
  
  
      
        
          Royal Tea Service

          Tea Princess Chronicles Book 3

		      
          Casey Blair

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
ROYAL TEA SERVICE 
Tea Princess Chronicles: Book 3 



Copyright © 2022 Casey Blair,
All rights reserved. 



No part of this edition may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, or used in any manner whatsoever without permission in writing from the author, except in the case of brief quotations in a book review. For permission requests, email Casey.L.Blair@gmail.com.



No AI Training: Without in any way limiting the author's exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to "train" generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. 



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 



Cover design by Hampton Lamoureux of TS95 Studios, 2021.
Author photograph by Mariah Bush, 2013.



Ebook ISBN: 9798985110142.
Paperback ISBN: 9798985110159.



www.caseyblair.com







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue: Part 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue: Part 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue: Part 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Thank You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Newsletter Story
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Pour another cup of tea and stay a while!
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sage's Sanctuary
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also By
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter 1
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I try not to collapse onto the couch, exhausted to my core. I ignore my awareness that this is a losing battle: Deniel hasn’t collapsed, and since I’m responsible for this, I don’t get to either. 

I drag myself towards his—our—kitchen. “I’m going to make some tea.”

“That’s the same tone you used reading the story to Yorani with the warrior charging grimly into battle,” Deniel says, amusement in his tone, but not so much that it disguises his own weariness.

He follows me into the kitchen, and I stop and watch him in confusion.

“The neighbors brought us a pot of pre-cooked dinner to welcome you, remember?” Deniel asks. “And there’s my mother’s cake. I think we could both use some food before we run out of energy to eat it.”

I had forgotten, but now I glance around the kitchen hopelessly. “Where?”

Moving into Risteri’s grandmother’s cottage had been easy: I’d had no possessions, so Risteri had set me up with the essentials until I had time to acquire more gradually on my own.

Moving in with Risteri had been a production, but I’d expected that: neither of us had any furniture or supplies to our names, so we’d had to effectively start over. With the political circumstances mandating our move, our community had turned out to help.

Today came as a surprise. Deniel’s home was already set up, after all. But I was barely involved in helping Lorwyn move in, as preoccupied as I was with moving out, or in, myself.

In retrospect, perhaps I should have expected this, or forgive myself for not expecting it, because I’ve never moved in where another person already lived. I hadn’t had to make the choices of who kept what, or how to make a space designed for one hold two instead, and make that space feel like it belonged to both of them. Us. It had felt like home before, but it had also felt like his, not mine, or ours.

We both agree that’s what we want, but it’s difficult to tell, in the mess of rearranging, if we are succeeding in any meaningful way.

“How is there still this much stuff everywhere?” I wonder. “We’ve been at this all day.”

“It’s a sign that you’re settling in here, I think,” Deniel answers. “You’ve begun to accumulate objects that reflect your priorities and that you’re thus attached to.”

“But so much? I haven’t been here that long.”

Deniel smiles faintly. “You’re making up for lost time. Though if you continue to acquire things at this rate, we may have to move elsewhere.”

I wince. “No. Perish the thought. I’m never moving again.”

“Not even to the couch?”

Deniel reaches onto the top of cooler, back past where I can see, and pulls down a bag.

His smile grows at my perplexed expression.

“It’s not my first time helping with a move,” Deniel says. “I figured we wouldn’t store anything there, since you’re not tall enough to reach. So our dinner is safely findable.”

“You are a perfect person,” I say fervently, and he laughs.

In short order, we have cleared space on the low table in front of the couch by expediently setting more things that will need sorting on the ground. I know better than to relax into the couch, but before I can take a sip of tea Deniel plucks the cup out of my hand and replaces it with a soup spoon.

“Please eat first,” he says. “You look like you’re about to keel over.”

I sigh. My body may need food, but my spirit needs tea. Still, I don’t argue. At least not about the eating.

“You shouldn’t have to be taking care of me right now,” I say. “You’ve worked just as hard as I have.”

Deniel pauses in reaching for his own food. “Amazing. Those are both completely nonsensical statements.”

“Are they?” I don’t mean it as a challenge—he appears to have made some connection I’ve completely missed.

I am too tired for this conversation, but that won’t stop us from having it.

Deniel prudently eats a few spoonfuls of soup before answering. “Firstly, no one is making me take care of you. I am helping you because I want to and because I can, and you would do the same for me, so let’s not backtrack into a conversation about obligation. We are partners. We help each other when we can. Right?”

I wince, nodding. He’s right, and I am falling back on bad mental habits.

“Secondly, we are not in competition. The same work doesn’t have to take the same amount out of each of us. We can have different levels of energy. It’s silly to compare in that way, but since you’ve started, please allow me to note that your exhaustion is probably not only due to physical work, but also mental.”

“Because of all the decisions,” I murmur.

“Right. These kinds of everyday life decisions—they’re things I’ve been doing for longer than you. It makes sense that they would be easier for me. And before you worry that will be an imbalance forever—”

“I’m already much further on this path than I was weeks ago, I know,” I interrupt. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Deniel says, bumping his leg into mine. I smile faintly at him, and we both settle into silence but for the slurping.

I bolt upright. “Where’s Yorani?”

“Last I saw, investigating the pile of boxes outside with Talsu,” Deniel says. “Cats and boxes are natural friends. Or enemies, I suppose, but they go together one way or another. I should warn you, we won’t be able to get rid of all the boxes at once because Talsion will keep sitting in them.”

“But they’re not soft.”

“I don’t think that’s the appeal. Though I do wonder how Yorani will react to them. She seems to find teapots comfortable enough.”

I stop inhaling my soup and settle back with the cup of tea, gazing at the wreckage around us. “Maybe Lorwyn could make me into a cat. Then I’d be comfortable sitting anywhere here without having to do anything about the situation.”

“She did permanently turn your hair green,” Deniel says. “I’m sure cat is the next logical step. You and Talsu will look very cute sharing a box together.”

“Apparently Talmeri hasn’t ordered new Cataclysm ingredients for Lorwyn to experiment with since the tournament started, so Lorwyn’s taking the opportunity to focus on magecraft, and body changes in particular. She says she’ll get in touch with Ari once she’s confident in what she can offer them.”

“I don’t mean to question her abilities,” Deniel says gravely, “but I fear I must point out that body changes are not the same as species transformations.”

“Sad but true.” I sigh. “A life full of naps remains regrettably out of reach for me.”

Deniel smiles, leaning back now with his cup of tea so our shoulders touch. “You’d be bored.”

I shift so I can tuck myself more fluidly against his side, curving into him. Deniel obligingly slides an arm around me, and this time when I sip my tea, I can feel the warmth spreading through me.

The real perfection of a cup of tea is about feelings, after all. I should know that better than anyone.

Except perhaps another tea master.

Like the one I still need to arrange lessons with, because apparently I will never be done.

“At this point, I wonder if I could do with a little more boredom,” I admit. “I was in such a rush to figure out how I can serve, and now… I’m being ungrateful. I have a path that matters and that I believe in.”

“You’ve also been going nonstop, and you need to live, too,” Deniel says.

I glance sideways at him, not turning completely. “Serving people will always be the most important thing I do with my life.”

It’s something we haven’t talked about, that I simply took as self-evident, and now I wonder if it’s a problem. I love Deniel, but if being with him kept me from being able to serve people, I wouldn’t be able to do it. The very thought of having to choose—

Fortunately, I have no cause for concern on that front, as Deniel responds, “I’m aware, but I think it’s also important to remember it’s not the only thing in your life, nor should it be.”

Ah. I close my eyes, relaxing again. “Yes. I can’t serve well if I don’t remember what it’s like to live.”

“That’s true, but you also to deserve to live for your own sake, not just to make sure you’re fit to serve others.”

That makes me blink and sit up. Spirits, I have so much work to do—on myself, first and always.

I believe everyone is inherently valuable beyond their utility, but if I don’t also believe the same of myself, how can I model that so others will believe it for themselves?

“Miyara?”

I set my cup down, brushing my bracelets for reassurance. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to check on Yorani.”

“Miyara.”

“I don’t disagree, Deniel. Just give me a minute?”

Deniel subsides, watching me carefully, as I step out into the front.

Yorani is toddling around, pushing a small box into position against a stack of boxes.

Once she’s finished, she chirps, and Talsion regally climbs the staircase Yorani has created to sit on the top of the boxes.

Yorani crows and flaps up to join him there, and then they both stare at me expectantly.

My eyes blur a bit as I go to pet them both.

Deniel was right, as usual.

Especially after the events surrounding the tournament, if I don’t want people to see Yorani as a tool to be used, but an autonomous being inherently deserving of respect, she has to have the freedom to build box forts with her feline best friend if she wants to.

Yorani is herself, but she is also my familiar, and this is not so different from what I need, too.

Which, I smile to myself, is not Talsion’s need to imperiously look down on his work from above but Yorani’s desire to build together with her friend.

“Here,” Deniel says, coming up behind me. “Yorani, flap up for a moment?”

To my surprise, Yorani complies, as Deniel lifts Talsu with one hand and places a small woven blanket on top of the box with the other. Cat and baby tea spirit settle back down together, looking somehow smugger.

“Where did that blanket come from?” I ask.

“I have no idea,” Deniel says. “Or rather, I don’t know where it was stored, but all the reorganization produced it somehow. I made that ages ago.”

“You can weave, too? Oh, what am I saying, of course you can weave.”

Deniel laughs, hugging me from behind. “I’ve always liked working with my hands. Before I settled into pottery, I tried all kinds of crafts. That was supposed to be a gift when my father’s friend was having a baby, but I wasn’t happy with how it turned out and begged Glynis’ mom for scraps to try making a baby quilt instead.” He settles his chin on top of my head.

