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For anyone who really needs a cup of tea and a nice book.


Take a break. You’ve earned it.









[image: A map depicts the Realm, highlighting Dragon Country, situated in the northeastern region near Tawney. Moving south from Tawney, the Queendom and Leonol are clearly marked. A river originates in the northwest and traverses several locations, including Lathe, the Magicary, and Jallin. To the west of the river lies Shepara. The capital city is marked just below the Queendom. Other places marked are Kyaron, Wellia, and Mercon. The Roiling Isles are marked in the southeast region.]
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Reyna


Reyna stalked the edges of the gilded crowd, watching the assassin creep ever closer to Queen Tilaine.


The party was lively, the royal orchestra working hard to fill the cavernous ballroom with their sovereign’s favorite scores. Even with the open windows, the brisk evening air smelled of sweat and perfume. Court folk clad in colorful silk attire danced with nobility from every corner of the Queendom. Servers with golden trays and matching smiles flitted between them, offering shrimp, chocolates, champagne—all imported from Shepara for the Arcandor, their absent guest of honor.


It was a bold place to attempt an assassination.


Reyna hadn’t faced one this foolish in . . . oh, seven months? The Mid-Winter Celebration. An assassin tried to behead Queen Tilaine while she made her yearly address. Reyna would never forget his gurgling gasps, or the queen’s impassive stare as his spattered blood stained her silk shoes. Reyna certainly wouldn’t forget how Her Excellency nudged the body off the high balcony, then continued her address as if a corpse hadn’t crunched to the ground ten meters below.


Kianthe called Queen Tilaine a sociopath.


Reyna was finding that easier and easier to believe.


“I specifically ordered faster dancing.” Queen Tilaine’s voice was melodious—but with a venomous bite. Everyone knew why she was irate: Kianthe, the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, their foreign guest of honor—who also happened to be Reyna’s very secret girlfriend—hadn’t shown. Although the queen’s cheery expression never faltered, it was obvious that the Arcandor’s absence was picking at the queen’s mind like a child with a scab.


“Entertain me, my loves,” Queen Tilaine chimed.


“Pick up your feet!”


At their sovereign’s command, the music shifted into something more frenzied, and the court folk led their partners in a faster twirl. Their faces gleamed with sweat, but no one dared to slow their footwork.


Honestly, it was probably a good thing Kianthe had avoided this party. She may have done it out of spite, but whenever the Arcandor was near Queen Tilaine, it was an immense struggle for Kianthe to hold her tongue. All she’d need was to see Her Excellency’s reaction to this assassin, and she’d have choice words.


Reyna, contrarily, had no words about this. Just a consistent, pulsing weariness for her profession, growing more profound each day.


The would-be assassin wove through the ballroom, expertly managing to avoid being trampled by the dancers. Although the man’s outfit was a poor mimic of their professional servers, he moved with dangerous grace. There was no doubt he was a threat; even pretending to serve the public, his eyes never left the queen.


It drew the palace guards like moths to a flame.


Already, Reyna’s partner, Venne, was matching her steps on the opposite side of the ballroom. Crimson cloaks and gold armor accents—indicators of the queen’s private guards—meant they drew attention from the more discerning citizens, but no one dared approach. Behind Venne, two other soldiers were already securing the exits. Four senior guards, the ones proven worthy enough to stand near the queen, subtly tightened their circle around her.


Yet another carefully orchestrated dance.


Reyna’s short sword slid from its scabbard with a whisper.


Turn around. Walk away, she thought. You don’t have to die tonight.


But of course, it was far too late for that. He’d been identified as a threat—and threats were dealt with swiftly and mercilessly.


Not for the first time, Kianthe’s offer rose from the back of Reyna’s mind. “Run away with me,” the mage had said, her eyes alight. “You like tea. I like books. Let’s open a shop somewhere remote and forget the world exists.”


Reyna had rolled her eyes back then, her lips tilting in a forbidden smile. It used to sound crazy. She came from a long line of palace guards, even if most were dead now. Her duty had been inscribed with blood the moment she was born.


And yet, a part of her fantasized about lounging in a quiet, noname town, sipping a cup of tea by the fire while Kianthe flipped aimlessly through a heavy tome. It was a distant dream, but one that left a warm glow deep in her soul.


The song ended, and almost immediately the music shifted into a brighter melody, if that were possible. But the pause allowed a breath of silence, one where the guards’ coordinated commands reached the assassin’s ears.


He knew they’d seen him.


His eyes grew desperate, the set of his mouth firmed, and he began shoving his way to the queen. People yelped as the man knocked them to the ground, cried out as he yanked two wicked looking knives from sheaths hidden beneath his loose shirt.


Queen Tilaine watched the entire display with marked disinterest, chewing a delicate bite of shrimp. Her eyes flicked to Reyna, the closest of her guards, and she made a Well? Get on with it motion.


Gods be damned. Reyna hated this part.


Drawing a short breath and steeling her resolve, Reyna lunged. As easily as a knife through butter, her sword slid into the man’s back. The blade nicked a couple ribs, meeting resistance, but she shoved it deeper, her face a distant mask as the bloody tip protruded from his chest, just below his heart.


She’d been raised for murder, for “protection,” but Reyna could never get used to this. Pressed against the back of a dying man, his blood seeping through her uniform and slicking her sword’s hilt, the coppery scent hanging thick in the air . . . it made her insides twist.


The assassin had made his choice when he arrived at this ball, but as Kianthe was so blunt to remind her, there were other methods of apprehension. And yet, this particular one had Queen Tilaine tilting her head, smiling amidst the screams.


“Well. Now it’s a party,” Her Excellency said over the faltering orchestra.


Blood dribbled from the man’s mouth, and his body spasmed as Reyna withdrew the sword. He staggered, finally facing her, and gasped, “She d-deserves to die.”


Reyna, who shouldn’t have an opinion on that, didn’t falter.


“Finish him,” Queen Tilaine ordered.


Reyna raised her sword again, and inside her chest, that weariness quadrupled. She was so, so tired of this: of their sovereign, of palace protocol. All she wanted was a nice, hot cup of tea.


It was treason to think that.


She thought it anyway.


And then Venne shouted in alarm, and a dagger pressed against Reyna’s neck. It sliced the skin, a drop of blood slipping along her throat before diving between her collarbones. Reyna stiffened, freezing instantly, her breaths shallow. Although her heart pounded, her mind slipped into survival mode, analyzing the person who’d grabbed her.


Most likely a man, based off the size of his hand on Reyna’s arm, his tall stature for the knife’s positioning . . . and his ripe scent. He moved too close, leaning against Reyna’s back, fully expecting her to comply.


