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Chapter 1
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I walk alone through a hallway of strangers. 

Ceremonially approaching the Grand Shrine is surreal in a way I didn’t expect. No one is permitted to guide me, but hundreds of people line the halls to watch my progress.

I must not walk too quickly. That would indicate I don’t value their presence and dismiss them. But if I walk too slowly, I show disrespect for their time and take advantage of the honor they do me in attending.

As the fourth of five daughters, I’m not used to being the focus of so much attention, but my steps don’t falter. I know what outward appearance is expected of me.

But somehow it never occurred to me to practice this barefoot walk across the hard, cold stone. I wonder if anyone’s feet have ever frozen in the dedication process.

On one hand, this makes me want to rush my approach. Once I’ve completed the rituals I’ll have to meditate alone, so I can tuck my feet under me to warm them up.

On the other, the walk is unpleasant but not impossible. Not so the decision I’ll need to make at the end of the ritual meditation.

My older sisters’ paths were clear. There were obvious services people needed from them, and each is shockingly well-matched to her chosen task. I’m expected to follow in their tradition—a low enough expectation, to only need to continue behind them, to make no waves and fade quietly into the background. 

Yet the weight of the prospect makes me feel smaller, heavier every time I contemplate it. I seem to be the only one who realizes how thoroughly I don’t fit, the only one who worries trapping myself in ill-suited service will twist my spirit, who thinks that will matter not just for me, but for the people I’m ostensibly to serve.

I wonder if I’m the only royal of Istalam who’s ever gone into the Grand Shrine to dedicate their life to service with so many doubts. It ought to be unlikely, but no royal since our house’s founder has walked out of the dedication ceremony without a clear path of service ahead of them.

After what feels like a lifetime, I reach the end of the hall. Here, at last, are people I know.

I do not feel any less alone.

I bow first to my only younger sister, Karisa. She’s just a few years younger than me, but it’s clear she’ll remain shorter than the rest of us. Each of us but my oldest sister bears some physical mark of my father’s foreign heritage, and that is hers.

Karisa bows in return, and murmurs snidely, “Your fingers are blue.”

Of course that makes me notice the heavy silver cuffs I wear every day are freezing against my skin.

It’s a blatant goad, her attempt at political posturing against me of all people, who holds no sway over her life—and at a time like this, when I’m embarking on arguably the most spiritually significant moment of my life. This is the first time since I began the walk that I wish I were not forbidden to speak except as part of the ritual. In theory she isn’t either, but I’m not surprised she doesn’t care.

I ignore her baiting and turn to my oldest sister, Iryasa. I’m spared Karisa’s famous temper on a day-to-day basis, but it’s no great mystery why she’s lashing out: even with Karisa in a gown finer than she should be wearing, Iryasa’s regal bearing in clothing only slightly more adorned than my ritual garb—a plain white, tight-fitting floor-length tunic worn over loose pants—outshines her. Iryasa is the pinnacle of Istal beauty: the lanky limbs, the perfect shade of brown in her skin, the sleek, dark hair. She would be the model for every artist in the city if she weren’t so busy doing the work of crown princess.

As crown princess, Iryasa is far too important to be a safe target for my youngest sister’s ire. Unlike me.

Iryasa is enough older than me that we haven’t spent much time together. She was already thoroughly occupied by learning the intricacies of statecraft when I could barely talk. But although I don’t know her very well I recognize Iryasa’s barely-embroidered choice of tunic as a form of wordless solidarity, so I bow to her a little lower than strictly called for.

Then I turn to the figure standing in front of the Grand Shine’s enormous wooden doors: my mother, Queen Ilmari of Istalam.

She may be more a stranger to me than anyone in these halls.

My mother’s expression doesn’t change as she faces me, and mine doesn’t either. No gestures of common feeling here.

I bow to her, and my royal silver cuffs feel somehow heavier.

I open my mouth, and my chest tightens as if my whole body conspires to keep the air from my lungs, to keep me from uttering the next words that I must.

Somehow I manage anyway. “Your Majesty, I come to dedicate myself in service to Istalam or be cast out to make my way alone.”

The words are ritual and familiar, but now my heart pounds.

I don’t know my mother well personally, but I know her incredible political sensibility has held Istalam together through rocky times. Every word she utters is chosen precisely and with care.

And to me she says, “Go with honor, Princess Miyara.”

The doors open. I go.




      [image: ]The Grand Shrine has been cleared for my dedication ritual. I’ve never seen it in its simplest form, and it takes me a dizzying moment to orient myself. The dome is empty but for the priestess and the three guides I’ve chosen to advise me. 

Unlike most shrines, the Grand Shrine at the Royal Palace of Miteran isn’t dedicated to one element or manifestation, but to all three elements that govern life: earth, water, and air.

I walk to the bed of earth first, sinking my feet into the soil. Even that helps me feel warmer, until I look into the face of my father, Cordán the Consort.

I know as little of him as I do of my mother, which is by design. The contract between Istalam and Velasar for their marriage stipulated he could be as involved in his children’s upbringing as the queen. Velasar thought to gain a generation sympathetic to its goals.

Instead, until Karisa, my mother refused to spend any time with us as children. And so nor could my father.

My father is stocky, with bright blue eyes and tightly-curled hair. Those curls are my inheritance, tempered down into a less energetic, thick wave. I don’t know what other parts of my father I inherited.

He doesn’t either. At last he says, “I don’t know why you chose me for this.”

Then he goes silent.

I’ve given him a chance to talk to me privately before I reach my majority, and he has nothing to say to me.

I don’t know what I would say to him either, but I’m still not allowed to talk.

The silence stretches on, and my father finally rumbles, “Do your duty. That’s all any of us can do. That’s the lesson of earth I’ll leave with you.”

He has spent years doing his thankless duty, so he should know. But his is not a fate I would wish on anyone, let alone myself.

I know my royal duty is to serve. My spiritual duty, too—serving people serves the spirits.

I just don’t know how. Is my duty first to uphold the nation of Istalam? Is it to support my family? Is it to the Istal people? If I’ve learned nothing else from my father’s life, it’s that those three do not overlap as much as my tutors have taught me.

But I bow and move to the pool of water, where my sister Saiyana waits.

Saiyana is the closest to me in age, only three years older, and she’s spent more time with me than any of my other sisters.

“Your softness will be the death of you,” Saiyana says without preamble. “The first time you have the chance to make a statement about who you are and what kind of public servant you’ll be, and you waste it on pity. Transparent pity, at that. You clearly feel bad because our father played no part in any of his previous daughters’ dedications, so you gave him a chance in a way that wouldn’t elevate him over the queen’s authority by your other two choices for guides. Don’t think I don’t realize what you’re up to.”

Probably no one knows me better than Saiyana does, but our personalities are so far apart it’s difficult to tell we’re related at all.

Her blue eyes are hard like rocks. “What you need is to stop wasting time on nonsense like that and bother to apply yourself to what matters, Miyara. There’s a lot of work to do, and you could do a lot of good if you would just set your mind to it. So that’s my advice to you, sister. Surge like the water.”

