouldn’t have—” I ran my 

fingers through my hair, then flattened it again.  

“I understand,” she said. “It was a mistake. We should just . . . forget it happened.”  

Did she mean that? My eyes fell on her knuckles, almost white from how hard she was 

clutching the blanket. I knew all at once that she felt as I did, that her being so formal was like 

my jokes, a protection against hurt. 

That little thing – the way she clutched the blanket – gave me the courage to say, “But I 

can’t forget it happened. I’ve been thinking about it all day. If you want me to leave, I will, and 

I’ll never say another word about it. But . . . I had to come and see if maybe . . . you couldn’t 

forget about it either.” I swallowed and watched her face, my fingers drumming against my 

thigh. 

The silence was torture. My legs tensed, ready to run if she turned me down. And then: 

“I haven’t forgotten,” she whispered. 

I let out a breath. “Do you want me to leave?”  

“No,” she said, her response barely audible, but the softness in her eyes told me 

everything I needed to know. I leaned toward her, like metal drawn to a magnet, and stopped just 
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short of touching her. Though the liberties I had taken with her behind the stage had been minor, 

they were liberties nonetheless, and I wasn’t going to do that again.  

“I’d like to kiss you, Raisa,” I said, and I was the one who sounded ridiculously formal 

now. “Would that . . . would that be all right?” 

She didn’t say anything, but she leaned closer. I pushed her hair back from her face and 

ran my fingers through it, as I had wanted to do all night, and I kissed her. 

I had expected her to be tentative. I had dreaded that she would be frightened. But this 

kiss was nothing like that. She didn’t just let me kiss her. She kissed me back, her lips warm and 

present and alive on mine, and joy exploded through me. She did feel the same. 

Pure emotion made me break away and lay my cheek against hers. I closed my eyes for a 

long moment, breathing heavily. I let my fingers drift over her face. “You are so beautiful,” I 

breathed. After all my worries, she wanted me here. 

 Raisa’s tentative fingers stroked my arm. “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” she 

said shyly, not meeting my eyes. 

 I kissed her cheek. “Me too,” I whispered, and let my lips drift to her mouth again. I 

wasn’t sure if I pressed her down onto the pillow, or if she pulled me down, but either way we 

went together. I lay beside her and kissed her some more, stroking her arms and face and her 

silky hair, basking in the sweet scent of her – quills and seagrass and twilight ocean air all mixed 

together. Everything else faded into the background as we lay together, whispering in between 

kisses about everything and nothing. 

 “Did you enjoy dancing at the banquet?” Raisa asked me, her eyes on our intertwined 

fingers. 

 I laughed and looked sideways at her – had she seen the space I had left open for her in 

the bell dance? "Father’ll complain that I didn’t dance with the western vizier’s daughters nearly 

often enough.” I grimaced and traced the symbol secret into her palm, like some ancient 

protection spell. “I wish Laiyonea would let you dance." 

Raisa’s answering smile was brilliant – how could anyone think her plain, when they saw 

that smile? "So do I," she whispered. "She says it isn't our place." 

I frowned, and we both fell silent. A needle of guilt pierced my joy. 
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"No one will find out,” I said at last. "As long as we don't let Laiyonea suspect anything, 

she'll still leave us alone in the Adytum sometimes. Besides, it's an easy climb to your window.” 

I leaned over and kissed her again, whether to reassure her or myself, I didn’t know. 

A knock at the door. I jumped, then forced myself to go completely still. Raisa stiffened 

beneath me, and I felt her heartbeat speed up.  

"Raisa," came Laiyonea's voice through the door. "Why is your lamp still lit?" 

Raisa didn’t make a sound. I waited, but she seemed completely frozen. "Answer her, or 

she'll come in to check on you," I hissed. I needed her to be good at this. We both did. 

She flashed me a frightened look, but when she spoke her voice was calm. “The noises 

outside frightened me," she called. I lifted my head and looked at her, amazed.  

Laiyonea seemed to believe her. "Well, I'm back now, so blow out the lamp and go to 

sleep," she said. 

"Yes, Laiyonea," Raisa said, the picture of a compliant Tutor. I couldn’t help kissing her 

again, almost as soon as the words were out of her mouth. 

"You have to go," she whispered a moment later. How had she become the calm, 

collected one, when I only wanted to stay and kiss her all night long? 

I stole a final kiss as I rolled to my feet and blew out the lamp. I allowed myself one more 

look at her, hair around her shoulders, eyes soft just for me, and then I crept out the window. 

I had to force myself to focus as I crept back to my room – the clouds were intermittent 

now, and the city revelries had died down, offering no distractions to the guards. Fortunately, I 

knew the way now, so the climbing went fast. As I slipped onto the north-facing rooftop, I 

allowed myself a memory of the sweet taste of her lips. I wondered if my father would call 

Laiyonea away tomorrow, and Raisa and we would have a few hours together in the Adytum. I 

hoped so. Of course, there would be another boring meeting with Del Gamo in the morning, and 

the sword master was coming tomorrow afternoon, so that meant I wouldn’t be able to spend as 

much time in the Adytum as I wanted. At least sword practice would be diverting. I thought with 

a smile of how I had once adored the freedom of sword fighting lessons, the utter joy of the slice 

and stab of a perfectly weighted blade. But now I knew it was nothing next to being in love. 
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The thought nearly made me lose my balance as I hoisted myself up to my windowsill, 

and I paused, one leg inside and one outside. Was that what this was? Did I love Raisa ke 

Margara? 

No sooner had I asked myself the question than I knew the answer. I did. Gods help me, I 

did love her. I stumbled around my room in a daze, shedding my now-dusty banquet clothes and 

pulling on nightclothes. I splashed my face with water from the basin, but that didn’t clear my 

head. I lay down on the bed and pulled up the blankets against the sudden chill.  

Did I love her enough to keep our relationship completely secret?  

I did. That was easy. 

Did I love her enough to protect her? 

   I would, any way I could.  

And then, as I drifted off into sleep, another thought: Did I love her enough to leave her 

alone, if she asked me to? After all, she was the one this relationship placed in danger, so she had 

the right. Could I let go, stay away from her? Even if it hurt me more than I could say? 

Did I love her that much? 

And the answer rolled into my consciousness just before sleep overwhelmed me. 

Yes. 

 

 