“Let us go,” he called, fear lingering in his voice. “Or I’ll kill her!”


His partner was dead anyway—palace blades were coated in poison, just in case the physical act didn’t finish the job. Already, the first assassin was teetering, clutching at the blood gushing through his chest.


But all eyes fell to Queen Tilaine.


Her Excellency regarded the situation. Warm ocean-blue eyes slid over Reyna as easily as if she were a street dog. Her white, powdered cheeks crinkled in amusement.


“Dear, if you think one guard will ensure your survival tonight, you are sorely mistaken. I won’t show mercy for someone intruding on my party like this.”


“Mercy” was Tilaine’s favorite word, considering she’d been blessed by the God of Mercy on her coronation day. The tilt of the sovereign’s painted lips proved she thought this was very clever to mention.


The knife at Reyna’s neck pressed more firmly. Pain, acute and shocking, lanced through her. A thicker stream of blood dripped from the blade. How lovely for Tilaine, to feel clever at the expense of Reyna’s safety.


Kianthe was going to be furious.


Hells, Reyna was furious. It prickled along her spine. She knew she was expendable, had known since she was five years old and her mother first handed her a blade and a mission. But Queen Eren, Gods rest her soul, had at least feigned sympathy at her mother’s funeral.


“A good life lost,” she’d said. “We mourn her sacrifice.”


Reyna, barely a teenager, had watched impassively. Her emotions were cold and dark that day, and they shifted to something cold and dark now.


In direct response to her pain, the inscribed moonstone Kianthe had gifted her pulsed twice over her heart. It was intended to alert the mage to injury, but they used it to communicate too—the moonstone would warm or pulse against her skin, and they’d formed a code through it. Reyna had no idea where Kianthe was currently, but two taps meant the Arcandor would be on her way shortly.


She’d probably be in a nervous fit, too. Because even if Queen Tilaine didn’t value Reyna’s life, Kianthe did. She hated Reyna’s job, reiterated over and over that she’d be devastated if something happened to Reyna.


Well, something had happened tonight—and Reyna was not going to let this be the final chapter in her life.


Barely a breath had passed since Queen Tilaine’s proclamation, but Reyna didn’t wait for more. Fast as lightning, she buried her elbow into the man’s gut. Her heel followed, the stiff sole grinding down his shin.


He grunted, and the knife at her neck vanished as the man staggered back. It was a brief reprieve; seconds later, the assassin lunged, aiming for Reyna’s chest. Reyna twisted to avoid the knife, swallowing a gasp as it sliced deep into her upper arm instead.


Enough of this. Reyna moved like a woman possessed, sliced the man’s throat, then buried the blade into his heart.


He died instantly, his hazel eyes shifting into a dull sheen.


Blood poured from the wound in Reyna’s arm, dripped sickly down her neck. Logic told her neither wound was life-threatening. It didn’t matter; her body was numb, and true pain would follow shortly.


Somehow, the queen’s betrayal hurt more.


Reyna shoved the corpse off her sword and faced the first assassin, only to see the man’s head had been graciously separated from his body. It rolled to the base of the dais, eyes and mouth open in never-ending horror. Venne casually wiped his sword off on the intruder’s black clothes.


“Are you all right?” His dark eyes flicked to her arm.


She cleaned her sword on her already-bloodied cloak and sheathed it, then gripped the wound to slow the bleeding. Crimson oozed through her fingers. She felt faint with anger. But everyone was watching, so she casually replied, “It’s nothing I haven’t experienced before.”


The spell pulsed again: Kianthe was smacking her from a country away. Reyna fought a wince. In an attempt to ignore her girlfriend, she bowed to the sovereign. “Your Excellency, what are your orders?”


The whole ballroom held its breath.


Queen Tilaine surveyed them, the frozen musicians, the panting dancers, the court folk who’d stepped away from the first assassin’s severed head. After a long moment, she smiled. “Well, this is a party—regardless of whether the Arcandor deigns to attend. String up the bodies, then double entertainment efforts. Everybody enjoy themselves!”


It sounded like a threat.


Already, a tall man with a thin mustache was nodding to several partygoers who’d lurked on the edges of the crowd. The queen’s spymaster, commanding his spies. They scattered like leaves on the wind, undoubtedly prepared to spread rumors of the royal ball’s opulence to every neighboring town and country.


It was all above Reyna’s paygrade. She planted her feet to keep from swaying.


Venne was beside her then, ripping the fabric of his cloak to tie around her wound. She didn’t want to let him that close, but her circumstances didn’t offer much choice. His smile grated on her, even as he murmured, “You are as fierce as an ice leopard, and just as beautiful.”


“Flattery won’t change my preferences,” she replied pointedly.


He shrugged. “Can’t fault a man for trying.”


Were that true.


“Luckily, I can find fault in a multitude of other qualities. For example, your bandaging skills need work.” She hissed as he tied the cloth too tightly, but the initial stab of pain faded into an uncomfortable thrum. Dimly, she dabbed at her neck with her crimson cloak. The blood blended right in.


Before them, another pair of palace guards were gathering the corpses. One held open a heavy bag, and the second dropped the severed head inside. He tied the bag to his belt, then hauled the body over his shoulder. The unburdened guard scooped up the other assassin’s bleeding corpse, following suit.


Waiters stood nearby, armed with buckets and mops. Soon, there would be no tangible record of this assassination attempt.


Except, of course, in the shackles by the bank of windows, where their corpses would be strung for the partygoers to appreciate as the evening wore on. Already, the court folk were offering a slight berth as a guard pried open the manacles.


Reyna could be lounging on a velvet couch beside a roaring fire, running her hands through Kianthe’s dark hair as they chatted about mundane things. No bodies. No prison-like palace routine. Just them, existing together.


And this time, something solidified in Reyna’s soul.


“The queen gave permission to escort you to the medical ward,” Venne said. She hadn’t even noticed him addressing their monarch, but apparently she’d been distracted making drastic life decisions.


Treasonous life decisions.


Queen Tilaine’s cheerful response ran through her head like a suffocating song: “You are sorely mistaken.”


Leaving didn’t feel like such a stretch anymore.


“I can escort myself.” Reyna was dizzy, her body starting to go cold, but she could still walk. The bandage against her arm was beginning to soak through, and there was no doubt she’d need stitches and rest soon, but she wasn’t on death’s door.


And yet, her mind whirled. Kianthe shouldn’t take long to arrive, distance depending. The moonstone was a quiet comfort over her heart, firm and warm as a kiss from the mage’s own lips.