From Saiyana, this is almost shockingly sweet. She’s not one for compliments, so it’s a remarkable admission of her confidence in my abilities. She’s the most effortlessly brilliant person I’ve ever known, and that she thinks I could do what she does twists the knife in my gut, making me feel worse about my doubts.

But I don’t miss what that confidence is predicated on: first stop caring about other people. Just do the work.

Not, ultimately, so different than my father’s advice.

Yet I can’t help feeling that if I have to ignore the parts of myself that make me me in order to dedicate myself, then who am I really dedicating into service?

I take my leave of Saiyana for the final station: air.

Saiyana was right about my choice of guides. To balance the choice of my father: first my sister, who knows me best.

And last my grandmother, the retired queen Esmeri, now in her seventies and seated behind a waist-high candle. The queen so fierce she’d bowled over anyone who opposed her in her reign.

She’d also been so polarizing that she’d retired to leave her careful daughter to manage the fallout in her wake.

I spread my hands over the air above the candle and watch her face behind its flickers as my fingers begin to thaw.

“You have an interesting choice to make,” my grandmother says.

My fingers still. This is the first I’ve heard anyone hint I might do anything other than follow Saiyana’s footsteps into stewardship, the thankless work of going around the kingdom solving administrative problems.

“Iryasa will rule. Reyata has dedicated herself to the warrior’s life and commanding Istalam’s armies. Saiyana devoted herself to magecraft to prepare for her role as steward. How else can you serve that they don’t already have covered?”

I only realize my expression has betrayed my surprise at her words when my grandmother chuckles. “Let me leave you with this, then, as the lesson of air,” she says, and stares at me intently over the rim of her spectacles.

“There will always be work for those who know how to listen.”

What is that supposed to mean?

She winks at me. “Careful with the fire, dear.”

I snatch my hands back from the candle—too long hovering and my silver cuffs will burn my skin.

But removing my hands is also the signal that my time for guidance has come to an end.

I want to shout at her, but I’m not allowed to talk until I speak my dedication. So my father, sister, and grandmother file out of the shrine, and the priestess seals us in.

“Take as long as you need to reconcile yourself, your Highness,” she says, retreating to the side of the dome opposite the great doors I’d entered through. “The rest of your life is ahead of you, but we have until sunrise.”

As if that will be enough time to decide the course of the rest of my life. As if I will have an answer today when I haven’t in all my years before.

I lower myself to the cold stone, tucking my feet beneath me at last.

After a minute I decide the priestess won’t tell anyone if I don’t observe correct posture, un-tuck my feet, and use my silver cuffs to warm them.

If I’d really wanted advice, maybe I should have chosen different guides. Although I had more than one reason, ultimately all my choices were political. Being a princess means everything I do is political, though; I don’t know people for nonpolitical reasons.

No matter what I choose, that will still be true.

I will still have to do my duty, to move at the exact pace prescribed for me.

There will still be no space for compassion. Any attempt will be viewed as a sign of weakness, a waste of resources.

I will still be the fourth princess, redundant after my illustrious sisters.

There will always be work for those who know how to listen, my grandmother said.

Listen to what? To whom? How?

How can I possibly serve people if I can’t even answer those questions?

I blink. Stare at my royal cuffs in a moment of sudden clarity.

I can’t.

I can’t possibly serve people if I don’t know what they need from me. If I don’t know what I have to offer them.

And... maybe that is the answer.

My heart pounds.

I’m not like my sisters, always pushing. I always do my duty. I always stay within the prescribed lines, fading quietly into the background. I never make a fuss.

That may be exactly my problem.

I sit there for another minute wondering if I’ve gone mad, if the pressure to choose has finally snapped my wits.

But this feels right. Righter than anything has.

And if I have any hope of pulling this off, I need all the time I can get.

Shakily I stand.

“Priestess,” I call softly.

“Are you ready to dedicate yourself, your Highness?” the woman asks.

I swallow. “More than anything, I wish to serve my people, priestess,” I say. “But I do not know how.”

Her eyebrows rise. I’m not supposed to have said anything other than the path I’ll spend the rest of my life devoted to. “I’m afraid I don’t under—”

She breaks off as her breath catches, her eyes widening.

I slide the cuffs off my wrists and hand them to her. It’s strange to hold them, like I’ve never realized how heavy they are.

“No one has done this in hundreds of years,” the priestess blurts as if she can’t quite believe this is happening on her watch.

“Not since the founder of Istalam herself,” I agree. “But it is within the scope of the ritual.”

“Your Highness, this can never be undone!”

“I know.” I meet her stunned eyes before pronouncing my fate. “I will make my way alone.”

Outcast from the royal family.




      [image: ]A moment passes after my pronouncement, and then another. 

“Priestess?” I finally prompt her.

She presses a hand to her forehead. “Oh, my dear. I suppose we’d better get you out of here then, haven’t we? Quickly, now. Follow me, your High—”

The priestess breaks off, and we stare at each other.

No one will ever call me ‘your Highness’ again.

I’ve chosen not to dedicate myself in service. I’ve forsaken my life, and once I leave the shrine I start again with nothing. No support. No family.

No expectations.

I’m not a princess anymore.

I feel around the edges of the thought, testing my reaction to it. Renewed relief at my escape, thrill at what lies ahead, and not a little fear of the unknown, of how quickly I’ve made the biggest decision of my life—they’re all there, but muffled, like my mind is still scrambling to make sense of the course my spirit has set me on.

The priestess ushers me to the back of the Grand Shrine. The dome gives the illusion of being stone all the way around, but we walk through what appears to be solid stone to an actual corridor. The priestess hesitates at a coat rack, grabs a serviceable gray shawl off it, and hands it to me.

“Put that on,” she instructs. “You’re too conspicuous in all white.”

While I’m ducking into it she must notice I’m barefoot, because when I look up she’s thrusting her own slippers at me.

I bow in gratitude. The slippers aren’t sturdy, but they’re more than she owes me.

No one owes me anything.

That thought is only just beginning to terrify me. I quash it as we keep walking.

Once I see the sun breaking through the early afternoon clouds I expect the priestess to leave me, but instead she motions for me to wait and pulls three candles out of her robes.

As she lights them, she says, “You realize your family will not be pleased.”

I nod. “This will bring them a great deal of embarrassment. They will probably try to bully me into making a different choice.”

“And attempt to push the shrine into thwarting tradition and letting you have a second chance to dedicate yourself,” the priestess says.

“But they can’t do anything if they can’t find me,” I say softly.

The priestess nods. “Exactly. Get as far away as you can. Lie low. If you truly mean to make your way alone in the world, that’s where you start.”

The priestess begins chanting. I didn’t pursue magecraft like Saiyana, but all the princesses are required to learn the basics so we can tell if someone uses magic against us. The cuffs are primarily intended as emergency devices to summon aid—and also to find us if we’re lost or kidnapped.

My mind keeps stumbling on each realization, and here’s another one: no one will be able to find me if something bad happens to me.

And here is a mage clearly intending to spell me somehow with this construct of candles.

I pay attention and work out that it’s an illusion spell of some kind right before I feel a wave of warmth wash over me.

The priestess says, “No one will pay you any mind while that illusion is up, and it’s good until the candles burn down.”