“Always the perfectionist,” I tease. “I bet it was your first quilt, too, and nevertheless worked fabulously.”

I can feel him shrug. “I don’t remember what it looked like now, but I must have been happier with it since I was willing to give it as a gift. And you’re hardly one to talk.”

“I am not the one who’s an expert at anything involving their hands.”

“What a thing to say, now of all times when I can’t prove it,” Deniel says softly into my ear.

I smile, suppressing a shiver. “Why, because we’re both too tired for more physical activity?”

Then Deniel’s hands slowly begin sliding up my sides, and I catch my breath.

I may be feeling a boost of vim.

“Because we’re both outside, in full view—of neighbors and companions,” he murmurs.

I am abruptly aware that Yorani and Talsion are both staring directly at us, and I turn in Deniel’s arms, laughing into his shoulder.

“It would be wrong to scandalize an impressionable young tea spirit,” Deniel manages with some solemnity. “Talsion, I’m afraid, is a hopeless case. Are you satisfied?”

That Yorani is safe and happy for the time being and I don’t need to hover? Yes.

“Never, I fear,” I say, but I tug him back into the house by the hand regardless. “And you agreed to give me a minute.”

“I did,” Deniel says. “One minute exactly.”

I can’t help but laugh. “I’m going to regret getting the best lawyer I know to tutor you, aren’t I?”

“I hope not,” he answers more seriously.

“I was kidding.”

“I wasn’t,” he says. “I think this is a perfectionism thing again.”

I should sit back down and take a break, but seeing the physical mess of our lives surrounding us is making me feel like a mess, so instead I start tidying again as we talk.

I’m tired, but I don’t misunderstand him. “I don’t think it’s unreasonable for me to expect to have internalized more by now,” I say. “Of course you’re right. How long until I stop thinking of my own life as transactional, when I don’t for anyone else?”

“Miyara, you haven’t had time,” Deniel says, joining me in the work. “How long have you thought of your purpose in life as existing to serve others?”

“As long as I can remember,” I say, surprised. “That service to our fellow humans is service to the spirits is the foundation of our spiritual labor.”

“And how long have you been preparing yourself to serve, and searching for the form that would take?”

Ah, that’s where he’s going with this. “And I’ve only been on this specific path for weeks, so it’s natural that I haven’t worked it out? That doesn’t mean I shouldn’t expect myself to figure it out.”

“No,” Deniel says gently, “but it does mean you have time. You don’t have to do everything perfectly right away.”

I carry a load to our rapidly filling trash box. “That, I’m not sure I agree with,” I admit. “It still feels… precarious. Like I can’t really settle, like it’s only my constant movement that’s holding this place together. First I thought my family would find me, and then there was Kustio’s threat, and needing to become a tea master right away. And then of course my family did find me and try to take me back, and the tea mastery alone wasn’t enough to protect me or anyone else. Saiyana has backed down, but what’s next? What now? I somehow both can’t believe there can be anything more and yet can’t not believe it, either.”

“You have time,” Deniel repeats, and this his hands are steering me toward the pedestal.

The pedestal Thiano procured for me for an altar. It’s one of the few pieces of furniture I moved in here. It’s been updated since, combined with pieces from Deniel’s prior altar. But it’s mine: a physical space for me in our life together.

“I’m not saying what you’ve done up to now didn’t matter—the opposite, actually,” Deniel says. “I think you’ve won yourself a grace period to re-center and decide where you want to go. Take a breath.”

I do.

Breath, for air.

Air that fills me inside; air that can blow in so many directions.

I want everything, and I want to be able to do it all at once. I want to serve people, I want to have friends and family, I want to be my whole self—

“I want to be with you,” I say, turning to face Deniel.

He gestures around wryly. “We are making good progress on that being an always thing.”

I grip his hands, silently, and his expression turns soft.

Our relationship, and exploring it, together, is a priority, and Deniel is right.

I have time. We have time. And I know what I want to do with it first.

I lean forward and kiss him.

His fingers tighten on mine, and I smile against his mouth.

“About those hands,” I say, before I can over-think it.

Deniel laughs quietly—

And then there’s a knock on the door.

We both freeze, staring at each other.

“It’s probably a neighbor,” Deniel says. “We don’t have to answer if you don’t want to set that expectation, but you might want to make a nice impression in case we need to borrow flour or something from next door.”

He’s talking about setting boundaries, and this makes sense, or it ought to.

Except it’s like he’s talking about another world when somehow I know, I know, that’s not what’s waiting outside.

“It’s not a neighbor,” I say lowly.

Deniel frowns, his head turning back toward the door.

As if in a trance, I am already gliding toward it, and Deniel follows at my back.

We have time, ha. I knew it, and I of all people should also know by now to trust my instincts. It’s not habit telling me I can’t rest, or at least not just that.

Still, when I open the door, I cannot quite believe what I’m seeing.

Two women stand there, conspicuously nondescript cloaks hiding their features and forms from view.

It is their relative height and positions, I think, that makes me sure of who has somehow come to be at my doorstep. I am so used to seeing them together from a distance, one falling into step just behind the other.

The porch is eerily silent.

“Yorani, Talsion, this is not a good time for pouncing,” I say.

Yorani huffs a whorl of smoke in annoyance, shattering the stillness, and the figure in the back turns just slightly, her movement utterly controlled even in surprise, to glance at the baby dragon behind her.

“She was so still,” the one in front says as Yorani alights on my shoulder. “I didn’t realize. The spirit we’ve been hearing about? What a wonder.”

That voice, so rarely addressed right at me, still dispels any doubts I didn’t have.

“Crown Princess Iryasa; Princess Reyata.” I bow to my two oldest sisters, almost angling how I’ve always bowed to them out of habit rather than as a tea master, and hear the barest sound of Deniel sucking in a breath behind me at my words. “What brings you to my home?”
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Reyata shoulders forward until Yorani puffs out another whorl of smoke. My second oldest sister halts, recognizing it for the warning my tea spirit intends. 

Reyata is the general among the princesses, the one who excels in both combat and military strategy: sensitivity to threats is, I imagine, a necessary part of that.

“I don’t want her out in the open,” Reyata says. “Let’s take this inside.”

I grit my teeth against my instinctual twitch into motion, into doing whatever Istalam demands.

“The last sister who found me here also disrespected common courtesy and did her very best to remove me from my chosen path,” I say evenly. “That you are uncomfortable having brought yourselves uninvited to my door is not my responsibility, your Highness.”

Reyata stiffens, her piercing gaze fastening on me in an entirely different way. Now, for the first time in my life, she studies me as a threat.

I am happily surprised I feel no urge to squirm under her regard, though there is a degree of petty vindication. I am not sure she has ever truly noticed me before.

Iryasa holds up a hand, and we both focus on her.

“My apologies,” she says in her lyrical voice as she bows slightly to me, causing Reyata to narrow her eyes. “I understand this is sudden, as circumstances prevented any warning. But I assure you removing you from your path is the last thing I want. In fact, it’s the reason I’m here. May we come in, sister?”

I blink and almost laugh. I’ve spent so little time with these sisters and do not know them, but hearing Iryasa speak is like listening to my echo. What she is careful to say and how, what she takes responsibility for and what she does not, calling me sister when she wants something from me. 

We grew up steeped in court manipulation.

“I must apologize in turn, as we are not prepared to receive you in any considerate fashion,” I say, holding up a hand of my own before either can stop me. “To be blunt, I have spent the day moving furniture and possessions, the house is still a mess, and I am tired. If you are not able to contain your judgment on my current living situation, I will ask you to return another time.”

Iryasa nods easily. “I can’t say I’m not curious, but I will take that under advisement. I, too, am tired: it is a long journey from Miteran, as you must know. But this cannot wait.”

I glance back at Deniel, only to find he has vanished. I extend my awareness past the immediate situation in front of me and realize he has been rapidly tidying while I delayed them at the front. I take that to mean he does not intend to object.

“Then please be welcome in my home.”

They follow me inside, through the pottery shopfront.

“Saiyana didn’t exaggerate your Deniel’s talents,” Iryasa observes. “This is stunning work.”

Of course she’s been in touch with Saiyana. How else would she have known where to find me?

Our grandmother’s spies. But I am not sure what access a crown princess has to that network.

“Is that how Saiyana termed him, too?” I ask, not sure if, while I am pleased she recognizes Deniel’s skill at pottery, I should be grateful or annoyed. My Deniel. On one hand, it indicates acknowledgement and acceptance of our understanding. But nor does he belong to me.

“No,” Iryasa says. “That I inferred. Does it bother you?”

“That depends entirely on how you mean it,” I say, glancing back at her as we enter the living room.

And then I blink.

“Your hair,” I say inanely.

Iryasa has flicked back the hood of her cloak, and now she smiles. “It’s amazing, how such a simple change affects how people see you. I’m sure you understand,” she says, gesturing at my own emerald-colored hair. “I thought being unrecognized would help me sneak out of the palace without fanfare, and this was enough.”

“That’s not what I mean,” I say, and she nods.

Iryasa has, my entire life, looked like the model of Istal beauty, elegant with long, sleek hair.

Today, her hair is wavy.

Exactly like mine.

“We all bear some physical marker of our father’s heritage, don’t we? Reyata, his stocky build; Saiyana, the blue eyes that crop up in Velasar; Karisa, the height. And you and I both inherited his curls. I wonder what else we have in common?”

I wish we were only sisters, and I could take a question like that at face value as an attempt to connect. I wish I could talk to her about the fact that she has apparently disguised who she is even physically her entire life in order to fill a role: Istal’s future, independent of influence.

But I recognize a starting negotiation tactic of finding common ground when I see one.

“A talent for secrecy and surprise, evidently,” I say.