Gods, she was really going to do this, wasn’t she?


Venne set a guiding arm over her shoulders and whispered, “You’re my excuse, Rey. Save me from the pomp and circumstance.”


Her entire life had been pomp and circumstance. Just once, Reyna was ready for something real.


“Reyna, I expect you back in service first thing tomorrow,” Queen Tilaine called.


Reyna bowed deeply, automatically, and turned her back on Her Excellency, the ballroom, the palace . . . and the Queendom.


And it happened so quietly, no one else noticed.


She visited the doctor, sat stoically while he stitched the gash on her bicep closed, while he applied pressure to her neck wound until it stopped bleeding. Venne escorted her to her quarters in the palace’s east wing, and she closed the door in his face. She slept until the ballroom cleared out, until the early-morning hours when the moon hung low and the palace guards had reduced to a skeleton staff.


Then she packed her meager belongings in two saddlebags, heaving them over her good shoulder. With her sword’s sheath tied to her leather belt, she glanced one final time at her old home: at the bed where Kianthe had first whispered promises in her ear, at the desk where she’d penned dozens of secret letters to the Arcandor, at the stone window where the mage would sometimes appear with a bouquet of exotic flowers.


Reyna drew a deep breath and walked out the door.


She’d memorized the palace guard rotations years ago, so her cohorts were easy to evade. When the stablemaster’s apprentice raised an eyebrow at her unusual arrival, she merely intoned: “The queen ordered me to run an errand. Saddle my horse, please.”


He did so.


And Reyna did something brave, just for herself. Without resistance, she thundered out the north gates of the Queendom’s capital city.


And this time, she wasn’t coming back.
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Kianthe


In a perfect world, Kianthe would have ignored Reyna the palace guard. She’d have met with the spiteful queen, scoffed at her paltry requests for magical assistance, and never let her eyes wander to the striking blonde clad in crimson and gold nearby.


She’d have bid that awful queen farewell and returned to the Magicary—the hub of magic within the Realm, placed firmly in the northern mountains of Shepara, where mages congregated and the legendary Stone of Seeing claimed its residence. Then she’d have spent her life basking in the disdain of withered old prunes who couldn’t fathom that the Stone chose her to succeed the last Arcandor.


None of that happened.


Well, the last part still happened on occasion, mostly because Kianthe took gleeful pleasure in reminding those ancient mages of her continued existence.


But instead, Kianthe engaged in witty banter in that horrid queen’s court—was shocked to discover the gorgeous palace guard had a sharp tongue and a sharper mind—and she fell.


And for the last two years, she hadn’t stopped falling.


Which was why it vexed her when Reyna—gorgeous, capable Reyna—was stuck working as a lapdog for Queen Tilaine. And worse, Reyna had a protective streak, which came with utter disregard for her own Stone-damned safety.


She was an excellent guard. She was a terrible girlfriend.


Kianthe cursed Reyna’s name, family, home, and values as she crossed Shepara’s borders, guiding her griffon, Visk, deep into the Queendom. Beneath her, the magical beast flexed powerful wings over the bitter night air. Kianthe leaned nearly off his back, squinting through the darkness at moonlit stretches of volcanic rock dotted with sparse grass, trying to quell the frantic beating of her heart, the sick breathlessness that hadn’t left since her moonstone—a perfect match to Reyna’s—pulsed last night.


A full day had passed since then, far too long for comfort. Kianthe had been in Wellia, Shepara’s capital, but even by air, travel from that distance took time. She’d left the council mid-meeting and didn’t apologize. Let them plant their own crops for once, instead of begging her to seed their fields.


Her spelled moonstones had confirmed two things: Reyna had been injured. And more peculiarly, she’d left the Queendom’s Grand Palace. The magic pulled Kianthe toward her, which was decidedly away from their capital city. About a day’s ride north, judging by the angle.


“Maybe she finally got wise and stabbed Tilaine herself,” Kianthe muttered, her words lost to the roaring wind. Fear sliced down her spine, and for a moment, the mage considered what it would mean if that were true.


If Reyna had killed the queen, she would be fleeing the entire might of the Queendom. Even Kianthe’s magic couldn’t save her then.


“Fuck. I take it back,” Kianthe shouted, as if the Stone itself had been listening. “Her sensible nature has to be good for something, right?”


The wind didn’t answer, and Kianthe huffed in frustration, urging Visk to fly lower over the lands.


For all Queen Tilaine’s posturing, her country was rather barren. To the west, Shepara had claimed the best farming soil, the richest oceans, and the Stone of Seeing—protected within the immense walls of the Magicary. Farther south, a luscious jungle offered the Leonolans refuge from the blazing sun and sticky heat. And to the north, dragon country. Perhaps all these perceived threats were why Tilaine tried so desperately to position herself as a worldly power.


Kianthe stopped caring when she saw the bodies strung in the woman’s streets—and imagined Reyna being next.


She flew on, growing more panicked as the Eastern Ocean glimmered in the meager moonlight. The Capital loomed to the south, its stone architecture a nod to the many quarries that marred the land. She nudged her griffon north, following the pull of magic, scanning for any sign of Reyna.


And then, near midnight, she found her.


It was honestly impressive Kianthe noticed her at all; Reyna had traveled far off the main road, making camp in a forest of pinyon pines, which grew low enough to hide her from anyone on the ground. She hadn’t made a fire, either. The only indication that someone camped there at all was Kianthe’s pulsing moonstone—and Lilac, Reyna’s warhorse, tied to a nearby tree.


“Landing, Rain,” she called over Visk’s flank as the griffon slid into a lazy circle overhead. “Don’t try to stab me this time.”


A quiet laugh pierced the air, and Kianthe relaxed a bit.


The mage pushed off her mount’s back, pulling magic from the air to cushion her fall. The Stone of Seeing designated her as a sort of . . . conduit, channeling its immense magic into smaller spells that benefited the world at large. Luckily, Kianthe had a lot of freedom to define “benefit,” and right now, it benefited her to inspect Reyna as soon as possible.


The stars were bright overhead and the moon was half-full, so she had enough light to see Reyna picking her way from underneath a pine’s low-hanging branches.


“Surprised to see me?” Kianthe spread her arms wide.


Reyna snorted. “Not one bit.” But her breath hitched as she moved.


Concern tightened Kianthe’s chest, and she crossed the distance between them in seconds. It was too dark to see details, and instantly, Kianthe’s mind fabricated an intrusive thought of Reyna drenched in blood, seconds from collapsing. It was a bad habit; Kianthe had spent an entire day squashing terrible scenarios, and now they all flared back to life, hot enough to burn.