The exhaustion in her voice tells me this is the end of what she can do for me, even if she were willing to help more.

I look at the candles. They’re not very tall.

The priestess points down the street. “See across the square—”

“The train station?”

She nods. “Exactly. Get yourself on a train as fast as you can. May the spirits guide your way.”

I stare across the Royal Square of Miteran, the only place I’ve ever lived. I wonder what I’m supposed to be feeling about it—sad to be leaving? Excited?

I don’t quite believe yet there’s no ‘supposed to’ for me anymore.

I step out of the Grand Shrine onto the dusty mosaic-tile road of the Royal Square.

I have all the time in the world to work out what I feel.

Then I hear a loud horn and see a train pulling in at the station.

There are others in the station, but this train is a big one.

Big trains are more likely to travel farther away. And I need to get as far as possible.

They also don’t arrive that often, and this illusion spell will only last so long.

I sprint.

I barely take in the gardens, the beautiful shops, the stages for players and music.

I ought to need a ticket, but I have no money to buy one with.

But I do have an illusion, so I sail past the crowds, the ticket masters and conductors and guards, and fling myself onto the train just before the doors close and it pulls away.

Only then does it occur to me that I never looked at where it’s headed.

I have no idea where I’m going. But as I watch through the window as the train picks up speed, I know I’m on my way.




      [image: ]As I walk through the train car I spy one of the other passengers’ tickets indicating this train is eastbound. This is more than I knew before, but it doesn’t tell me much: the capital Miteran is on the western side of Istalam, so heading east leaves a lot of ground to cover. 

More importantly, I don’t have much time until the candles run out. I make my way to the car with non-reserved seats and scoot to the end of a bench.

I now have plenty of time to figure out my next move, but the train car is warm and all at once my energy drains out. I have enough time to realize the illusion spell has probably just worn off and sapped the remainder of my energy with it, and then I’m asleep.








  
  

Chapter 2
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I startle awake to hands shoving me roughly. 

“Hey, grace, where’s your ticket?” someone is asking.

I blink rapidly into the face of a conductor. “I’m sorry?” I respond automatically, while part of my brain wonders if I have ever been addressed as “grace,” a common address of respect, rather than “highness.”

“Where’s your ticket?” he asks impatiently as the events of the morning come flooding back into my awareness. “We’re pulling into the transfer station now. This train turns north, so if you’re heading south you need to get off here. Where’s your final destination?”

If he finds out I have no ticket, he’ll arrest me, and my family will find me before I’ve been gone a day.

He’s blocking the aisle.

I shoot to my feet as if in panic, and he automatically takes a step back.

I squeeze past him before he has a chance to keep me there, demanding to see my ticket.

“Oh, thank you for waking me,” I say, and then I dash for the exit.

He calls after me, but in the press of bodies I have the advantage. I slip away into the darkness, darting out of the station before he has a chance to follow, listening to the sound of the horn as the train departs behind me.

Wherever I am now, I’m stuck here until I come by money for a ticket or another illusion spell.

I glance back at the train station and do a double-take at the name: Sayorsen South Station.

Sayorsen is all the way east. I’m on the other end of the country, right at the edge of the Cataclysm.

Which explains why it’s dark: I must have slept off the effects of the illusion spell the entire day long.

No sooner do I notice the dark than the sky seems to open up and dump down a sea of water.

I trip over the cobblestones as I run across the street looking for a place to take shelter.

Iron streetlamps dot my path, but they’re barely visible in the onslaught of rain. After a few minutes, I finally stumble upon a building with a light coming through the window.

A good thing, too, since my gifted slippers are now so soaked they’re sliding off my feet. I pick them up and scamper up the steps to the door—

Only for the lights to blink off.

A man walks out and is turning to lock the door when he sees me. “Can I help you?”

“Please,” I say. “Could I come in for a few minutes? Just until I dry off?”

I can’t make out his face in the darkness, but I get the feeling he frowns. “I can’t stay any longer, and I can’t leave you alone in the shop. Sorry. Where’s home?”

I freeze.

“Hello? Where are you headed?”

I have no idea, and this time no clever answer comes to mind.

“If you have nowhere to go,” the man said slowly, “the police—”

Definitely not. That’s the fastest way back to everything I just left.

It occurs to me that there may be forms of help that are worse than none at all, even when sincere.

“Sorry to bother you,” I mutter, and when he reaches out as if to hold me back I slosh away into the night.

A block later and walking on the cobblestones is hurting my bare feet. I pause to shove the slippers back on—at least they offer some protection. I make out another illuminated building, but from the haze come three figures, all scantily clad, swaying and smelling of smoke and wine.

I am just worldly enough to understand what this suggests about the lit venue they’re staggering from.

“Hey there,” one of the figures says in a voice made husky by smoke. “Want to join us?”

I am also sheltered enough to understand I will have even less idea how to handle such a situation than the one I just fled from.

“No, thank you,” I say, “but I hope you continue to enjoy your evening.”

They laugh, and I stumble onward.

At this point I’m not looking for a place that’s open—it’s clearly late enough that most everywhere is closed for the night—but maybe I can find an overhang to keep me out of the rain. A large tree to sit under. I’m increasingly less picky.

Then I see one more light.

I can’t see anyone inside.

Should I bang on the door? Probably someone left a light on by accident. Even if someone is inside they’re likely to put me in a difficult position.

I stand there debating, staring at the possibility implicit in the light through the window until the door is flung open.

A woman stands there—around my age if I were to guess, early twenties. She’s wearing a blood red sweater that’s far too big for her, but it’s hanging dramatically off one shoulder like she planned it that way. Combined with her tight leggings and the black boots that lace up almost to her knee, the effect makes her frame look gamine. But her face is utterly feminine, with full lips and black-lined eyes that stand out in the frame of her short-cropped, artfully disheveled hair, light gray-gold like frosted sand.

With hair that color, she is likely a refugee of the Cataclysm from Gaellan. Gaellani aren’t common in the west, but here, on the border of the Cataclysm, they would be.

A woman born a refugee who looks totally together, while a woman born a princess stands sodden and aimless before her. There’s irony in this.

“How long are you planning on standing there?” the woman asks casually while I drip.

“I hadn’t decided,” I say. “Am I in the way?”

“There aren’t many good reasons to be lurking outside a business where only one person is inside,” she says. “And lest you find the odds of robbing me reassuring, I promise I can maim you in any number of ways if you try.”

That statement should probably worry me, given how calmly she says it, how unconcerned she is with a bedraggled visitor on her doorstep.

I’m too preoccupied with freezing to concern myself.

And she did open the door.

“I was looking for a place to warm up and dry off.”

The rain continues to pour on top of me, and not on her.

“You are rather sopping,” she agrees.

“Your powers of observation are remarkable,” I say.

Her eyebrows lift.

Chagrined, I open my mouth to apologize for my rudeness—

But she huffs out a breath that sounds almost like a laugh.

“Come in,” she says, stepping back from the door.

I stare at her, disbelieving, but only for a moment, and then I duck inside.