Her eyes brighten. “Did you hear that, Reyata?”

“Your talent is aspirational,” Reyata says flatly. “You weren’t kidding about the mess.”

“I also wasn’t kidding about the judgment and the leaving.” Yorani’s claws tighten in my shoulder.

“Peace, sister, I mean no offense. Do you have any idea how many tents I’ve slept in?”

“No,” I say, “though I suppose the number is likely higher than I’d imagine.”

Reyata snorts. “Indeed. It’s a nice place. I take it you’re Deniel?”

He’s finished shoving some trash out of view and crossed the room to bow. “I am, your Highness. It is my honor to make your acquaintance.”

“It’s my honor to make the acquaintance of one of whom two of my sisters think so highly,” Reyata says, bowing in turn. “Thank you for making a home for Miyara.”

Reyata is not the diplomat among us, but I should never forget how sharp she is, even if she prefers to wield her words bluntly.

Deniel blinks and relaxes minutely. “That is both my honor and my pleasure, your Highness.”

Reyata nods as if they’ve settled something. “While I’d value the opportunity to get to know you better, I will take this opportunity to see about arranging appropriate accommodations for us while you conduct your business.”

This last is said with faint accusation that I think is directed at Iryasa—so Reyata doesn’t entirely approve of whatever Iryasa’s up to, but approves at least enough to help her sneak out rather than ensuring she’s caught. Interesting.

Yorani watches them both carefully, silently.

“Forgive me, but I’m not sure anywhere in Sayorsen is currently prepared to host a guest of your statures,” Deniel says. “Sayorsen has experienced some upheaval of late.”

“The main concern is the magecraft protections,” I say for Deniel’s benefit. “That’s why Reyata isn’t worried about leaving Iryasa here.”

“Saiyana did good work on your house,” Reyata agrees. “If she hadn’t told me about them here I wouldn’t have known.”

Deniel looks at me, startled. “Did you know?”

“I can’t see their details—I’m nowhere near her level of magecraft—but I confess I assumed, once she came to town and knew I spent time here,” I admit. “Do you mind?”

“I wish she had asked,” Deniel says, “but otherwise, no.”

“She probably set them up while she was still having her people spy on you, before you were introduced, and when she could count on me fighting her about everything,” I explain.

Deniel rolls his eyes. “That doesn’t actually change my position in the slightest.”

Fair enough. “I’m surprised Saiyana doesn’t have something set up for you, though?” I ask Iryasa.

Her expression doesn’t flicker, which is a giveaway on its own.

Saiyana doesn’t know Iryasa is here—or that she was planning on coming.

What is the crown princess here for?

“I see,” I say smoothly, before anyone has a chance to fill the silence. “For tonight, you can probably stay where I used to: there’s a private cottage on the Taresim estate that should suit, if Risteri’s grandmother hasn’t returned to town.”

“Thanks for the tip,” Reyata says, bowing. To Iryasa she says, “Don’t make her feel forced to throw you out before I get back.”

“Your faith in me is astounding,” Iryasa says solemnly, and my heart aches to see these two pinnacles of my childhood, the sisters I never could reach, behaving like real sisters in truth, and letting me witness it.

Reyata adds to me, “Please try not to throw her out.”

“I believe I can handle a princess for at least a little while,” I say just as gravely.

Reyata smiles then, and it occurs to me I’m not sure I’ve ever seen an expression on her face that wasn’t stoicism. “You really have come into your own, haven’t you? I’m glad to see you well, sister. The hair’s a nice touch.”

I am not prepared for the flood of emotion that fills me there. Her approval, which I never would have expected, her easy use of the word ‘sister’, despite my choices—

But I don’t have the opportunity, as Reyata wastes no more time, leaving the way she came.

Iryasa breaks the silence. “She always thinks I’m joking when I call her a breath of fresh air.”

I shake my head slowly as if to clear it. “She is so very much herself, isn’t she? I never knew.”

At that, my sister sighs. “Yes. You know what the palace is like. I wonder sometimes if I’m the only one in Istalam who knows. But now I know you do, too.”

“And that’s only Istalam,” I point out.

Iryasa looks at me sharply. “That is common knowledge?”

“Not as far as I’m aware. But if I figured it out, I assumed you must know.”

“Loath as I am to interrupt Miyara when she’s being mysterious,” Deniel says, “your Highness, may I take your cloak?”

Iryasa and I both blink. But then as I duck my head in embarrassment, murmuring an apology, Iryasa’s expression habitually defaults to smooth, calm, and collected.

It’s the mask I learned to take off, that she probably never can. We glance at each other as Deniel hangs her cloak, and I know we’re both noting it.

“Let me make some tea,” I say. Yorani flaps off to the kitchen ahead of me, though rather than heading for the kettle she begins poking her head into boxes. “It is a long journey from Miteran, though I slept most of it. Backlash of a magecraft anchor. It looks like Deniel has managed to clear the table, if you’d like to sit.”

Iryasa looks at me sidelong. “Will you perform the tea ceremony for me tonight?”

I smile and shake my head, already busying myself with the kettle. “I see you’re related to Saiyana, too. Not tonight, no. It’s not time for it.”

“Am I not a sufficient judge of my own needs?” she asks.

“You of all people may well be,” I allow. “But I am the best judge of my own services, and tonight there is too much in flux for you to receive what you need from me. It would be my honor—another time.”

“Hmm.” She doesn’t sound offended, only contemplative. “May I ask what the story is behind this?”

She has, of course, singled out the altar.

“It’s the result of an elaborate exchange of favors with a Nakrabi spy during the Kustio investigation,” I say.

“It’s more than that, I think.”

“Yes,” I agree. “It’s my story. This is the one space in our new home that unequivocally comes from me.”

“Ah. Stories, narratives. That is my work.”

Yorani’s head snaps up out of the box she was investigating, staring at Iryasa.

Yes, little one, I felt it too.

Whatever is coming, Iryasa will try to control the narrative. Although I don’t know what she needs yet, one thing is certain:

I can’t let her.

“Deniel, will you join us for tea?” Iryasa asks as she slides gracefully into one of the well-worn chairs.

Deniel glances at me. “Would you two prefer to speak privately?”

“No,” I say. “I think whatever Iryasa is here for will involve you somehow, so I’d like you to listen so I don’t end up repeating everything.” I gauge my sister. “I believe Saiyana has told both her and Reyata that attempting to break us apart is a losing strategy.”

At this, Iryasa relaxes utterly. “Oh, thank the spirits.”

I tense in response. Making people aware of the extent of my ability to listen does not usually make them glad, let alone relieved.

She needs that ability for something.

“I see,” Deniel says. “Who did Saiyana tell this to, exactly? I only wonder if I should prepare myself for less welcoming receptions with other members of Miyara’s family who theoretically have no reason to visit her yet nevertheless appear suddenly.”

“They do keep turning up, don’t they?” I ask. “First Saiyana, now Reyata and Iryasa. Who’s next?”

“Karisa, I hope,” Iryasa says. “Though don’t tell Reyata I told you that, please. She isn’t aware of that part of the plan.”

I go still, watching her.

All four—five, if I count myself—princesses of Istalam in one place, outside the protections of the palace?

“You are planning something, and you have a role in mind for me,” I say matter-of-factly, bringing over the tea. Yorani hops up on the table but only curls up, watching all the while, like she knows something is up but is willing to let me handle it—for now. “You must know I have spent the last few weeks working to establish my independence.”

“That’s actually the main reason I’m here,” Iryasa says. “I knew I could trust you wouldn’t be working on behalf of anyone else.”

Deniel had approached the table, but at this he pauses. “This does sound like a conversation for just you two,” he says. “I don’t want to be a distraction. If you don’t mind, I’ll continue working in the background.”

“Here. Take this first.” I hand him a cup of tea, grateful beyond words for his unspoken understanding of what I need: space and support, all at once.

Yorani, I realize, is doing the same, in her way. All of us are learning each other.

I kiss Deniel softly and smile. His cheeks are tinted pink, probably due to my sister’s presence, but for once mine are not.

“You are only ever the best kind of distraction,” I say. “Please feel free to chime in. You know I value your insight.”

He smiles his perfect, crooked smile. “I do. And I appreciate your saying so in front of the crown princess, but I don’t think you need to prove anything to her, at least where I’m concerned.”

I look back at my sister just in time to see her studying us with a soft gaze.

Now I feel my cheeks turning pink. Deniel laughs gently, kisses me on the cheek, and then backs into the kitchen.

I sit slowly, my heart pounding with a sudden suspicion as I face my sister, and decide to try directness. “You told me the main reason you’re here. What’s the rest?”

Iryasa takes a sip of tea, a steadying gesture.

And a reminder for me that she in fact needs steadying: whatever she is here for, she is unsure. She has taken a number of risks to get here and whether they will be worthwhile depends on me.

“I have been thinking for some time about how to begin this, but I find I cannot gain the distance necessary to frame this dispassionately. How can I? But you are my audience, and given the background we share, and the actions you’ve taken, I hope I can count on you to understand when I say the role of a princess is not without unique struggles.”

I sip my tea as well. “If you don’t mind my saying, that is actually a remarkably dispassionate way to put it, but also so broad it’s difficult to know to which aspect you refer. Perhaps a smidge of passion might not be amiss, considering your audience.”

Iryasa studies the tea cup, rotating it in her hand. “I knew you would ask that, but it’s harder than I thought to counteract years of habits, isn’t it? It’s incredible to me that you have been able to fit in here with no one realizing who you are.”

I lean back in my seat. “I wouldn’t say I have managed to fit in, precisely,” I say. “I walk around in formal robes and speak in too high a register out of habit. I don’t abide by the same hierarchies that go unspoken for anyone else. But I have managed to make people see this is as a consequence of who I am, rather than a signal. Or, to put it another way: they see these as not as general characteristics of a princess, but as unique characteristics of Miyara, which is, in fact, who I am. I have made a role that I am able to fit into.”