So Kianthe let them burn, channeling the emotion into a flame perched within her open palm. Its embers reached for the pine needles, but she hissed, “Not right now,” and the flame sank into a tight ball, chastened.


It illuminated Reyna instantly, and she squinted against the light.


“Key, I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


But her right arm hung at her side, and blood stained her clothes. She’d changed out of her palace uniform at some point, but her outfit now had clearly seen battle. And her neck—did someone try to slash her neck? Kianthe sucked in a breath, shooing the docile fireball into the tree to get a closer look.


“Don’t worry, my ass. What in the five hells happened?”


Reyna sighed. “Well, first it was an assassin at Her Excellency’s ball.”


The ball. A twinge of guilt made Kianthe flinch. This wasn’t the first time Tilaine had used opulence and flattery as an attempt to woo Kianthe into her service. Normally, Kianthe ignored her, and felt no remorse about it.


Tonight, she wished she’d chosen differently.


Reyna had already moved on, casually gesturing at the wound on her shoulder. While it must have received medical attention at some point, she’d stripped the bandage, and now it bled sluggishly. “Stitches were pulled, but I was about to redo them. My neck probably looks bad, but it’s just a cut.”


“Just a—” Kianthe cut herself off. It was beside the point: “Wait. Go back. What do you mean, first?”


Now her girlfriend winced, like she didn’t really want to expand on this very important topic. “Ah, this—” She reluctantly lifted her torn shirt, revealing scratched skin underneath, like she’d tumbled into underbrush during a fight. “—is because a troop of bandits thought I made a decent target.”


“Bandits,” Kianthe repeated, deadpan.


Above them, Visk circled the clearing. Despite Lilac’s training for battle, she was still a horse—and in the wild, griffons preyed on horses. Now, Lilac was eyeing the sky, nostrils flared.


Kianthe would address it in a minute.


Reyna grimaced. “I thought I’d be finished with killing, but— well. It couldn’t be helped.” She swayed a bit, then replanted her feet. “Care to sit down, love? I need to restitch my arm.”


Kianthe drew a few calming breaths, attempting to quell the panic blooming in her chest. She numbly nodded, flicking a finger to raise a bench-like rock from the ground. “Visk, land,” she called, and when the griffon touched down—as far from Lilac as possible, since he had excellent manners—she rummaged through the leather bags he carried. Once she retrieved her supplies, she patted his flank. “Feel free to roam, bud. You’re making Lilac uneasy.”


The griffon chittered, a very cute sound from an incredibly fierce creature, and flew off. He’d have no problem keeping busy until they were ready to travel again.


Lilac relaxed, but only slightly.


Kianthe turned—and almost ran into Reyna. Her girlfriend’s lips tilted downward.


“Key, I’m fine.” Reyna’s voice softened. “And I’m sorry I’ve worried you.”


“I’m the one who took so long to get here.” Kianthe moved to lead her back under the tree.


Reyna caught her arm, and when Kianthe glanced back, the woman kissed her. Her lips were warm and reassuring, her good hand tangling in Kianthe’s hair just as she liked. Kianthe melted against her, wanting to hold her close, but she was ever-careful about Reyna’s wounds. Delicately, she looped an arm around her girlfriend’s waist, feeling their hearts beat together as magic literally sparked around them.


Relief. Slowly, the knot in Kianthe’s chest unwound.


She’d be okay. And that meant this was now a rare night together—despite two years of dating, their jobs had kept them apart for most of it. A few stolen days here and there were all they managed, alongside their limited communication with the moonstones.


Happiness bloomed in Kianthe’s chest. She grumbled when Reyna broke the kiss.


“Thought you had the sparks under control,” Reyna said, laughing a little.


“I thought you had your life under control, but here we are.” She waved the magic off, guiding Reyna to the bench she’d created under the tree.


Overhead, her spelled flame split to offer more light, glimmering like tiny candles amidst the pine needles. They warmed the air, too, and Reyna smiled. “Well, that’s beautiful.”


“You’re beautiful.”


As always, Reyna rolled her eyes, but a blush tinged her cheeks. It was delightful, and Kianthe grinned. Reyna shoved her shoulder, flushing now. “Don’t look so smug. That was a mediocre compliment at best.”


“Please. All of my compliments are mediocre at best.” Kianthe opened her leather bags, rummaging through the supplies she’d brought. She set a few things on the stone beside Reyna, hunting for a needle and medical thread.


Meanwhile, Reyna picked up a deep blue potion inside a glass vial. “Anti-venom?”


“My spell didn’t say how you were injured. For all I knew, you ate something meant for that Stone-damned queen and spent the night writhing on her fancy marble floor.”


“Thank the Gods you’re pretty,” Reyna remarked.


“Ouch. Be glad you wore that moonstone, or I wouldn’t know to be here at all.” Kianthe heated a needle with a thimble-sized flame off her fingertip. “For the record, I hate sewing. Especially this kind of sewing.”


“Don’t we all.”


Kianthe began stitching the wound closed, which was a struggle with her hands still trembling a bit. She hated this. She hated that the very definition of Reyna’s job was waiting for danger to strike. The breathless horror that encompassed wondering if she’d survive the next day, every day, forever.


Reyna had accepted it long ago. She turned her face upward, her hazel eyes tracing the firelight overhead as she steadied her breathing. Kianthe had to force herself not to stare at the sharp lines of her jaw and nose, or the way her ice-blond hair fell in tendrils from a loose bun.


After she messily stitched and redressed the first wound, she turned her attention to the scrapes on Reyna’s stomach. Basic armor—hell, even leather—would have helped avoid this. But palace guards didn’t wear armor, except for ceremonial purposes. Even then, the plating was carved into decorative dragon skulls and coated in gold, useless for a proper attack. Reyna ranted about it often, and once Kianthe started paying attention, the queen’s choices were comically bad.


Unsurprising, considering the source.


Reyna had shed her crimson cloak at some point, leaving her in a formfitting tank and trousers, but the gold rings curving around the shell of her ears were remnants of a formal evening.


Kianthe carefully dabbed the blood spotting a few deeper scrapes on Reyna’s stomach. Her skin was warm under Kianthe’s touch. “So . . . after all this, maybe tonight you’ll give up on that miserable woman and run away with me?”


It was meant to be a joke. But when Reyna didn’t respond, Kianthe glanced up, and their gazes locked. Reyna’s eyes were light enough to be startling, dark enough to be mysterious—and now they were raw with emotion.


Something deep and impacting shifted between them.


“You’re acting strange,” Kianthe said. “It’s concerning me.”