I strip off the slippers once again and, standing just inside the doorway, try to wring them out over the street. This fails; they just get wetter as the rain dumps on top of me.

“That was a really poor choice of footwear for around here,” she says.

“I agree,” I say. “This has been educational.”

She makes that small huffing sound again. “Leave them there. Better take off your shawl too; spread it out over the coat rack—no, the other side. Yeah, there. Spirits, you wore white this time of year too? What’s your name, anyway?”

The question startles me so much I answer honestly, “Miyara.”

It’s a mistake—I’ll be easier to find using my own name—but I can’t remember the last time I met someone who didn’t know my name already.

“I’m Lorwyn,” she says. “Sit over there and don’t touch anything.”

I follow her instructions, sitting on a wooden stool at a round table without question until she’s vanished through a back door.

Only then do I look around. The room is still pretty dark—the light I saw is apparently coming from the back—but there are small tables and stools throughout, with colorful cushions and patterned tablecloths. With that much fabric everywhere, it’s no wonder she wanted me planted at this one table near the door—I’ll soak the whole place if I move.

I squint into the darkness in the direction Lorwyn went—there are shelves on the walls with things on them, but I can’t make them out. I think I see a teapot?

Lorwyn comes back in with bundles of cloth in her arms.

“Towels to clean up spills,” she says, tossing me one. “May be tea-stained; I think one of the boys put used towels in the clean pile by mistake.”

I don’t care. All I care about is being warm.

My hands shaking, I wipe myself down. Lorwyn then produces a large tablecloth and wraps it around me.

“There,” she says. “Back on the stool. Tuck your feet under you—yes, like that. Better?”

I stare at myself, huddled in a tablecloth, and back at her. I’m reasonably sure she’s mocking me, though I am, in fact, better. I’m no longer getting sloshed with water, I’m indoors and absurdly grateful for it, but somehow I can’t wrap my mind around my current situation.

This morning I was a princess. Now I’m a vagabond in a tablecloth.

Maybe tea will help.

“Good,” Lorwyn says. “Sit there and thaw for a while. Don’t touch anything, and don’t bother me. I’m going back to work.”

“Wait,” I say.

She turns back, and now she looks suspicious. I’d disarmed her mistrust, somehow, at the door, but now she’s considering me as a potential danger again. Or maybe just wondering how much of a nuisance I intend to make of myself.

“Please,” I say. “I smell ginger. I don’t suppose—is there tea?”

She stares at me. Sniffs obviously at the air. “You can smell that out here? Really?”

I start to nod; stop. “Well. It smells like ginger, but there’s a subtle difference I can’t place.”

Mentally I kick myself. Lorwyn is not one of my tutors. I’m allowed to give her incomplete answers. I’m tired and falling back on old habits.

A smile spreads on Lorwyn’s face.

It is not the sort of smile I consider comforting.

“You,” she says, “are going to earn your keep. Yes, there’s tea, and you’re going to taste it for me. Wait right there; I’ll be back when it’s ready.”

It doesn’t take her long, but still long enough that my hands are beginning not to shake. She clatters down a tea service in front of me.

“Is this a tea shop?” I ask. “I couldn’t see signs in the rain.”

“Talmeri’s Teas and Tisanes, yes,” Lorwyn answers as she arranges the kettle, the small pots, a cup in front of each. It’s clear she knows her way around a tea set—her movements aren’t the deliberate ones I learned for tea ceremonies, but this is a woman who has poured an awful lot of tea and is confident she won’t break anything.

She pours water from the kettle over the tea pet—an exquisitely crafted clay dragon that moments later spouts out water as if it were breathing fire.

Lorwyn smirks in satisfaction. A tea pet only spouts water once it’s at the correct temperature—she has a good sense of timing to guess that accurately.

“What kind of tea are we having?” I ask.

She pours. “You tell me.” 

A tea pet only works for specific water temperatures, and the correct temperature for brewing green tea is not the same as for white, or for a tisane. Even if she chose tea randomly from a shelf, to make use of a tea pet she obviously has to know what tea this is.

So this is a test for me.

“My main job here,” Lorwyn says, “in theory, anyway, is to prepare tea blends. Talmeri, the owner, just got a new ingredient in stock that’s posing a particular challenge. But for reasons that can’t possibly be good enough, she bought crates of the stuff. So we have to find a way to sell it or else cut a huge loss. So.” She hands me the first cup. “Tell me what you think.”

Right up front I get the full-bodied floral taste in an overpowering blast—that still somehow manages not to cover the slick, almost oily note underneath.

“Well?” Lorwyn asked.

“White tea and fairy dew extract are commonly paired together,” I say evasively.

“And I’m clearly not trying to do something common here,” Lorwyn says impatiently. “What do you think?”

My thoughts. Who has ever been interested before?

And of course I’m asked by someone who’s not going to like the answer.

But I’m not a princess anymore, and I can share whatever thoughts I want. Perhaps not without repercussions, but all of a sudden I desperately want to know what it is to experience fallout for speaking thoughts of my own.

“I think you’re failing to cover whatever else is in there and abusing the fairy dew in so doing,” I say. “I’m not sure what sort of tea blends you usually sell, but I would never choose to drink this.”

Silence.

And then Lorwyn smiles again, that uncomfortable, predator-like smile.

“So you can taste after all,” she says, and although she doesn’t seem upset I feel a spike of unease. “Try the next one.”

This one is a tisane, no tea at all. It contains the ginger I smelled before, along with ground peppers that only long training in not visibly reacting to Nakrabi cuisine in public prevents me from coughing as my throat tries to close, that other mystery flavor slithering through in a slick trail.

When I’m sure that my mouth is under control, I say evenly, “Please understand, I say this with the utmost gratitude for the tablecloth and the dry space. But I can only consider someone who would ask another, unsuspecting, to drink this as being an unkind person.”

Lorwyn throws her head back and laughs, or perhaps cackles.

“Sorry,” she says, not sounding sorry in the least—more delighted. “I thought the Nakrabi death peppers might burn through the—the new ingredient—”

“They do not,” I say firmly. “They burn, but your mystery ingredient slides underneath until everything is terrible.”

“Noted,” she says, clearly not offended in the slightest. After that cup she has no grounds to be offended, anyway.

She hands me a third cup, though, and I eye her mistrustfully, that unease back again and sharp.

“Earning your tablecloth,” she reminds me.

I smell the grassiness of the green tea before I taste it. But the flavor is so strange I can’t immediately identify the elements—she’s used aloia nectar not just as a sweetener, but to bind this mystery ingredient, and the result has a strangely smooth, nutty element. I frown at the cup and take another sip, swirling the tea in my mouth.

“So?” Lorwyn asks.

It’s much better than the other two, but this tea gives the impression of oozing—no, crawling through the grass—

I set the cup down abruptly. “Please tell me your mystery ingredient is not insectoid.”

Her eyebrows rise in surprise. “Wow. Okay, I’m impressed. Apparently the trekkers named them sleekbeetles. New species discovered in the Cataclysm. Talmeri bought crates of their scales.”

I am drinking beetle scale tea.

This morning I was a princess, and now I sit sopping in a tablecloth drinking beetle scale tea.

“Why?”