“Whereas my role was made for me,” Iryasa says. “There are expectations of a crown princess. I always knew where my path leads. But there are different ways to be a princess, and there are different ways to be queen. I fear the path I am on is one I fell into rather than one I shaped, and that it is not the correct path at all. It did not occur to me soon enough that perhaps there are different ways to be crown princess, too.”

I swirl my tea, mulling that over, trying not to let this series of revelations from the sister who always seemed a perfect and untouchable rock me. But that’s it: she thought this was the best way to serve, and so she filled that role.

“There are two key differences between a princess’ path and that of the crown princess,” I say. “The expectation of a future as a ruler, and responsibility for the succession.” I meet her gaze directly. “Are we talking about only the former here?”

Iryasa’s fingers tighten on her cup, just for an instant, but that’s enough to make her wince. “No.”

The sounds of cleanup in the background pause for a moment as Deniel takes that in with me.

“I admit I always assumed you and the queen had a plan,” I say.

“I’m glad to hear that, but nothing could be further from the truth,” Iryasa says, and it’s like piercing this façade causes a dam to burst. “Our mother does not wish for me the situation that was done to her, but nor does she have a viable alternative. I think she would like to leave this choice in my hands, as there are, in many ways, so few choices I can make. But I have lived my life as her echo: I am the blank page for our people to project their hopes and fears onto, a representative of stability but not a person with desires.”

Few choices. Hmm.

But I summarize, “If you can’t be honest about who you are and what you want, how can you find someone to match you—or how will they know to find you.”

She sighs, deflating. “Yes. That’s it.”

“Do you know who you are, beyond the role?”

“Beyond the influence of what others want for and from me, and how I’ve shaped and hidden parts of myself to fit?” Iryasa asks, a hint of tartness in her tone at my bold question; she is still crown princess, and I am still her little sister.

“To fit, and to survive,” I agree softly, which appears to mollify her.

“Yes,” she says. “I know who I am. Whether I can be that person in action as well as theory is less clear.”

“It’s also the only question that matters, in this case,” I say. “If you can be open with your whole self with someone, I don’t think you will be able to be the same kind of queen our mother has been. The two go hand in hand.”

Iryasa swallows more tea. “I hope you are right,” she says. “I hope there is a way forward through a seemingly impossible choice with no clear path for me to be both myself and serve meaningfully and that may require dramatic action. And so I came to the one person in my life who’s faced something similar and come out the other side.”

I blink, an array of emotions coursing through me.

That is one way to look at what I have done.

“I am honored and somewhat aghast by your faith in me,” I finally manage.

In the background, Deniel muffles a laugh.

Iryasa’s lips quirk. “It is enough to be able to speak about this openly with someone who can understand why I feel conflicted on this. I wish I could have been someone you could come to for counsel, before. I would like to become that person in the future.”

“I would like that too,” I say softly. “But we’re not really speaking openly yet, are we? We are only beginning to know each other here. And there is a reason you are here now, suddenly, with no warning.”

Iryasa’s posture shifts—not less relaxed, in fact perhaps more relaxed, but into a mode familiar to me having watched her from afar. We are moving away from the personal, it seems.

Still, I am not prepared for what she says next.

“In looking into the barrier breaches that occurred during the tea tournament, Mage Ostario discovered that the barrier—or, more precisely, the Cataclysm—is expanding,” Iryasa says.

My breath rushes out of me, and I can only stare until a whap from Yorani’s tail brings me back to myself.

The barrier is all that defends Istalam from the chaos of the Cataclysm enveloping us all. It’s all that defends the world. There’s so little continent left already compared to what there once was. For it to be expanding further, again—I can scarcely compass the depth of disaster such news heralds.

If the Cataclysm continues expanding indefinitely, it will mean, in no uncertain terms, the end of the world.

“Indeed,” Iryasa says, “you see why there is cause for concern.”

“Obviously,” I say, attempting to wrench my mind back away from the horror, to a conversation where the crown princess of a nation next in line to be devoured by chaos magic can sit here detached, and I realize that of course she has had time to process this information where I haven’t. That pricks enough at my newfound independence I’m able to find my focus again. “In fact this is such catastrophic news I am confused as to why I wasn’t told?”

I thought Saiyana and Ostario trusted me. No; I still believe they do. So why—?

“I am telling you now,” Iryasa says, utterly unruffled.

“I am Sayorsen’s tea master,” I say. “Nowhere is more directly affected by the Cataclysm than this city. This is clearly information I must have in order to fulfill my role.”

“And Sayorsen is part of Istalam,” Iryasa says, tone deceptively mild. “Mage Ostario works for the crown, Miyara, which you know, and it is our purview to dispense knowledge or not when the time is right. That is now, as fast as I could travel here. Ostario reported through the appropriate channels.”

Now I see. It’s not that Ostario and Saiyana personally don’t respect my position, but that Saiyana understands the crown’s expectations and is defending Ostario from ending up on the wrong side of them. This is, in fact, Saiyana trusting that I can handle myself and my own business and leaving it to me to work this out for myself.

“You are treating me as though I am an agent or a governor serving Istalam,” I say. “I am a tea master, Iryasa. The dynamic is not the same.”

“Indeed not,” she agrees readily. “The dynamic is, in fact, unprecedented. But you have carved a space here, on the border of the Cataclysm where so much centers, that is both unique and yet still Istalam. Now, when we have discovered treachery inside our borders from forces within and without, exacerbating the greatest threat our world has ever known, do you think this is the time to quibble over jurisdiction?”

“It clearly is,” I say. “I discovered that treachery. The crown did not stop Kustio’s machinations or uncover Velasar’s plot. So it is baffling and outrageous that you will now step in to limit the scope of my ability to deal, in truth, with this space where so much centers, when Istalam has failed it. It is about responsibility, Iryasa. You are undermining a mantle I have taken on the burden of.”

“I’m undermining your responsibility?” Iryasa sets her cup down firmly. “Hardly. But let’s talk about responsibility, sister. You unilaterally negotiated a treaty with a sovereign people and relied on our relations to make it stick when you need it. Actions have consequences, Miyara. You cannot have Sayorsen be both part of Istalam yet independent when it’s convenient for you. You can’t assume we will sign your treaties and deal with the political fallout if we cannot also rely on you to hold your end.”

“My end of bringing a traitorous plot to light and rescuing an entire sovereign people from it?” I ask pointedly.

“Do you think the Cataclysm was expanding before you arrived? No. The mages have careful records of these things. I am not innocent enough to believe recent events have no bearing on our current plight, and nor are you. You brought a terrible plot out into the open, and now I expect you to use your power here to resolve it.”

Expect? I narrow my eyes. “I assume you have a specific role for me in mind?”

Iryasa leans forward. “I want you to serve in your chosen, made role as tea master of Sayorsen. Host a summit where we bring all the parties here, from Velasar to the Isle of Nakrab, and put an end to this.”

I lean back in my chair.

That… is a lot to take in.

She’s attempting to make me her instrument in saving the world. Because one thing is clear: Istalam’s advising council would never have approved this idea. This is Iryasa, trying to strike out and shape her—our—future.

Together with her sisters.

“You brought Reyata here as your guard to meet me privately,” I say. “Karisa?”

“I am relying on her character to find her own way out here,” Iryasa says.

Karisa hates any appearance of being passed over and is not shy about making a scene. She’ll follow, one way or another.

“So all the princesses will be in the same place at the same time,” I say. “You think the opportunity that presents will goad whoever is moving against Istalam into revealing themselves.”

“That is my theory, yes,” Iryasa says. “It will be hard to draw the necessary players all the way out here, quickly, and we must. We don’t know whether the Cataclysm’s expansion will accelerate. If it does, all of us are doomed. If not tomorrow, then a hundred years from now. One way or another, we must settle this.”

She is not wrong.

I’m also fairly sure she isn’t intentionally working against me, which makes this more complicated and impossibly necessary.

“Speaking of responsibility,” I say, “without the council’s approval, are you certain Queen Ilmari will stand by your actions?”

Iryasa’s gaze is clear. “Our mother has never been content, and her way did not prevent this,” she says quietly. “She will let me choose the future.”

I lay a hand on Yorani, and Iryasa tracks the motion. “Then it’s important you understand, sister, that it’s not just you. It’s us.”

“You will do it, then?” Iryasa asks, in the tone of one who never doubted—and does not acknowledge what I’ve just said.

So be it.

“I will host the summit, but I will do so on my own terms,” I say. “The first of those is that any information pertaining to the Cataclysm comes to me without the crown as intermediary.”

Iryasa narrows her eyes. “You have misunderstood the nature of this arrangement.”

“Not in the slightest. You think it will be difficult to bring all the necessary players here? I disagree. But if they arrive and you have not met my terms, I promise you I have the ability to send them all out of Sayorsen and out of the sphere of your influence forever.”

“You are threatening me?” Iryasa asks incredulously. “At a time this serious?”

“You threatened me first,” I say calmly, as my heart threatens to pound out of my chest. “But I will also promise you that I can make this work. I will bring these people together and find the answers we all need to create a solution we can live with, and not just be content. That is what I do. You just have to trust me to do it my way. I will not bend on this point.”

Because she’s right: this is my responsibility, the Cataclysm’s expansion and whether it can be stopped. Yet it must be stoppable, not just because it has re-started after decades of stasis, but because anything else means our doom.

All these years later, we don’t know what happened to cause the Cataclysm. But it’s past time we learn enough to keep it from happening again, and I will see it done.