Reyna drew a breath. “Ask me again. Just like you’ve asked me before.”


She didn’t have to reference what she meant. Kianthe knew. She knew, because every minute they stole felt like a luxury. Fleeting memories of beauty and happiness, bookended with the heavy knowledge that Reyna had committed to a lifelong career.


“You can’t leave your life either,” Reyna had teased, the first time Kianthe proposed it. “You’re the Mage of Ages. You have responsibility.”


Kianthe had rolled her eyes. “Who’s going to stop me? The Stone of Seeing? It hasn’t intervened with an Arcandor’s choices in a century. And it’s not like I couldn’t fly to the site of a natural disaster; that’s what I’m doing now anyway. We’d just have a different home base.”


Reyna had snorted and waved a hand, dismissing the idea.


Kianthe didn’t push. After all, Reyna had earned a position of power beside a vindictive queen, and unlike Kianthe, very real consequences would find her if she abandoned that post.


Those consequences didn’t seem to matter now. Reyna held her gaze, steady.


“Ask me again, Key.”


Kianthe’s mouth was dry. She swallowed hard, and the whispered words felt like a promise. “Run away with me. You like tea. I like books. Care to open a shop and forget the world exists?”


The words hung like a melody between them. Reyna closed her eyes, a soft smile curving her lips. Everything condensed to this moment: spelled firelight glimmering overhead, her blood seeping into the bandage, her face pale and drawn, and her expression so, so happy.


Kianthe was mesmerized.


“Okay. I’ll run away with you. Let’s find a shop and make a home and forget about everything else.”


The spell shattered. Kianthe squealed, throwing her arms around Reyna’s shoulders, utterly forgetting to be mindful of her wounds. They laughed together, their uncertain futures solidifying into something tangible and real and lovely.


A bookstore that served tea, perched in the most remote corner of the world.


Kianthe could see it already.
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Reyna


After the shock had worn off, after Kianthe tended to Reyna’s wounds, after the mage’s featherlight touch on her stomach prompted something a bit more passionate, they lay together under the firelight. It had dimmed with Kianthe’s simple command, casting them in a cozy glow, and exhaustion tugged at Reyna’s mind.


But alongside it, excitement and happiness. They were going to do it. Open a shop somewhere, fill it with books and tea and a fireplace and cozy armchairs, and Reyna could finally, finally learn who she was without the queen looming over her.


She liked to cook—she knew that. She enjoyed testing new blends of tisane, and the warmth of her muscles after a good practice spar. She’d never been a reader, not until meeting Kianthe, but the mage’s love of the written word had infected her. Beyond that . . . well, Queensguard weren’t given much time off. It was an all-or-nothing job.


What kind of person could she become?


It was intimidating to decide.


Kianthe propped herself up on her arm, her fingers roaming along Reyna’s stomach. “You look like you swallowed a lemon.”


“I’m just . . . thinking.” She paused. As much as she loved Kianthe, she didn’t want the mage helpfully suggesting new ambitions. It was important that Reyna didn’t replace the queen with the Arcandor. So, she diverted: “About logistics.”


“The best part of any adventurous idea.” Sarcasm dripped from Kianthe’s statement.


Reyna snorted, turning on her good shoulder to face her properly. The ground had smoothed to be perfectly flat beneath her bedroll, no pebbles or stones or divots disrupting their sleep. That kind of thing happened around the Arcandor; the elements always wanted her to be comfortable.


“I found an insignia on the bandits who attacked me. The queen’s spies identified a few of their hideouts over the last several months. One is north of here.” Ever since Kianthe had first proposed this idea, Reyna kept a running tally of empty buildings reported to the queen. It used to be a “just in case” kind of thing, a laughable aside to keep Reyna’s attention span from drifting during court meetings.


After last night, she was very grateful she had an excellent memory.


Kianthe quirked an eyebrow. “You want to steal a bandit hideout as our new home?”


“Not steal.” Reyna winced, because she intended to earn her new life. Pay coin for property, even if she used a fake name. But owning in the Queendom—hells, owning anywhere—was expensive, and her savings over years of service felt very small when she checked the numbers.


She wasn’t willing to let it delay them, not once the decision had been made. So, she explored other options. “Her Excellency takes pride in offering safe passage within the Queendom. It’s one of the reasons her nobility tolerates her . . . other quirks.”


“‘Quirks’ is kind for that witch.”


Reyna paused. “Is it offensive to call someone a witch, as a magic user yourself?”


The mage snorted. “It’s because I’m a magic user that I can get away with it, love.” She pushed upright, swallowing a yawn. “If you’re talking logistics, I’m going to need a cup of tea. What’d you bring?”


“Just a few bags. Black, white, oolong. There’s rose and mint in the purple satchel.” She nodded at Lilac’s saddlebags, which she’d relocated under the tree before Kianthe arrived. Kianthe brightened at the mention of her favorite herbal blend, and wasted no time retrieving it and the copper kettle—Reyna’s most prized possession, other than the spelled moonstone.


“You want a cup?”


Reyna pushed upright too, although her whole body screamed protest at the movement. She was exhausted—she’d spent most of the day riding hard to get distance, and the bandit attack hadn’t helped matters.


Luckily, Kianthe was a quick learner when it came to tea. Already the mage was coaxing fresh groundwater to purify itself, easing it into the teakettle with a wave of her hand. She set the kettle on a tiny metal frame Reyna kept for camping. Then she snapped her fingers and a small fireball ignited on her palm, warming the water.


Reyna may have been tired, but she could never refuse a nice cup of tea, especially on a cold night. She tugged the woolen blanket tighter over her shoulders, winced as it applied pressure to her wound. “I suppose I’ll take one.”


“Of course you will.” Kianthe winked, then gestured for her to keep talking. “So, the queen hates bandits.”


“Mmm. So much that she offers payment for killing them. The ones I felled today would be worth at least a palidron.”


“Which is . . . how much in normal coin?”


Reyna very much disliked how disconnected the Queendom was from the rest of the continent. She considered the current exchange rate, based on their last royal visit to Wellia.


“It’s . . . ah—” But the total fell from her mind as fast as she calculated it—the scent of brewing tea and the blanket’s warmth were distracting her. “It’s a sum. But not enough to buy a building.”


“Hence the stealing.” Kianthe offered a wicked grin.


Reyna hesitated. “If you have money, we can combine our savings and try another route.” A pause. “Do you have anything?” Her face warmed; this felt like none of her business. She should know this after two years, but with just a few stolen nights every season, there always seemed to be more important conversation topics.