Lorwyn shrugs. “I’m sure they were cheap—even in a place as used to weirdness as Sayorsen, beetles aren’t exactly a much sought-after commodity. Talmeri’s always on the lookout for novelty items to boast the most unique tea flavors in the city, and she also likes torturing me. Who can say which was the primary factor this time?”

I grimace. “Wonderful. A hitherto untasted bug. I hope it’s at least magically inert and you haven’t poisoned me?”

“Of course I didn’t poison you,” Lorwyn says. “I tasted it before you did. You didn’t tell me what you think of this one, though. How could you tell it was beetle?”

“The grassiness of the green tea,” I say. “It’s too sharp. You need something mellower that’s still robust enough to hold up to the aloia nectar.”

Lorwyn slumps back—I’m not entirely sure how she manages to, since she’s sitting on a stool.

“Aloia is tricky,” she grumbles.

“Maybe it needs another note,” I say. “The aloia manages the beetle flavor into something nearly salvageable. Now you need a bridge between the aloia and the tea.”

Lorwyn bolts out of her stool before I’m done talking. “Wait there!” 

I blink, then smile just a little. Her commanding presence gives her a sophisticated air, but it falls apart when she gets distracted.

She returns with another small pot and a cup, adds them to the tea service. She lifts the pot to pour, and all at once I realize, beetle scales aside, what’s been bothering me.

It’s not her smile that’s triggering the bolts of unease—that’s my mind reacting to unexpected magic use, perceiving a threat.

The water from that kettle should not have correctly brewed different kinds of teas and tisanes. The temperature of the water has to have changed, and there are no cooling or heating devices anywhere near the table.

I glance around for a structure, anything she could have used to anchor magecraft. The stools aren’t in any particular order around the table, there are no candles, and the tea cups are arranged for the taster’s benefit alone.

Which means this isn’t magecraft at all.

It’s witchcraft.

Which is supposed to be closely regulated.

I promise I can maim you in any number of ways, she said.

Brewing me concoctions with unknown ingredients from the Cataclysm she is sure are magically inert.

A mysterious air of confidence and sophistication.

Lorwyn holds a cup of tea out to me with an excited look on her face.

I’ve lost my wits. After realizing what she’s doing, it’s the only explanation for what I do next.

I take the cup, and I sip.

It’s the same tea leaf, but it’s been brewed with roasted rice—mellow but rich. And not only that, she’s added a sunny note light enough not to overpower the tea but robust enough to moderate the aloia—and most importantly it does not at all make me think of beetles.

“Marigold,” I say. “Perfect. Maybe even a touch more. This tea can handle it.”

Lorwyn studies me. “Which flush of leaves?” she asked.

I cock my head to one side, not sure why she’s asking. “Second,” I say. “It has to be, to balance these flavors correctly.”

“So you’re a professional taster,” Lorwyn says bluntly.

This startles me. “No, I’m not.”

“A tea master, then. Or at least an aspirant.”

“What? No, I mean—I can perform tea ceremonies, but I’m not certified or part of the tea masters’ guild. I’ve never taken any of the exams.”

It’s strange to think about my education that way. Of course I’m not a tea master—a princess can’t be compared to a person who works in service.

That thought takes my breath away.

Lorwyn pushes on. “You’ve done some of the same training though! That’s practically the same thing.”

“Is it?” I ask. And then: “Is that how it is for witches?”

Silence.

Lorwyn has gone utterly still. “Are you implying I’m a witch? Just because I’m a woman, and—”

“Not all witches are women,” I say automatically. Our current understanding is that all witches are born with female reproductive organs, but that isn’t the same.

Lorwyn’s shoulders tense, as if she’s clenching her fists, hard, under the table where I can’t see them. “I’m aware of that,” she growls.

“The water temperature,” I explain.

She closes her eyes. “Of course. If you know tea this well, of course you’d notice that. Curse you.”

She sounds bitter, but also resigned.

“I take it that means you’re not registered,” I say.

The registry is the rare piece of legislation my grandmother had been forced to approve or face a popular uprising, even though she was against it. Ever since the Cataclysm, witches have been required to register with the state to be regulated. Because unlike magecraft, which anyone can learn but has natural limits imposed by the need for physical structures to anchor it, witchcraft is innate. The registry enables mages to watch over witches—and if their power is considered too great, they can be executed.

What this means, naturally, is that witches notoriously don’t register. Which means the mages have a greater mandate for laws that crack down against those who disobey, and people come to mistrust witches, and then witches are even less likely to come forward even if their power is minor.

But since Lorwyn heated water in this kettle without even appearing to think about it, I do not think her power is minor.

“No, I’m not registered,” she says evenly, confirming my assumption. “I prefer living. Do you?”

My heart races, and I know I need to think very quickly. “I do,” I say. “You have no more reason to maim me now than you did in the doorway.”

“Don’t I?” she asks. “I can never trust you won’t get in trouble and decide to give me up to ease your way, can I?”

It occurs to me that I wouldn’t. That should bother me—I barely know this woman, and she has threatened to hurt me.

But she also brought me in out of the rain and wrapped me in a tablecloth.

Saiyana always grudgingly admitted my snap judgments of people are usually correct. I can’t help wondering what she’d think of this one.

“Do you think,” I say, “I would have been standing out drenched in the rain, in the dark, if I could appeal to local authorities for any kind of assistance?”

Her gaze sharpens. “Are you in trouble of some kind?”

“Of some kind,” I agree. “And it’s the kind that is in no danger of vanishing for the rest of my life.”

“A lot can change,” Lorwyn points out.

“Not this,” I say firmly. “And I’d be more distressed than you if it did—this situation is of my own making, and I don’t want it reversed.”

“Even if it means freezing in the rain.”

I hadn’t even considered going to the police and having them send me back to Miteran. That reassures me—deep down I’m more confident in my choice than I fully understand yet.

“Yes,” I say. “Even then.”

“Yet we’re still unequal,” Lorwyn points out. “I have to take you at your word that you won’t betray me, with no insurance. I don’t think that will work.”

She says this matter-of-factly, not like she’s looking for excuses to maim me but as if we’re haggling over a business contract. But her complete surety in turn leaves me sure this is a sticking point. She has to have more of a hold on me to let alone the hold I have on her.

Spirits guide me.

“If the police ever have reason to investigate me,” I say, “it will be the end of my life.”

Not in the literal sense, probably. But I will never be allowed any agency in my own life again, not after what I’ve done. And thinking of returning to the palace, to be carefully managed forever, turns my stomach. Already I’m not sure how I lived so long with it.

I hope it is easy to live a life where the police will never have a reason to investigate me.

“That’s not good enough,” Lorwyn says. “I need to know why.”

“No,” I say. “You do not. And it is good enough.”

I say this with authority, as calmly as I pronounce judgments on tea. And I see this makes a difference: she believes me. But she’s not quite prepared to let the point go.

“For whatever it’s worth,” I add, “I also think the law is egregiously immoral on top of being counterproductive and should have been repealed years ago. I have no trouble behaving as though that wrong has already been righted.”