Iryasa stares at me, her hand clenched on the cup of tea in front of us, as Yorani crawls up my arm to twine herself around my neck and return her gaze; a deliberate reminder of what I can do: the impossible.

“After all,” I say, “isn’t that why you’re here?”

Iryasa closes her eyes and drinks the remainder of the tea in one gulp.
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At a loud thud from behind me, I turn past the altar and its flickering fire that indicates a change in the air to meet Deniel’s gaze, and my chest constricts. 

Air, that knows no boundaries, as I have plunged myself headlong into another world-shattering plot. And this time, on purpose.

A familiar knock shatters our reverie.

“That’s Reyata,” Iryasa and I both say at once before exchanging a glance. There are patterns we were trained to use as children, but it is also the particular weight, speed, and rhythm Reyata uses. I am not close to my eldest sisters, but as I could recognize them from just their stances at the door, I can recognize them in this, too.

My eyes narrow on Iryasa as it occurs to me she didn’t apply one of those knocks when she arrived: intending to surprise me, and see how I took it.

A test. Court is always tests, and while in a way, that is familiar for me and easy to navigate, I am also newly grateful those sorts of tests need not intrude on every aspect of my life anymore. I have not incontrovertibly internalized them the way Iryasa evidently has—or has had to, as crown princess.

“I’ll get it, then,” Deniel says, leaving the room quickly. To get away from me and what I’ve just done, or to not keep a princess waiting? I hate that I’m even wondering.

“I’ve caused you trouble, haven’t I?” Iryasa asks softly. “I’m sorry for it.”

I nod. “You have, but not in the way I think you intended. I am not upset that you came to me.”

Her eyes narrow slightly at that, the implication that she does not understand what she’s done or why I’ve made the choices I have. “But you are upset,” Iryasa says.

“And you did intend to cause me trouble,” I say. “So.”

She sighs. “So.”

Reyata strides into the room, flicking back her hood. “So?”

“We have much to do all at once,” I say. “We’d best begin tomorrow morning. You arranged lodging?”

“The cottage,” Reyata confirms. “Saiyana will have something longer term for us tomorrow night, now that she’s temporarily done swearing at me. I assume we will be taking her up on that?”

“We will,” Iryasa confirms, rising. “Miyara has agreed to host the summit.”

“With some specific terms,” I say. “Namely, that any information regarding the state of the Cataclysm will come to me directly.”

With only Deniel as witness to our agreement and Iryasa not overly pleased about those terms, it is worth being blunt to make my stance explicitly, abundantly clear.

“Oh?” Reyata asks slowly.

Iryasa’s face tightens, but she nods in assent, a bare dip of her head.

Reyata’s eyes narrow in turn, weighing me with her gaze. Reyata may not always agree with Iryasa, but she will always back her unquestioningly. The implication that I am not her partner in this will not speak well to her.

And now we are all watching each other carefully, which is a dreadful way to begin the task ahead.

Abruptly, I take a step toward Iryasa and as she freezes, unsure what I’m about, she allows me to take her hands in mine.

She somehow stills further.

Not just anyone is permitted to touch a princess. That she allows it, not knowing what I intend, means the world to me.

And that I would reach out to her on purpose—I know how that feels from the other side. I know how I react every time Deniel touches me with consideration, even when there is no romance involved, and so I know what that means for her.

I bow over our combined hands.

“We will be very busy, but it is my hope we will also be able to take this opportunity to talk as sisters,” I say. “It would be my pleasure to invite you over, once our home is in considerably less disarray. Though you may have to risk my cooking.”

“You cook?” Iryasa manages. Her tone is polite, but I feel the warmth in her hands.

“In a limited fashion,” I demur. “If Deniel’s schedule allows, he can supervise to make sure we don’t burn the kitchen down. And also put my meager skills to shame.”

“Miyara exaggerates the danger,” Deniel puts in dryly. “But if my—I would be happy to speak with you more over less fraught conversation.”

He aborts, but not fast enough I don’t know what he was about to say: If my presence wouldn’t interfere.

He did change direction midway, but I have made him doubt his place with me, on the day I’ve moved into his home.

Our home.

Spirits, what a mess.

I gently release Iryasa’s hands and bow in turn to Reyata. “I would welcome the opportunity to speak more with you as well, sister. I’m not sure we’ve ever spent time together unsupervised, and I would know you better, if you would know me.”

“You do know me,” Reyata says simply. “And you know exactly how much time we’ve spent together unsupervised.”

“Only after the age of three,” I say with a smile. To Deniel I explain, “I once slipped my security bracers off and hid in a cupboard for some peace and quiet and then couldn’t get out. Reyata’s the one who found me.”

How I got them off is a mystery no one was ever able to explain; at that age, I shouldn’t have been able to remove them on purpose, and after that incident I never did again.

“I should have suspected you of quiet trouble as a child,” Deniel says lightly. “I assume you chose your cupboards with more care after that?”

“In a way,” I say, relieved he’s at least willing to tease me for the moment. “Reyata practiced with me how to work the latch from the inside and also showed me some… less dramatic hiding places for more frequent use, so people would have fewer opportunities to search for the truly hidden ones.”

She also made a fuss and got my entire bodyguard staff changed, which I didn’t figure out until later. To her mind, if the way they were doing their jobs made me feel so uncomfortable I had to hide from them, they weren’t the right guards for me.

Remembering that—that Reyata understood enough right away to know I was ill-suited to court and make accommodations to help me survive it—I realize meeting her eyes now that she already knows me, too.

“And now I’ve found you,” Reyata says.

I nod. “And I’m not hiding.”

Her expression relaxes, and she nods in return, now with the understanding that my earlier clarification wasn’t a challenge, but a statement of intent. At court that kind of bluntness is uncommon, but I will deal with her honestly.

“Come, let’s stop intruding and get you situated,” Reyata says to Iryasa.

“I’ll meet you at the cottage tomorrow morning,” I say as I walk them to the door. “Sleep well.”

Iryasa dons her cloak; we bow; they take their leave with little further ado. They are all at once gone as suddenly as they arrived.

The silence rings.

“Well,” I say, resisting the urge to clench my hands into fists to have something to do with my hands.

“Well indeed,” Deniel says next to me.

“Are you mad at me?” I blurt, turning to him quickly.

Deniel sighs, rubbing a hand through his hair. “Maybe a little.”

My chest tightens. I was afraid of that.

Maybe I’m not so far from the court games I was raised to after all, if I can fall into them so easily and out of sync with the person who should be my partner.

“Should I go?” I ask, my voice coming out somewhere between a squeak and a whisper.

“What?” Deniel glances up at me, startled. “Miyara. Of course not.”

“But—”

“Miyara.”

“Why are you saying this like it’s so obvious and I’m silly for not understanding?” I flail my hands as if to encompass the mess I’ve made of his home. “I don’t know what I’m doing!”

Deniel catches my hands in his, and I go just as still as Iryasa did.

“Yes, you do,” Deniel says calmly, a hint of exasperation in his tone. “And give me some credit for knowing you. You’re thinking you need to do this in your capacity as tea master of Sayorsen to establish both a relationship and clear boundaries with the crown princess from the outset of your position, right? Then she’ll know what you’re capable of and what she can expect from you, so in the future—once this danger has passed, and for tonight let’s assume it can because I think we’re both too tired to process the alternative—you’ll be free to live your life on terms you’re comfortable with. Or am I wrong?”

Oh.

I shake my head mutely. He has it exactly.

Including that I am not currently capable of processing that it is possible the world will end if I can’t stop it.

Deniel sighs. “I think we need to sit down again.”

I feel too jittery to sit again, like the aftermath of navigating the sudden demands of my sisters and this news is just now landing. But then all at once I remember how tired I was before they even arrived and realize the adrenaline is likely crashing. I’m shaking because my knees are, in fairly short order, not going to hold me.

“I should make more tea,” I say as Deniel leads me to the sofa holding one hand.

“I think you have done more than enough with tea tonight,” he says. “Don’t forget I just watched you manage the crown princess.”

“That’s only because it was opening moves with her,” I say wearily, sinking down into the sofa, drawing my knees up and tucking my feet under me so I can curl into a ball resting my head on my knees. “That’s why I had to talk to Reyata, so Iryasa would know I was serious. But she’s going to think she can maneuver me into a place more advantageous to her.”

“Not realizing that the most advantageous place is where you are.” Deniel nods, sitting next to me and facing me. “I get it, Miyara. I don’t think I even disagree with your decision, but I don’t have to like how that played out, either. She waltzed in and demanded your time, and you let her.”

“What else should I have done?” I ask, squeezing my eyes shut like I am squeezed between impossible choices, again and always.

“I don’t know,” Deniel says. “And what I think doesn’t matter—”

My head snaps up. “Of course it does.”

“No, it doesn’t, because you have to decide how you want to move forward,” Deniel says. “I was in the room. You knew I was listening. And you didn’t stop at any point to ask me whether I thought this was a good idea, did you? Even once you realized I wasn’t happy?”

Horror dawns as I stare at him. I had told him to feel free to chime in, but that isn’t the same as actively making space for his opinion or soliciting it.

“Exactly,” Deniel says. “You’re going to make your own choices without me. So you have to decide what you can live with.”

And what he can live with. What we can live with. Because it isn’t fair for me to continually careen into disastrous situations that will cascade onto him, as he helps care for me or helps me with my work at the cost of his own. Part of being a partner means I have to look out for myself.

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly.

He leans forward, bumping his forehead against mine. “I know. I still love you, Miyara.”

I inhale sharply, then tumble forward into him, wrapping my arms around him.

“It’s my own fault,” Deniel says, his voice muffled against my hair. “Your propensity for taking on the entire world at once is part of you. I just wish you could ever rest.”