Luckily, her partner didn’t seem to care. “Please. I’m the Arcandor.” The words were spoken with a puffed chest and arrogant tone. Then she broke down laughing. “Which, of course, means all my funds are routed through the Magicary. So . . . no. Did you think I chose you for your looks?”


Reyna forced a smile. “I’m quite certain the Arcandor, Mage of Ages, could find a wealthier woman to bankroll her endeavors.”


This was an age-old worry, nicking her brain like an ice pick on a sculpture. Carving out an image where Kianthe grew bored, flitted away on her high-flying griffon, and left Reyna alone.


Suddenly, it felt like Reyna couldn’t breathe. Gods, what was she doing? Leaving a steady job, making enemies of Queen Tilaine, just to run off with her clandestine partner? They’d taken trips, but living together was a distant dream. Everyone knew the Arcandor was as fleeting as the wind itself.


Kianthe loved her, but what if that love wasn’t enough? What if close proximity revealed new problems, and their entire relationship fell apart?


Reyna drew a shaking breath, keeping as quiet as she could.


With the water boiling, Kianthe lowered the intensity of the flame in her palm, then added the rose and mint leaves to the water. All the while, she squinted at Reyna. Her voice was kind, yet firm: “Don’t do that.”


Shit. Reyna ducked her head, making a show of checking the bandage on her arm. “I don’t—”


“Yes, you do.” Kianthe let the flame die, crossing the distance between them in seconds. She touched Reyna’s cheek to redirect her gaze. “Rain. It was a joke. You know I wouldn’t choose someone for their coin. I love you because you’re amazing. You find worth in me, not my title or magic.” Kianthe’s voice cracked, and now she was the one averting her eyes. “No one else sees past that. Ever.”


Reyna’s heart broke. Every time she heard about Kianthe’s travels as the Arcandor, it sounded isolating.


“I’d do it again and again,” Reyna swore. She pulled Kianthe closer, kissing her hard. A promise. When they broke, hazel eyes met deep brown. “I’m not worried about you. I’m worried about your life . . . and whether or not you can truly leave it. If we try and discover you can’t, I’m not sure where that leaves me.”


After all, an Arcandor had never established a residence outside the Magicary walls. It just wasn’t done.


Right?


The mage considered her for a moment, and Reyna appreciated that she didn’t attempt to lie. “The mages in the Magicary won’t be happy if I don’t make regular appearances. And the Stone itself might get involved if I’m away too long.” She drew a breath. “But I’m committed to you. I want to explore every facet of this new life together . . . even if I have to travel sometimes. Is that okay?”


It was as good a promise as Reyna could expect. And she wouldn’t be sitting around, twiddling her thumbs while she waited for Kianthe to return. This was an opportunity for both of them, really.


Reyna inhaled slowly to calm her nerves, and this time, her smile was real. “Okay. You’re over-steeping that blend.”


“Well, excuse me for attempting to be fully present for this very important conversation.” Kianthe stuck out her tongue, but dutifully filtered the tisane into two ceramic mugs. She tossed the used leaves to the ground, rinsed the kettle with another pull of groundwater, and added two scoops of sugar to her tea and a fleck of honey to Reyna’s.


Then she tromped over, gave Reyna the mug and an almost assertive kiss, and resolutely plopped down beside her. “Move over. I’m cold.”


Together, they sat shoulder to shoulder underneath the wool blanket, pressed up against the rock she’d raised earlier. With a huff, Kianthe waved a hand at the pinyon pine tree, and its branches slid aside to reveal a window of stars. She extinguished the firelight with another unspoken spell, casting them in comfortable darkness.


For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Outside, Lilac munched on grass near the campsite. A pack of wolves howled in the distance, and crickets filled the air with music. An owl hooted nearby.


Reyna’s body relaxed. She clutched her mug against her chest, leaning heavily on Kianthe’s shoulder. “We’re going to need more distance from the Capital. Her Excellency’s spies will be searching for me.”


“Can’t just tell her to fuck off, huh?”


“Key!”


Kianthe chuckled, sipping her tea. “Just an idea.” But they both knew Queen Tilaine would take to Reyna’s absence about as well as the Magicary would take to Kianthe’s. The difference was, Reyna held no power—all Queen Tilaine would see was a traitor to the crown.


Kianthe pulled her arm over Reyna’s shoulders, being mindful of her wound. Her fingers traced the bandage, so light the touch tickled. “So, where are we going, then? The Magicary won’t expect me for a while, and I’m sure you have a plan for this mystical building.”


“Of course I do.” Reyna pressed the mug to her lips, murmuring over it: “Have you ever been to Tawney?”


Kianthe quirked an eyebrow. “The town that straddles Shepara and the Queendom? Just south of dragon country? That Tawney?”


“It’s remote, difficult to reach, and its trade routes rarely cross with the Capital. Plus, with the Sheparan and Queendom influences, we’ll blend right in.” Reyna sipped her tisane, savoring the sharp notes of mint overtop the mellower rose petals. “The bandits I killed today were part of the ring that recruits out of there. But with the questionable boundaries and ownership of the town, it’s been in Queen Tilaine’s best interest to ignore that hideout. We could secure it before the bandits realize what we’ve done.”


Kianthe frowned. “Or, and hear me out . . . we just go to Shepara. Let Tilaine throw her hissy fit; we’ll be sipping wine on the Nacean River out west.”


Reyna grimaced. Kianthe was warm against her side, but she suddenly felt very cold. “Queen Tilaine operates an extensive network of spies, Key.”


“And we’ll be out of their range—” Kianthe stopped short, staring at her. “Oh. Shit. Seriously? All the way in Shepara?”


“Everywhere. She has outposts in Leonol, and even sent scouts to dragon country once.” Reyna shook her head. “Fleeing to Shepara won’t save me. But Tawney is remote enough that her spies might not explore it for a year, maybe two. It’s small enough that we’ll notice any newcomers quickly. And—well, the building is enticing, I’ll admit. Shepara’s construction costs significantly more.”


Kianthe puffed out air. It ruffled Reyna’s hair, just a bit. The mage slumped against her, taking a deep swig of her tea. “Oh, fine. I hate the cold, but I’m sure you can warm me up.”


“Either me, or the dragon raids.”


“Dragon raids?”


“Mmm. Happens a few times a year.” Reyna quirked a smile. “Thank the Gods I’m dating an elemental mage. You know. For the fire control.”


Kianthe looked skyward. “You’re lucky I love you.”


And so, they went to Tawney.
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Kianthe


They stared at the ramshackle building.


“Well, it’s not . . . uninhabitable,” Reyna said.


Kianthe snickered.