Lorwyn throws her hands up in exasperation. “Who talks like that?” she demands as I blink in confusion. “And anyway, you can’t behave that way—can you imagine how quickly I’d get noticed? Keep your head down and pretend everything is as it should be. That’s how hiding works.”

Hiding. For someone who’s spent her entire life in the background, it ought to be more natural for me. I need to learn that better, fast.

“And,” she says, “I’m going to keep you where I can keep an eye on you, I think. You don’t have a place to stay or work, correct?”

Cautiously hopeful, I say, “That’s correct.”

“Tomorrow I will bring you back here, and you will convince Talmeri to give you a job.”

“How will I do this?” I ask. “And why do you want me to?”

“Self-interest,” Lorwyn answers easily. “My main job, as I said, is making tea blends. The entire lab is mine. I work here because I can experiment with whatever I want, whenever I want, without interference. Since Talmeri knows I’ll never give that up, I also end up with any other jobs she can’t be bothered to deal with. Bookkeeping is bad—how are you with spreadsheets?”

“Fine?” Were spreadsheets dangerous somehow?

“Fabulous. Anyway, bookkeeping is bad, but it’s not as bad as supervising the boys who serve tea. Or having to serve customers myself because one of the boys is too incompetent. You know tea, you need a job, and I have all these jobs I don’t want. So you’re going to persuade Talmeri that you should run the tea room.”

“And why,” I ask slowly, “do I want to do this? Aside from the need for income?”

“Because in exchange, I’m going to arrange free lodging for you for half a year,” she says brightly, and I am now completely sure I should never trust this particular smile from her.

“How?” I ask.

“Do we have an agreement?” she presses.

“Tentatively,” I say, and knowing she won’t mind clarify, “as this sounds rather too convenient for me all around.”

I’m right. My honesty makes her laugh, and the tension that’s been in the air eases a bit.

“Oh, it won’t be convenient at all,” Lorwyn promises. “Just you wait. No, you know what, we’re getting this over with—are you dry? Let’s go see if you approve of your housing arrangements.”

“Now?” I ask, glancing habitually up, where the room remains dark.

“No better time,” Lorwyn says with her predator’s smile.
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Lorwyn borrows an umbrella from the shop and loans me her coat. It’s far too big for me, but, in her words, “It’s not as if you could look more bedraggled.” I’m too grateful for the additional warmth to care what image I present, and Lorwyn isn’t concerned that my appearance will adversely affect her ability to arrange housing for me. 

The place Lorwyn takes me is farther away than I’d like, given the rain and the state of my slippers, but not, ultimately, too far of a walk from the more urban part of Sayorsen and the tea shop.

I can hardly afford to be choosy, but I’m surprised when we stop at the side gate of a park.

“A... park?” I ask, certain I’ve misunderstood something.

“No,” Lorwyn says, peering intently into the darkness, scanning for something. “Grounds.”

She bends down and scoops up a handful of rocks as I squint until I make out a looming mansion.

A mansion with a crest, no less. That means it’s not a wealthy merchant’s, but a noble’s.

There can’t be more than a dozen nobles with homes in Sayorsen proper, and Lorwyn has brought me directly to one of their estate houses. This is possibly the last place I should be—a noble is more likely to recognize me than anyone.

And Lorwyn proceeds to throw a rock at one of the mansion’s nearby windows.

“What are you doing?” I hiss.

Lorwyn throws another rock, and then another. “Getting someone’s attention,” she says.

With an effort, I hold my ground and do not hide behind her. “I hope,” I say, “you didn’t bring me here to get me arrested taunting the nobility?”

She grins, a cut through the darkness. “I can’t deny taunting the nobility has its charms, but no. Getting arrested isn’t on the agenda for tonight.”

I fight the urge to throttle her—she enjoys making me work for answers entirely too much—and finally notice her foot is tapping in a steady rhythm.

No sooner have I realized that the sound of the rocks thumping against the mansion are falling in a looping rhythm than a side door opens from the mansion.

Whomever Lorwyn has been summoning has answered.

“A friend?” I ask.

Lorwyn’s face is inscrutable. “Something like that.”

Not a friend, and someone who lives at a noble mansion besides. Perhaps all the nobles of this family are at court this season, but my heart is racing again. “Then I hope you’re certain this person can be trusted not to turn me into the police?”

Lorwyn frowns at me. “Why should she?”

I want to scream, but she may not have understood what I meant when I said ‘local authorities’. Frantically I whisper, “I should not have dealings with nobility. In the interest of hiding.”

Her gaze holds mine searchingly for a moment. “I’ll keep that in mind,” Lorwyn says, and I know I’ve inadvertently rekindled her interest in my story. “But you’ll be fine with this one, I promise.”

Then it’s a noble she’s called after all.

I don’t have time to ask how she can be so sure because the noblewoman in question arrives at the gate.

There’s so little light I can’t make out much of her features, just the shape of her body moving silently in the night. Lithe and rangy. But she wears a rich cloak and her hair falls in a long, thick braid, so I don’t doubt she’s Istal nobility.

“The guards will be back this way any minute,” the noblewoman says without preamble. “You shouldn’t be here, Lorwyn.”

“I could enter House Taresim’s grounds without telling you or anyone noticing any time I want, as you know perfectly well,” Lorwyn says, her voice cutting.

The noblewoman’s braid flips in irritation. “So you want something. What is it? And who’s this?”

“I’m calling in the favor you owe me,” Lorwyn says softly, and somehow it feels as if the world has gone still with her words.

The noblewoman certainly has.

“Guards incoming,” Lorwyn says, and the noblewoman whirls. “We shouldn’t be seen lurking at the gate. Come around to your grandma’s summer cottage.”

Without waiting for a response, Lorwyn grabs me by the elbow and pulls me away with her.

“We’re going around to a secret gate on one of the other sides,” Lorwyn tells me. “Risteri will let us in and show you where you’ll be staying.”

Under duress. “You’re blackmailing her.”

“She blackmailed me,” Lorwyn says, her voice hard.

I can imagine with what.

Still. I’m not sure how I’d thought this was going to work, but profiting off old bitterness leaves me more than a little uncomfortable.

I slow. Lorwyn tugs at my arm, and unthinking I yank it back.

We both stop.

“Look, it’s not what you’re thinking,” Lorwyn says, sounding irritable again. “We’re not friends anymore, but whatever else you can say of Risteri, she’ll keep her word. She promised me a favor of comparable magnitude in exchange for what she needed from me, and I’m holding her to it. That’s all. Okay?”

I read anger and anxiety in her face, which I do not equate with “okay.” “And I’m worth it?” I ask. “A sizable favor from a local noble house, the leverage you have over someone who’s tried to take advantage of you before?”

“You have spent time with nobles, haven’t you?” Lorwyn asks. Apparently rhetorically as she continues, “It’s not exactly easy for someone like me to cash in favors like this one. The only things I might need are too small or big to qualify. This favor’s been sitting around unused for half my life now. I can’t think what else I’m going to do with it, so someone might as well benefit. Are you coming or not?”

An answer to my second question, but not my first.

But I start walking again.

Half Lorwyn’s life means she’s known this noblewoman—Risteri—since they were both young. Childhood friends.