I will have to find a way. I’m not sure I can stop taking on the world, as he puts it, because I don’t truly want to. But I need to find a way to not burn myself, and him, up in the process.

Something bangs into my back.

And her.

Another bang.

“Evidently a certain baby dragon of our acquaintance believes it’s time for bed,” Deniel says.

“She can go on without us,” I mumble into his chest.

Deniel laughs, brushing a kiss against my temple, and I am all at once very nearly enraged that I have once again been confronted with a situation I can’t possibly avoid that will draw me away from his arms. But only nearly, because I can’t quite work up the energy for a proper rage. It’s all nebulous and distant now that Iryasa and Reyata are not standing in my home.

My home.

My first night with Deniel.

Interrupted; aborted; made fraught between us.

Another bump.

“Miyara,” Deniel says, and I disentangle myself. I don’t want to chain him to me. He deserves so much better than I can give him in my current state.

Deniel starts to lead me upstairs, but I shake my head and gesture for him to precede me.

Once he’s gone up, I drag myself to my feet to clean up after the tea I made for Iryasa. Even crossing the space, it’s clear what kind of minor miracle Deniel worked tidying—making our home into more of a home while still listening and paying attention to support me, bringing order into our lives while I brought more chaos.

I dump the remaining tea; wash the cups. Deniel wouldn’t object to doing these dishes too, I know. But I have to do my part, and it starts here.

Yorani lands on my shoulder, nuzzling my neck as I somehow manage to finish this one thing.

This one. I am in so much trouble.

On my way out of the kitchen, Yorani still with me, I bow at the altar, staring at the flickering flame there.

Air may know no boundaries on its own, but I can create them for myself. Without the containment becoming so stifling I can’t breathe.

I have no idea how, only that I must.

Yorani bumps my neck again, and I pet her absently, tearing myself away from the altar.

Given that I can barely stand of my own accord, it’s not the time for spiritual reflection. The spirits deserve my best effort, and I don’t have it in me now.

I’d better have it in me tomorrow.
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But not this kind of awkward.

My shoulders tense as I put Yorani’s bedtime socks on, while Deniel moves carefully around me like he doesn’t know which way I will turn. I could blame tiredness for how stilted my movements are, but the truth is I just don’t know what’s safe to do—where are the boundaries with us, now? What have I taken too much for granted? If I am too careful, will I fall back into hiding who I am from him, and will I then lose myself?

Then warmth envelops me from behind.

Deniel has covered me with both a blanket and his arms, hugging me fiercely.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I’m too tired to think.”

“I think you’re too tired not to think,” Deniel murmurs into my ear, which is the spirits’ own truth. “I love you, Miyara. We’ll figure it out.”

For once, those three words don’t fill me to bursting with feeling. I feel shriveled. “You mean me.”

“No—”

“No, you were right,” I interrupt him.

He spins me to face him, interrupting me in turn. “No, you’ve misunderstood me.”

That shocks me quiet.

“We’re partners, right?” Deniel asks. “This is your work, but that doesn’t mean I’m not here for you. I meant I don’t get to decide what your boundaries are—how you approach your work or what you’re okay with. I may not agree with every choice you make, but I will always support you.”

My eyes are burning. I spend so much time crying around this perfect man.

“Am I distinct from my choices, though?” I ask. “Actions define who we are.”

“And were you worthless before you left the palace?” Deniel asks me.

I’m silent once again, reeling at that.

I stand there in his arms for a long time while Deniel waits for me.

The answer, I think, is both yes and no.

After a while, I finally squeeze out, “Nothing important is ever easy, is it?”

“I’m not sure about that,” Deniel says, walking me back with him, still wrapped in his arms, all the way to the bed. “My feelings for you have always been perfectly clear.”

We bump into the side and fall over, and he gently rolls me, still cocooned in the blanket, over to my side of the bed while I laugh.

“Smooth and wise,” I murmur as Yorani lands on my feet and plants there, forcing me to hold still for her comfort.

“There’s one thing earlier that I don’t think I understood,” Deniel says, getting into the bed himself.

“Oh?”

“The worry about the succession,” Deniel says. “Surely that’s been a concern before, right? I see that her Highness intends to use the immediate political situation to establish the kind of ruler she means to be, but why has who she marries suddenly become so urgent, too? I know she’s older than you, but not so much she can’t still have children for more years—”

“Oh.” I yawn. Despite everything, somehow I am already slipping into sleep.

I am, after all, at home with Deniel.

“It’s Reyata,” I explain.

Deniel pauses. “Come again?”

I try to dredge up coherence. “The Velasari have been working against Istalam inside our own borders.”

“I’m aware.”

“And our father, Cordán the Consort, is Velasari,” I say. “My parents’ respective political aims have always taken precedence over their personal relationship; they do not have trust between them. So at this rate relations between Istalam and Velasar are likely to collapse badly.”

“I’m missing where Reyata fits into this.”

“It’s my understanding that she and General Braisa of Velasar are in love,” I say, “which is information that obviously doesn’t leave this room.”

“Oh,” Deniel says, as surprised as I’ve ever heard him. “Oh. Obviously. None of you ever do anything the easy way, do you?”

“Told you,” I mumble, relaxing.

“But—they’ve waited a long time to do anything about it, haven’t they? So why—”

“Because Iryasa’s marriage is more politically important, so it has to be sorted out first,” I say. “If Iryasa has to marry a Velasari to try to restore relations between our kingdoms, Reyata might not be able to also, lest Velasar be seen to have too much influence. And Iryasa doesn’t want a marriage like our parents’. So: she has to find a match that will be more advantageous politically and suit her personally, and she has to do it before relations with Velasar fall apart completely and become the priority, which they are currently rushing toward. That’s the sudden urgency.”

Deniel is silent for a minute, processing. I’ve almost fallen asleep when he says, “You don’t sound troubled about this at all, which I’m guessing means you already have an idea of who to introduce the crown princess to. Who do you have in mind?”

I smile, slipping into sleep. “It’s a surprise.”








  
  

Chapter 4
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When I awake the next morning, Deniel is already gone. 

Disappointment fills me. It’s not as though we had anything particular planned, and yet I realize now I hoped we would both be here upon waking, jointly starting our first day of living together. While I didn’t think he had any reason to be up so early today, it’s also true we did not have much opportunity to discuss it yesterday—and yet he was rightfully unhappy when I didn’t consider him in making my plans.

There will be other mornings to wake up together. We have all of them, don’t we?

Except this one, which is lost to us.

I press my hands to my eyes for a long moment and then heave myself out of bed, Yorani squawking at the sudden movement.

No sense lingering when Deniel isn’t here, and I have work to be about elsewhere.

How well we are able to respond to challenges that arise during the summit will depend on the quality and thoroughness of the preparation I do in advance. The delegates may not be here yet, but the real work at the heart of my task begins now.

It’s time to save the world. I will try not to think I’m making an inauspicious beginning of it.
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It’s odd to be here. In a way it still feels like mine, even though it never really was at all. But it’s a place that was a welcome and a refuge, for a little while. Until everything went sideways.

I’m beginning to wonder if everything is always going sideways; if that isn’t simply life. Or at least mine.

When I knock, it’s Iryasa who opens the door, a cautiously hopeful glint in her eye.

I smile. “How does it feel to open a door for yourself?”

“Strangely unnerving and empowering both,” she says, stepping back to welcome me inside. “I’m not entirely sure what I’d have done if it wasn’t you on the other side of the door.”

I wish I could say, open it, as if the only people she could expect are messengers and people without ulterior motives. But that will never be her reality.

“I hope I am not too much a letdown from the potential for excitement,” I say instead, and then pause. “Do I smell—?”

“Gaellani sweet bean pastries,” Iryasa confirms with a small smile of her own. “I see this was just from him, then.”

I understand her meaning instantly. “Deniel sent you breakfast?”

“Us, rather,” Iryasa says. “Reyata has already had hers and gone, but there’s one for you, too. I’ll send him a gratitude message later—it would be tempting fate for Reyata and me to go visibly among the public, but our cloaks are anything but subtle. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get food today.”

My chest tightens. Deniel did think about me this morning at all, then. That’s something, though it’s still not thinking of me specially or talking to me about what I want from him.

Because now I realize I had also hoped to take my sisters to the Gaellani courtyard for the first time while they were anonymous, and that was a foolish notion. Of course the crown princess of Istalam will be recognized where I, who spent my adolescence in the shadows, would not. Until Saiyana and Reyata have arranged protection for Iryasa to their satisfaction, she cannot be publicly visible.

Perhaps it’s for the best. It would be cruel to offer Iryasa a taste of anonymity she could never again experience. We cannot ever simply be two sisters; she, at least, must always be a princess, too.

Not that, currently, the demands on me are so substantially different.

“Saiyana would have taken pity on you eventually, but I have a plan for lunch,” I say, taking my own pastry. “In the meantime, grab your cloak. We have meetings to be about.”

Iryasa arches her brows but complies. “This won’t be too conspicuous for clandestine meetings?”

“It will be perfect,” I say with a smile. “Though I can’t imagine it will matter.”

Iryasa considers that but ultimately doesn’t ask, content for the moment to let me guide her into a new act, and we head out into the morning light.
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“You’ve snuck into town in Miteran?” I surmise.

“Some,” she agrees easily. “Though it’s not as though I can interact with people. There have been plenty of official visits, of course. But you must have had an interesting time when you first arrived.”

“My first attempt to bathe was an exercise in confusion,” I say, and Iryasa laughs. “My first attempt to do my hair was worse.”

“And yet instead of making it easier, you made it different,” she says.

The green. “I had help,” I say. “I needed… different. How long have you been straightening your hair?”

“As long as I can remember,” Iryasa says, her smile fading. “Our father was never to know.”