Truly, though, the building itself wasn’t bad. As the mage had feared, Tawney bordered on uninhabitable—pressed between a vicious mountain range and the cold, open plains of a vast tundra. Sparse forests of pine trees offered mild scenery, but a closer look proved that only the stiffest plants bothered to take root. Lindenback, the road they stood on, was on the edge of town and faced an open stretch of land.


The sunset views were incredible, but Kianthe was already too cold to appreciate them.


Aside from the scenery, the best word to describe this place was “seedy.” Reyna was spot-on about it being a bandit headquarters—or at least a recruiting spot they sometimes visited. Broken glass and empty ale barrels filled the street, although the barn in question seemed unoccupied.


The neighbors had slammed their doors shut when Reyna and Kianthe approached, and a pair of men were staring greedily at Visk. Kianthe noticed them, and wrote them off just as fast.


Reyna was more alert. Her hand rested on her sword as she stared them down, reminding them that they weren’t being sneaky—and she wouldn’t back away from a fight. Her professional attitude was always sexy, but Kianthe had voiced that before and it never won any favors.


Under her breath, Reyna murmured, “I suspect your mount is attracting attention. And not the flattering kind.”


Kianthe barked a laugh, waggling her fingers at the men. Contrary to her partner’s, her voice was loud: “By the Stone, what a mistake that would be. Isn’t that right, sweetie?” She cooed at her griffon, scratching the feathers on Visk’s head. He preened under her attention, flexing talons larger than a dragon’s tooth.


The men flinched and ducked into a nearby alley.


Reyna relaxed, but only a smidge. Kianthe wondered if she was having second thoughts about this place.


But Reyna had brought up excellent points—mostly on the topic of cost. Shepara’s buildings would be nearly unreachable from an affordability standpoint, and anywhere properly within the Queendom was too close to Tilaine for Kianthe’s comfort. Leonol might be a good option, but it was as humid and miserable in their jungle as it was cold and miserable here on the plains.


Plus, the mage had never been great with delayed gratification. There was a niggling fear in Kianthe’s mind that if Reyna took too much time considering this, she might change her mind.


Kianthe didn’t use the word “devastated” often, but if Reyna rescinded their new life—all the hopes and dreams Kianthe couldn’t wait to explore—she certainly wouldn’t be happy about it.


So, while Reyna’s brow furrowed and her lips tilted downward, Kianthe slipped into cheery optimism.


The mage slid off Visk’s back and strolled to the old barn’s front windows. The lock was metal, but that was technically a type of earth—and technicalities didn’t slow the Arcandor. She twirled her fingers, using magic to pull up the pins, and it unlatched with a heavy clunk.


“Anybody home?” she trilled into the space.


Emptiness echoed. Reyna slid off Lilac and followed the mage inside, unsheathing her poison-brushed sword with a soft schwick.


Visk stepped near Lilac, protecting the horse with his presence. A Queendom warhorse was a prize, after all. Visk’s presence made Lilac stomp her hooves—but she had enough training to quell her basic impulse to flee.


Preposterous that Reyna thought griffons were “vicious.” By all standards, Visk was an itty-bitty buddy and a good boy.


The two of them stood in the space, silent for a long moment.


“It’s big,” Reyna remarked neutrally.


It was that. At some point, it might have been used as a barn. Now cobwebs hung from the rafters, its cavernous ceiling dark and looming. There was a makeshift kitchen in the corner, a pair of rooms in the back, and . . . that was it. The floor was dirt and sawdust. Rat droppings and feces of something bigger—raccoon, maybe?—scented the air. A few wooden tables had been shoved in the corner, and they were slick with a dark, tacky liquid.


Kianthe was enamored.


“This is perfect.”


“This is a health hazard, love.”


“No, your last career was a health hazard. This is raw potential.” Kianthe winked at her, strolling into the center of the space. “Look. Clear out the dust and debris. Pine floors from the forest nearby. Bookshelves to the ceiling on this wall. A few more windows . . . some ever-flame lights strung from the rafters . . .” She twirled, starry-eyed. “And plants! I can keep the tropical ones alive, you know.”


“Did you say ‘ever-flame’ near the brittle, wooden rafters?” Reyna reluctantly sheathed her sword, although a slight smile played on her lips.


Kianthe rolled her eyes. “You worry too much. A simple spell will keep them burning without burning.”


“I think there was a miscommunication when we discussed fire control.” Reyna’s voice held a hint of worry—and it wasn’t about the ever-flame. She looked doubtfully around the space, touching the healing wound at her neck.


She’d given a lot to be here; it was possible she’d built Tawney up in her mind and the reality was a letdown.


Kianthe was awash with ideas, seeing magic and fantastical notions everywhere. Reyna remained firmly on the ground, always. It was why Kianthe loved her . . . but it was also something she needed to be aware of. Her partner didn’t like big change or exuberant gestures. She liked facts. Figures. Certainties.


Which meant she’d been nervous before they reached Tawney.


“Tell me how you’re feeling,” Kianthe said, her tone leaving no room for argument. This was their go-to discussion tactic, something they’d developed after their first real fight.


Reyna rubbed her arm, sighing. “We don’t know if it’s structurally sound. This building had an open call for bandits and thieves— and beyond that, renovating it will take immense effort and coin.”


This had been Reyna’s idea, but Kianthe was starting to think she’d pushed her girlfriend into a box with cheery optimism and grandiose ideas for renovation. Kianthe didn’t care where they wound up, as long as they were together.


She could wait for the right place.


. . . Really.


“Okay.” Kianthe forced a smile.


“If you aren’t comfortable here, we’ll keep looking. This is the first area we’ve investigated; there’s no reason to settle.”


She just had to pray that Reyna wouldn’t change her mind as this dragged on.


Her girlfriend blinked, taken aback. “Oh.” Then, instead of arguing, Reyna turned a more critical eye to the space. As a Queensguard, she’d spent her life in a career where paying attention saved lives, and it showed in the careful way she moved through the old barn. She examined the floors, felt the walls, tested the sturdiness of the windows. She squinted at the roof, murmuring under her breath.


With the knowledge that they could leave Tawney behind, the whole place seemed to have more merit.


Kianthe moved to the doorway, keeping an eye on their mounts. Visk stood stoically, his eagle eyes glaring at the men down the street. Lilac had edged away from him, as far as her tether allowed, but otherwise seemed fine.


Granted, Kianthe didn’t have much experience with horses, but the lack of panicked whinnying seemed like a good sign.


After several long minutes, Reyna emerged from one of the bedrooms. “There’s a patio out back. Some trees and tiles, and we could make a nice sitting area for the summertime.”