I wonder how it came to pass that a noble daughter met a refugee witch, but then again, I had just wandered into her tea shop tonight.

And I think of my sister Saiyana, who arguably knows me better than anyone. I think of how over time our impressions of each other, our goals and priorities, can become unbearably tangled, twisted from a place of understanding.

And I decide not to ask.

As the minutes pass, Lorwyn’s shoulders relax a touch, realizing I’m not going to press any further into this wound.

We trudge up a path through some trees, and I see why Lorwyn called it a secret gate. Even in the daylight, if I didn’t already know there was a gate here, I wouldn’t see it.

“Let me do the talking,” Lorwyn says. “Trust me.”

“Says the woman who fed me beetle scale tea,” I say mildly.

“And ultimately you got a drinkable cup of tea, didn’t you?” Lorwyn responds unapologetically.

But not with irritation, and I’m relieved as we approach Risteri at the gate.

She doesn’t open it, standing there with crossed arms.

“I know you, Lorwyn, but how do I know I can trust this person?”

“Seriously?” Lorwyn’s voice drips scorn. “Because if I had any interest in causing you or your family trouble I’ve had years to do so in a way you’d never be able to connect back to me. Come on, Risteri, surely you haven’t gotten hit on the head that many times in the last decade.”

“You’d be surprised,” Risteri mutters, but she does open the gate.

I follow, nonplussed at what kind of situations a noble daughter can get into that would get her hit on the head more than once.

A stone path winds through a copse of trees to a small cottage. I see why Lorwyn wanted to talk here: there are so many trees no regular guard patrol will see us coming or going.

The inside of the cottage isn’t much warmer than outside, but it’s not wet. Risteri claps a magelight system on, and a fire blooms in the corner.

Risteri blocks the doorway, making a face as she gets her first good look at my slippers. “What were you thinking, wearing shoes like that in fall in Sayorsen?”

It’s so like what Lorwyn said to me earlier I want to laugh, but I don’t think Lorwyn will appreciate it. “If nothing else comes of tonight, I can at least count on this shoe experience to be memorable enough to not bear repeating,” I say.

“Take them off,” Lorwyn instructs. “The coat too. You’re shaking with cold again.”

I didn’t notice until she mentions it, and now that I have I shake so hard Lorwyn and Risteri have to help me into a chair by the fire. Suppressing discomfort has been necessary as a princess, but it occurs to me that it might not be entirely healthy.

Lorwyn forced me to notice what I was feeling. It occurs to me now too, belatedly, to reconsider what kind of reaction my youngest sister Karisa had wanted when she forced me to feel the cold of my hands and feet this morning before entering the Grand Shrine.

This morning. Spirits, that had only been this morning.

“Is she in shock?” Risteri asks.

“She’s been half frozen most of the night, as far as I can tell,” Lorwyn answers. “But she’s thinking clearly enough.”

I focus. I’m huddled in a large chair in front of the fireplace, but Lorwyn and Risteri are hovering around me.

I finally notice it’s not so much out of concern for my wellbeing, or at least not entirely, as the fact that there aren’t other chairs. There’s a small kitchen, with a single stool at a bar. It’s quaint, clearly designed for only one person, and not at all where I’d expect to find the grandmother of a noble house residing. Maybe referring to it as her ‘grandma’s cottage’ is a joke of some kind?

“Bathroom’s behind you,” Lorwyn says, jerking her head in the direction around the other side. I crane my neck to see the wall blocking it and the beginning of a staircase. “The attic is basically a closet with a bed.”

I blink. “Is the closet or bed particularly large?”

“Not particularly,” Risteri says.

“The closet,” Lorwyn says at the same time.

They glance at each other and then away again.

It finally occurs to me to take a look at Risteri now that she’s taken her cloak off. My assessment outside was accurate but incomplete: she’s dressed in silken pajama pants tucked into very sturdy, well-worn boots. More than that, her arms are well muscled: not huge, but defined, far more so than I’d expect of a noblewoman outside the armed forces. She’s about our age, maybe twenty; no wrinkles in her face, but her skin tone is dark brown, like someone who spends considerable time in the sun. Not typical for a noblewoman at all—but then again, most noblewomen our age live at court. Clearly, she’s not typical.

“Are you going to tell me what this is all about?” Risteri asks.

“I told you, I’m calling in my favor,” Lorwyn says. “On your honor.”

Risteri’s braid swishes again. “Yes, I heard that part, but you haven’t said what you want.”

“This is Miyara,” Lorwyn says, gesturing at me, where I watch quietly. “She needs a place to stay, and I happen to know this cottage is unoccupied.”

She means for me to stay on a noble estate? Is she mad?

“Why can’t she stay with you?” Risteri asks, and I see that the second the words are out of her mouth she regrets them.

“And stay where?” Lorwyn asks. “You know how many siblings I have. We already don’t fit. If I knew of another place for someone to stay, don’t you think I’d be living there?”

“I could find you both a place, instead,” Risteri says.

Lorwyn shakes her head. “No. First, she needs a place now. And that wouldn’t be an equal exchange.”

“What about this is equal?” Risteri asks. “I’m not exactly on great terms with my father, and you think I’m just going to explain away someone taking over my grandmother’s cottage?”

Lorwyn doesn’t even move, but her voice cracks like a whip. “I’m asking you to help someone hide, and to do so in the shadow of your noble family home.”

Risteri reels back like Lorwyn has struck her in truth. There’s a meaning there I don’t understand, presumably related to their past exchange.

“Since you will have to deal with your family,” Lorwyn says, biting every word, “the deal is that Miyara will only stay until spring, when your grandmother arrives. After that, she’ll be out of your hair, and your debt to me will be clear. You can’t tell me that isn’t a comparable exchange.”

Risteri crosses her arms, scowling at me. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the notion that Lorwyn is forcing a noble daughter to go against the head of her house at all, let alone that Risteri isn’t dismissing the very idea out of hand. Whatever Lorwyn did for her, it must have been serious.

And Risteri is going to have to make it stick for six months—apparently even Lorwyn doesn’t think Risteri can stand against the house matriarch after that.

“It’s not like you to be so compassionate,” Risteri says—to Lorwyn, apparently, though she’s looking at me when she says it. “What are you getting out of this deal? You don’t do anything without getting something in return.”

Lorwyn’s expression has twisted, and I know Risteri has pushed too hard against an old wound. Before Lorwyn can answer, I blurt, “I think there’s a lot of beetle tea in my future.”

Both of them look at me.

Then Risteri’s eyes narrow and she looks incredulously at Lorwyn. “She doesn’t mean sleekbeetles, does she?”

Lorwyn rolls her eyes. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“You’re spending your time making sleekbeetle tea,” Risteri echoes. “I don’t believe this. Lorwyn, what are you doing at that place? You could leave—”

“No,” Lorwyn says, “I can’t.”

They stare at each other some more, the weight of old arguments hanging between them, thickening the air.

I’m abruptly too tired to be patient with the drama not quite unfolding in front of me. It’s clearly so important to them, and just as clearly not going to be resolved tonight, and at this rate Lorwyn is going to push Risteri to throw us both out and then my feet really will freeze.