That the crown princess bore any part of him. I hate what politics has done to our parents, and to us.

“You can’t straighten it yourself?” I ask.

“I have a spell for it now, of course,” Iryasa says. “I will use it again when I am publicly supposed to be here. But for now…”

For now, she will seize this small measure of anonymity. My chest tightens, and I abruptly tow her over to a stall.

“Miyara—” she hisses, and I ignore her, tugging her along behind me.

“Somehow I’ve never tried a tea egg before,” I say to the surprised vendor, who clearly recognizes me. “That seems unnatural, doesn’t it?”

“Extremely, tea master,” the vendor says, relaxing with a smile. Nearby others have started whispering as they watch. “Happy to help correct that. How about two for each of you?”

“An extra for the tea spirit too please,” I say, passing my purse to my sister, who has frozen, her head ducked to keep her face invisible.

“How much are they?”

He names the sum, and I ask Iryasa to count out the money and hand it to him.

“These are boiled in a few different kinds of tea today,” the vendor tells me. “What’s your fancy?”

I look at Iryasa. “How about you choose?”

She pauses in her careful consideration of coins she’s rarely had occasion to hold. “I’m sure I’ll like whatever he recommends,” she says quietly.

I narrow my eyes. “I’m sure you will. Why don’t you choose anyway?”

Iryasa’s gaze flicks to mine, some combination of fear and annoyance there.

I know I’ve pressed her. But I also remember not knowing what my preferences are—and if she’s going to be the kind of queen I think she means to be, it’s not enough to be polite and know her own mind privately. She has to be willing to act on it.

“This one,” Iryasa says, pointing at the egg nearest her.

The vendor clearly realizes something is going on, but he covers. “An excellent choice! Those are my favorite as well. A nice mild flavor to ease you into the day.”

“Do you have anything with a little more spice to it?” I ask. “I fear I may have the sort of day ahead of me that could benefit from a kick to get me started.”

“How much of a kick?”

“A strong black tea sort of kick rather than a Nakrabi death pepper sort.”

He laughs. “I should hope the day isn’t dire enough for that! How about some cinnamon and clove?”

“Perfect. Let’s do that one for Yorani to try, too.”

In due course, we’re on our way with a small bag of eggs.

“That was reckless and unnecessary,” Iryasa says.

“It was a calculated risk and completely innocuous,” I counter. “You confirmed yourself you’ve been out among Miteran without being recognized. And now you’ve ordered and paid for food from a street vendor in an unfamiliar city. Though you have bad habits to break.”

She doesn’t pretend not to understand. “Diplomacy combined with decisiveness is extremely useful.”

“I’m a tea master, and I’m aware of that,” I say. “But you don’t always have to make decisions without gathering information. And you’re allowed to want things for yourself.”

Her mouth twists. “Am I?”

“If you’re not, you’re not going to be able to have a satisfying romance,” I tell her seriously. “Here. Trade eggs with me.”

“What if I don’t want to?” she asks archly.

“Then you don’t have to,” I say. “But if it turns out you’re more prideful than curious, I’m going to actually worry about our chances.”

Iryasa glares at me for a moment before abruptly laughing and trading our second eggs. “This is truly going to be an adventure with you, isn’t it? I wish we could have been like this at the palace together.”

“So do I,” I say honestly, relieved I’ve read her correctly, before trying her egg. As I expected I prefer the milder green tea flavor she chose, and as she takes a bite of the spicier one her eyes light up. “Maybe someday we can be.”

Yorani abruptly snaps her neck out and gobbles the remaining egg in one gulp, then hisses out smoke in satisfaction.

“I’ll think on it,” Iryasa tells me, which is as much as I can hope for—for now. “Now, will you tell me where we are headed?”

We’re already midway through the Central Market, so I’m not at all surprised to hear a sharp voice say, “Right this way.”

“He’s literally correct,” I confirm, in case she thought that voice belonged to just any vendor prepared to hawk their wares and not a crafty old Nakrabi spy.

Yorani zips off my shoulder to fly circles around Thiano’s head.

“That must have been some egg,” he says to her gruffly, valiantly keeping his amusement off his face. “I guess you are powered by tea after all.”

“She’s powered by her connections to other people, too, and she’s happy to see you,” I say. “Clearly.”

Thiano snorts. “Flattery will get you nowhere with me.”

“Which is why I save it all for Talmeri,” I say smoothly, and Thiano lets out a crack of laughter at last.

“A much better use of your time,” he agrees. “I’m glad to see time has agreed with this one, too.”

My smile this time is earnest, as I ignore the weight of Iryasa’s focus behind me. “Thank you. So am I. May I steal a few minutes of your time this morning?”

“Here we are,” Thiano says, leaning back and not moving.

I roll my eyes. “Yorani, have we talked about blowing smoke at people who pretend to be dense?”

“She likes me too much,” Thiano says smugly. “You think you have anything to say to me that can’t be said outside?”

“Certainly not,” I say, “but I have information I can only show you inside.”

“Miyara. You know I know—”

“Do you, though?” I interrupt pointedly, and his eyes narrow.

This is the man who set up elaborate tests for me to demonstrate who I was to him. He can’t possibly know who Iryasa is from only careful words.

“Fine,” Thiano says abruptly. “Yorani, you breathe fire at anyone who comes near my table while I’m gone, you hear?”

The tea spirit chirps agreeably, to my surprise. I pause.

“Can you be separated from her, for this?” Thiano asks me. Challenges me, because of course he does.

Yorani’s not worried, but I am. Things are afoot, and so much could go wrong at any moment. But when will that not be true?

Yorani, too, is waiting, watching me.

“Smoke only please,” I say to her. “Unless you’re in danger, in which case fire. And yell to let me know, please?”

Yorani huffs out a plume of smoke and squawks quietly, which I take as agreement. Then she plants her sleeping socks in the middle of Thiano’s table, facing out at the street.

“What are you going to do if she decides those are her wares?” I ask Thiano.

“I’m sure we can work something out.” He smiles tightly at me. “Follow me.”

And I do, against my better judgment, leaving Yorani behind me, and Iryasa trails us inside. 

When the door has closed behind her, I whirl on Thiano. “What was that for?”

“I see your renounced family is more important to you than your found one,” he says.

That hit lands, and I glare at him. “You think I’m not giving her enough credit.”

“Not enough, too much…” Thiano waves his hand this way and that, the latter clearly indicating not Yorani, but Iryasa. “Who can say?”

“You must be Thiano.” Iryasa steps out from behind me. “Your reputation precedes you.”

“Does it?” Thiano asks. “And what reputation is that?”

“That you knowing everything but help no one without a price,” Iryasa answers coolly, lowering her hood.

Thiano smiles sardonically. “Then you have heard correctly, your Highness.”

I snort. “And you say flattery goes nowhere with you.”

“Certainly not from you,” Thiano says, “though perhaps I’ll make an exception for the crown princess.”

“Don’t,” I say seriously. “Please.”

They both frown at me. Iryasa, presumably wondering why I’m undercutting her to attempt to deal with him on her terms, and Thiano why I believe he should treat her differently than another politician.

“We are about to make things around here even more exciting,” I tell Thiano, “and before we move further, I wish for your counsel.”

“Oh?” he asks.

With one last look at me, Iryasa seizes the reins of her story again with a different approach. “You know what has been going on in Sayorsen with the Cataclysm.”

“Hard to miss, your Highness,” Thiano says, which I assume is at least in part to annoy me, since I clearly did miss pieces.

“And you know the princesses of Istalam are here in Sayorsen.”

“Are they?” Thiano asks, which tells me he knows perfectly well we still haven’t met up with Karisa. She may be here, but if so she’s saving up for a dramatic presentation.

“Then I assume you can figure out for yourself why.”

“I surely can, your Highness,” Thiano agrees. “Though of course you’re not confident the presence of all the princesses will be enough to lure Nakrab into your scheme, even if it brings Velasar. You want me to send a message to help tempt them.”

That gives Iryasa pause, because she’s not stupid, and she recognizes the trap.

“Not exactly,” I cover.

“Oh no?” Thiano challenges.

Iryasa narrows her eyes and then abruptly says, “Yes, exactly. If not the message itself, then confirmation that it is valid. Do you think I can’t afford your price?”

Thiano chuckles. “You can’t even conceive of it, princess. Why are you here?”

“Because my sister believes you can be useful in saving us all,” Iryasa says. “Is she wrong?”

“Yes,” Thiano says frankly.

“Let me rephrase,” I say, irritated with them both. “Iryasa is here because she trusted me enough to follow my lead, and this is where I brought her. And I brought her here because the details of our plan are still not finalized, and it would be stupid in the extreme not to solicit opinions from the one person in this city who knows the Isle of Nakrab better than any of us and whose opinions on every subject abound.”

“And if I don’t choose to offer them?” Thiano asks.

“Then we proceed less informed,” I say. “Obviously. But we do proceed with or without your opinions.”

Thiano looks at Iryasa. “Well, princess? Is she right? Will you act on no information, to push other people into whatever plans you desire?”

Iryasa regards him for a long moment while I hold my breath, not knowing how, in fact, she will play this—but however she does will change everything. I wonder if she recognizes the moment this is.

“My preferred plan is already moot,” Iryasa says finally. “Miyara will not let herself be easily led, so I must work with her or against her. I don’t wish for the latter, and so I am here, attempting the former. Without sufficient information, acting.” She grimaces. “I suppose I must hope I improve with practice.”

Thiano regards her keenly. “If I could give you any information, what would you have it be?”

Iryasa’s chin comes up, insulted by the suggestion she should just lay her plans on the table for him. “You disrespect me.”

“You’re not my princess.” And I’m not your spy, he doesn’t need to add.