“I don’t suppose,” I say, “I might be able to find a kettle in the kitchen for some tea? Perhaps a, ah, more conventional cup.”

Lorwyn doesn’t laugh as I’d hoped, but she does break their staring match to look at me. “Risteri can show you where everything is. I’ll be back to pick you up tomorrow morning.”

She’s walking away, grabbing her coat off the hook by the door, as Risteri says, “I still haven’t agreed to this.”

Lorwyn replies, “You agreed to this a decade ago,” and the door shuts behind her.

Leaving me alone with a noblewoman who certainly does not want me here.

On the other hand, Lorwyn’s continued presence was likely to make our interaction even more awkward.

We regard each other in silence for a long moment.

“I didn’t realize the sleekbeetles were common knowledge,” I say.

Risteri’s eyebrows shoot up. “Lorwyn didn’t tell you?”

“I suspect the list of things Lorwyn hasn’t told me is quite long.”

A smile ghosts across her face. “There is that. But she will always tell you what she thinks of you.” She shakes her head. “I lead tours of the Cataclysm for work.”

I blink rapidly, trying to process the wealth of information in that single statement.

First and foremost, there is the fact that she works. For money. For a noble, performing labor at all, let alone being seen to, is practically obscene.

And she does it of her own volition.

No matter her reasons, that would all be shocking enough, but her choice of vocation is another matter entirely.

What we now call The Cataclysm once comprised the bulk of Istalam’s empire, as well as a number of countries that used to lie on the other side of our borders.

We’re not certain how many continue to exist. We don’t know how far the Cataclysm stretches.

Fifty years ago, magic exploded somewhere to the east. No one agrees on what caused it, though many people fear it was witchcraft gone rogue.

In the end, the magical detonation left a huge swath of land uninhabitable. The Cataclysm destabilized reality; within its borders, magic is wild. Not only do the rules that govern our physical world not function there, there are no rules except that everything is changeable. Up becomes down, solid land morphs into fiery miasma, fruit evaporates or becomes angry creatures with claws once eaten, tsunamis form in places with no water, and there is no way to navigate to north. Anyone caught within the Cataclysm before the border had stopped expanding died. 

The scale of loss is incalculable. 

Lorwyn’s people, the Gaellani, were the biggest group that managed to flee the devastating effects, rushing west ahead of the spreading magical effects as fast as they could. Most others weren’t so lucky.

It’s possible to cross the border into the Cataclysm. On the edges, the effects aren’t so pronounced. Daring tourists go to see wild magical novelties—shifting glimpses into other landscapes, beasts that have never existed, vines that are conscious and hungry, weather that travels in pockets that burst without warning—in a relatively controlled setting. But the deeper in you go, the harder it is to find your way back. Teams of trekkers regularly fail to return, but those that do bring back with them magical treasures that can make them fortunes.

If Risteri leads tours, she’s ventured into the Cataclysm so often she knows the layout of its rim well enough to be a guide. She also has enough experience in the Cataclysm that she’s trusted to deal with magical anomalies and random attacks that may crop up, trusted to defend the hapless tourists and bring them back across the border safely. Only on the rim, of course, but that she can at all implies she’s spent considerable time deeper inside the Cataclysm, too. But even as a tour guide, she risks her life every time, and by the sound of it, every day.

It is common wisdom that only the very brave or the very stupid venture into the Cataclysm.

Of course this is the kind of noble daughter a witch made friends with as a child.

“I think I see why your relationship with your father might be strained,” I say.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Risteri says. “Come on, let me show you around.”

She leads me around the cottage, pointing out spell anchors and how to activate them.

“The magetech isn’t slick by modern standards,” she says, “but you won’t have trouble with the oven or anything.”

As if I would know what to do with it. It’s a marvel that she does.

“The cottage was built for a favored steward generations ago,” Risteri explains as we head up the stairs, “but more recently it was used for the occasional visitor as a guest studio. More privacy and functionality than an inn, and it’s convenient on the grounds. But Grandmother inexplicably decided she liked it and would rather have privacy than stay in the main house all the time, so now it’s reserved for her use when she stays with us for spring and summer.”

Lorwyn wasn’t kidding about the second floor. Most of the space is devoted to clothing storage—chests of drawers and empty racks. It’s not large as noble closets go, but it’s adequate for a season’s wardrobe. If Lorwyn shared a small space with her family, I can imagine how her standard for size would be different than Risteri’s.

But my attention is drawn to the bed. It’s not large at all, but it is piled high with blankets and plush pillows and never has anything looked more inviting in my life.

“Here, sit down,” Risteri says.

I ignore her, afraid that if I sit down I’ll never stand up again, and watch as she goes to one of the chests of drawers.

“Grandmother always leaves some clothes here, in case her luggage gets delayed on the way from the capital,” Risteri explains, pulling out some cloth. “It won’t fit you super well, but it has to be dryer than what you’re wearing.”

I take it hesitantly. It’s soft, almost fluffy, and I can feel a lump inside that I dearly hope is socks.

Socks. I have never appreciated them as well as I do today.

“Are you sure this is okay?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Sure. It’s not like my grandmother ever needs to know.”

Risteri must be the strangest noble girl in the world.

Then again, although she’s clearly rebellious, of the two of us she hasn’t actually abandoned her family.

“That’s not what I meant,” I say. “You know nothing about me.”

She nods slowly. “That’s true. But I do know Lorwyn, and it’s not like her to go out of her way for people. So either she knows enough about you to make you trustworthy, or she’s learning compassion. Unlike her, I do care about the wellbeing of people I’ve never met, so that’s enough for me.”

Lorwyn as uncaring—the characterization doesn’t sound wrong, exactly, but certainly incomplete. Whatever happened between these two as children ran deep.

“Lorwyn told me,” I say, “that no matter what, I could trust you to keep your word.”

Risteri goes rigid, and then she takes a deep breath and changes the subject. “We can sort out more of the details of your stay tomorrow. Do you need anything else tonight?”

I start to say no automatically, but pause, remembering how I keep forgetting that I’m cold, and think.

“I don’t suppose,” I ask, “there might be any food the main kitchen could spare? It’s been some time since I’ve eaten.”

Risteri frowns. “How long?”

I’d started fasting the night before the ceremony, so— “A day, about.”

Risteri winces. “Wait here.”

I succumb to the temptation of socks before realizing she’s only going downstairs.

“This is all I have on me,” she says when she returns, handing me a sack containing nuts and a hunk of cheese.

“You keep snacks in your cloak?” I ask.

Risteri shrugs. “Sometimes you don’t notice a magic pocket on the horizon until you’re caught in it. Best to be prepared.”

That sounds like wisdom. I suspect in the future I will never find myself without snacks, trustworthy tea leaves, and a sturdy pair of boots.

With socks.

“I’ll see what I can find at the house,” Risteri says. “Munch on this in the meantime and start getting ready for bed. You look like you’re about to keel over.”

I’m having trouble keeping my eyes open, the exhaustion creeping up on me almost as suddenly as it did on the train. I manage to finish the snacks and pulling on the nightclothes, but I’m asleep before she returns.
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