“What do you want from me?” Iryasa demands.

“Miyara thinks you have hidden depths I’m unaware of,” Thiano says immediately. “I want to know if she’s deluding herself.”

Iryasa freezes.

Then lets out a slow breath.

“Ah,” she says quietly. “Now I see.”

“And will you now show me a different side you think I wish to see, your Highness?” Thiano asks sarcastically.

“No,” Iryasa says. “I will show you the side of myself I don’t wish to display. Which is that I am out of my depth and untried, when the fate of the world may depend on how I choose to move, and I can’t even get you to take me seriously.” She glances at me. “You think I am too much a princess and too little a person, when the fact is I can’t separate the one from the other. I do not have that luxury.”

“No,” I say softly. “I think you don’t know how to integrate them together, by design. But I think you must. The people who can’t or won’t respect your title must nevertheless take you seriously if we are to succeed.”

She stares. “This is what you brought me to learn in front of a spy?”

“I brought you to ask him pointed questions so we could plan our strategy,” I say.

“Don’t believe her, your Highness,” Thiano tells Iryasa. “Miyara can’t ever do only one thing at a time.”

“Oh, well if that isn’t a teapot calling a kettle—”

“What does Nakrab want?” Iryasa interrupts. “What will tempt them to the summit we mean to hold?”

“Wrong question,” Thiano grunts.

Iryasa narrows her eyes, then relaxes. “Ah. I see. Thank you. What does Nakrab need?”

“Magic,” I murmur.

Thiano considers me. “You answered the first question, not the second.”

Nakrab wants our magic. I know that, even if I don’t know why; I know they’re stealing it. But if that’s not what they need, then—

“Our magic?” I blurt. “This, from the people who maintain they don’t need anything from us?”

“They must maintain that,” Thiano says. “To do otherwise would acknowledge what they cannot and still be who they are.” He glances at Iryasa. “That was for you.”

“Thank you,” she says dryly. “I caught it. But to the matter at hand, that sounds like it will be less useful to tempt than to threaten.”

“Aggressive trade sanctions,” I agree.

“No magical items leave our borders, and foreign travel inside Istalam will be suspended outside the summit.” Iryasa tests the idea out loud. “If Nakrab wants access to the magic of the Cataclysm, they will be forced to come to negotiate. Will that be sufficient?”

“Can you make it happen, your Highness?” Thiano asks. “You are, after all, untried. There will be objections. Will you evict the Nakrabi already here? Do you have the power to declare war if a Nakrabi ship sails into your harbor?”

“I can do whatever I must,” Iryasa says coolly. “If you understand only one piece about what it means to be crown princess, let it be that. Nothing else is an option.”

“Your mother the queen would not make this choice,” Thiano notes.

“I will make my own choices,” Iryasa says.

“Right, sure, I understand the point of this exercise, but how do you expect others to follow you?”

“Happily, a tea master will call this summit to order,” I say. “I will handle any evictions necessary, too.”

“A clearly partial tea master, if you’re planning to summon everyone to the farthest and most dangerous spot in Istalam and expect them to travel here,” Thiano points out. “It’s a power move in Istalam’s favor.”

“And Sayorsen is where the transgressions have taken place,” I say. “The choice is valid, and the tea masters will back me if it comes to that. Nakrab may not come to avoid being cut off from the biggest source of magic in the world, but they will to make sure they have agents in place if we demonstrate we might actually make good on that threat in the future. Iryasa’s authority doesn’t need to be unassailable before they get here.”

“The act of their coming will help build it,” Iryasa says. “Clever.”

“You can still undercut it,” Thiano warns. “If you’re going to do this, princesses, you need to understand that the leadership of the Isle of Nakrab has no interest in you.”

To Iryasa I explain, lest she get the wrong idea, “He calls me ‘tea princess’.”

“I wasn’t going to question the title,” Iryasa says, and my gaze snaps up to her face—and so does Thiano’s. “You mean we cannot induce them to see us as fellow people.”

“Exactly so,” Thiano says. “That’s where your authority will have to come in, princess, to back up Miyara’s. Make sure you’re prepared to exercise it.”

He’s so sure we can’t find common ground with them, even after knowing what I can do? That is interesting.

Troubling, too, and I think I begin to see the shape of why Thiano is here, and not in Nakrab. But clearly there is a large gap I do not yet understand.

Iryasa looks thoughtful. “I’ll think on that. Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it, your Highness. Under any circumstances.” Thiano looks at me. “Was there anything else?”

“The price,” Iryasa says.

“You paid it,” I say before Thiano can speak, and he grins lazily at me.

“You think you can speak for me?” he asks. “Miyara, Miyara.”

“I trust you to look out for yourself, Thiano,” I say. “You wouldn’t have answered if you didn’t wish to.”

“But you, of course, have a question for me too,” he drawls.

“Velasar knows something about the power of my bracelets,” I say without any ado. “What will it mean when an emissary from Nakrab sees them?”

Some emotion flashes through his expression too quickly for me to read, so I know he has understood my question to refer not just to what it will mean for me, but for him.

“They will not know what to make of them,” Thiano says finally. “I have no intention of changing that understanding at this time. I will be vague, and I recommend you should be, too.”

Has Thiano ever recommended a course of action to me before that wasn’t a test? I think not.

I bow and say with utmost seriousness, “Thank you for your counsel.”

“Oh, get out already,” he snaps. “And you can have the pleasure of extracting your tea spirit from the ring she’s attempting to fit onto her tail.”

“After she’s spent so much time trying to impress you? Perish the thought,” I say, but motion Iryasa to the door. “If you want the ring back, come remove it yourself.”

“You’ll regret that when you find out about the curse on that ring,” Thiano says smugly.

“I’m sure it will be educational for her then, before she neutralizes it. By which I mean destroys it utterly.”

“You just can’t let an old man have his fun, can you?” Thiano complains, stomping after me.

“I already did, and you know perfectly well I’m going to pay for it,” I say.

The look he fixes me with then isn’t even slightly amused. “Get your house in order, Miyara,” Thiano says, “while you can.”

My house and my home; my relationships and my boundaries. I don’t question how Thiano always knows more than anyone should be able to, only stare numbly while he and Yorani tussle. But when he delivers a mock-irritated but secretly delighted Yorani back to me along with a bundle of her sleeping socks removed at last, I bow my head before turning away.

Iryasa follows me in silence until we’ve left the street. She continues to be silent as Yorani hops around, and flutters, and eventually settles in my shoulder, looking for all the world like she’s a captain directing a ship, and me her chosen vessel, as she avidly surveys our surroundings perched on her hind legs—almost like Iryasa’s expression earlier, I realize.

Finally the crown princess says, her tone deceptively even, “Do you want to tell me what that was about?”

Iryasa works in narratives. She began with one, inside, and was forced to change course, again and again, refocusing until she landed on the required approach. Frustrating, necessary work, and I am glad to know she’s capable of it; and I hope she understands she’ll have to be ready to dive straight to the heart of things, again and again, if we are to succeed. The world is at stake.

“Thiano doesn’t trust easily,” I say.

“I gathered. You two have a strange relationship.”

“I may be the only person in Sayorsen he has a relationship with at all,” I say. “At least anything approaching an honest one. And he has been here a long time.”

“You have a theory,” she says.

“I think he saw right away that fundamentally, I want to help people,” I say. “He’s tested my commitment to that in various ways, but he saw that, and that people will listen to me. I think he wishes he were that kind of person—or perhaps wishes that he could have been. So he tries to help me. Haltingly, bitterly, because he has clearly been hurt badly by this world and can’t quite believe it can work out, but I believe both that he knows much more than he has ever let on, and that he wants to make something right. And I can’t believe this current business with the Cataclysm is unrelated to whatever that is.”

Iryasa considers that. “You want him clearly on our side,” she says, “and you thought an honest demonstration of my own commitment to helping people would be necessary to make that happen, which is why you didn’t warn me.”

“Yes. I’m sure he doesn’t need a warning from me about what’s to come, but I also want him to know that I see him, too. I think it will matter. I’m sorry I couldn’t prepare you.”

“Did you get everything you needed?” Iryasa asks.

I wince, remembering Thiano’s parting words. “It’s enough.”

“Will you tell me what that was about?” she asks directly.

I sigh. What I intended primarily as a task for Iryasa, Thiano has turned into a pointed lesson for me. Pots and kettles. “In short, I need to immediately be much better about communicating who I am clearly and without compromise to both myself and the world at large. I’m working on it. In a way, your presence is helping.”

“By pressuring you into a situation you didn’t want,” Iryasa says, looking away.

“Oh, no,” I say. “That I chose. And we are both going to have to become more ourselves very quickly to pull this off. The summit is the end of our task; what we manage before it begins is just as important, if not more so.”

Iryasa nods slowly. “The groundwork we build defines our later arsenal. Yes. I’m beginning to understand that may be a bigger task than I anticipated, along with everything else. But after how that meeting went, I hope you don’t think I’ll go into a second one unawares without a strong reason.”

“No, that’s the only surprise,” I say. “Thank you for trusting me enough to go along with it.”

“I will try to work with you, Miyara,” Iryasa says. “But understand it does not come naturally to me, and I am on edge.”

I wince. “With regret, I fear you may expect to remain there yet for some time. Too much has to happen too quickly for us to be able to ease into anything. Though in a way, that’s what our next meeting is about: moving to a place of ease as quickly as we can.”

Iryasa pauses; looks at me. “Where, precisely, are we headed?”

“To meet the Te Muraka,” I say. “Before anything else, we need to introduce you to dragons.”







OEBPS/images/d73870ec-0b4a-4f85-a65b-a974736a24f8.png





OEBPS/images/094dad6d-5b21-4ce7-a9d3-cc376398eb87.png