Tawney was cold most of the year, but Kianthe hoped the coming summer months would warm at least a little. And if not, a bit of fire magic would go a long way. If Reyna wanted to sip tea in a garden, Stone damn it all, she’d have the chance.


“That’d be excellent.” Kianthe didn’t offer more, allowing Reyna to draw her own conclusion.


Reyna paused at the western wall and tilted her head. “I think this lumber will need reinforcing. A few planks are coming loose. Propping the weight of a wall of books would test it in this state . . . not to mention the wind off the plains.”


Kianthe felt giddy. She tried to keep an even tone, act like this was no big deal. “Sure, sure.” And really, it wasn’t—they’d already decided to make this happen. Whether it was here or in another building, Kianthe shouldn’t care.


But this place was big and bright and faced a nice view, and standing inside it, watching the woman she loved, Kianthe could imagine them making it home.


Reyna sighed, finally. “There was a reason I suggested investigating this building first. The bandits don’t concern me. We have the skillset to face them if more arrive. Tawney itself is where I’m hesitating, but . . . I can’t imagine this building will cost much.”


She seemed embarrassed about that, ducking her head as her cheeks tinged red.


Kianthe cleared her throat, even as the back of her neck burned. “If you want to explore someplace more expensive, I can pick up a few jobs. I have plenty of ability—that’s got to be worth something.” They’d never been in a position to share funds before. It made Kianthe immensely aware that she had none.


For a moment, they both stared at each other.


Then Reyna laughed. It was a rare thing, and filled the space with bright happiness.


“I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous, Key. Afraid of what you’re going to say, afraid of offending, afraid of losing our chance to do this.”


“Offend who? Me? Have you met me?”


With the tension shattered, they both grinned. Kianthe’s chest was warm. “I don’t have money, Rain, but I’ll do what I need to make this happen. Is that okay?”


“I don’t care about money. I’ve saved all my life for a dream I never expected to reach reality. I’m only sorry if my funds aren’t enough,” Reyna replied.


“Don’t apologize.” Kianthe tossed an arm over her shoulder, then backpedaled when Reyna hissed in pain. “Shit, sorry!”


“Maybe we apologize sometimes,” Reyna joked, her fingers feathering over her wound they’d rebandaged that morning. She turned her attention back to the street. “I think we can accomplish anything we set our minds to. But I am concerned about this street in particular. We won’t attract the right clientele here, and location is the first step to a successful shop.”


“Who said we’re opening it for the public?” Kianthe scowled. “That means work.”


Reyna crossed her arms, raising one eyebrow. “And profit.” The mage huffed, feigning exasperation. “Ugh. Fine. Let’s check out the rest of Tawney, see what we think.” She gestured outside, and Reyna stepped lithely from the building. Kianthe closed the door behind her, then welded the lock shut with a burst of flame.


At least she could protect it while they made their decision. Reyna chuckled. “Was that necessary?”


But Kianthe didn’t reply, because the men who’d been contemplating Visk earlier had resurfaced. They were perched on two wooden crates, murmuring to each other. Their eyes kept flicking to the griffon—and now, concerningly, Reyna. The rest of the street was oddly deserted, like the women had scared everyone else away.


Those two should have taken the hint.


Kianthe growled: “One moment.”


And she stomped over to the men.


They startled at her approach. Kianthe stopped near enough to smell the alcohol on one, see the yellowing teeth of the other. They looked well fed, but one had a thick beard and sallow skin, and the other possessed a tall, wiry frame and beady eyes.


“Hello, folks.”


They leered at her. Tall One said in a rough voice, “What do you want?” Sheparan accent, heavy on the consonants, but he spoke Common like the rest of them.


“We’re new in town. Bit curious about that building.” She jerked a thumb back at it.


Reyna appeared at her shoulder like a specter, one hand resting on her sword. The queen’s royal insignia, stamped on the pommel, drew their attention.


The men were looking less confident now. Tall One hesitated. “It’s just an old barn. No one lives there anymore.”


“Anymore? Who occupied it originally?”


They exchanged glances. Tall One chuckled. “You’re new in town, but here, people pay for that information.”


“Any information, really. We’re the best at it.” Beardy smiled. His voice was higher-pitched, with a whistle at the end from a missing tooth. Even so, their dangerous demeanors had vanished, replaced with something more curious.


Reyna raised an eyebrow. “Town informants?”


“Unofficially.” Tall One picked at his nails. “We watch everyone and everything. New folk come to town, ’specially with a griffon? Folk will want to know. You’d do best to get on our good sides.”


Kianthe nearly rolled her eyes. They weren’t a threat, then. Still, awfully audacious to ask for money from strangers who’d just moseyed into town. It felt like a scam.


Beside her, though, Reyna looked contemplative. She strolled back to Lilac, fishing in her saddlebags for a few coins. The men looked surprised when she willingly handed them over. “I’ll pay for that.”


They took the money, and Tall One squinted at the insignia on her sword. “You work for the queen?”


Reyna crossed her arms. “Used to. Now I pay handsomely for information about the queen’s people. Guards, citizens, spies. Any newcomers to Tawney—I’d like to know.”


Ah. Kianthe hated that this was necessary, but at least Reyna was taking steps to protect herself.


Beardy nodded, slipping the pents into a bag at his hip. He patted it, and the pouch jingled. “We can do that, long as the coins keep coming.”


Reyna smirked. “They will.”


“With that money, we deserve a bit more information. Seems only fair.” Kianthe gestured again at the barn. “Tell us about the building.”


The men exchanged another glance, and Tall One shrugged. “Used to belong to that Queendom lord, Julan.” At her questioning frown, he expanded: “Passed a few years ago. Dragon attack killed him and his wife.”


“So, who presides over Tawney now?” Reyna asked, brow furrowing. It was clear she both recognized the name, and had no idea Lord Julan had been killed.


Kianthe almost laughed. Tawney’s borders were irregular at best, and both countries assumed ownership. It was interesting that the Queendom had placed a lord here, as if they had claim over the land.


Not unexpected, considering their snake of a ruler, but still.


“Well, we’ve been betting on that kid Feo.” Beardy leaned back on the wooden crate, grinning wide. “They’re Sheparan-born. Real fancy-like. Hoping to make themself a name. But Julan had a son, and he isn’t happy someone’s disputing his claim. Whole town’s been waiting for the dust to settle.” Now he nodded at the barn. “There were casualties. Figuratively speaking.”


Reyna was smiling. Not just a quiet, amused smile, but an eager one: she’d just discovered a problem and was dying to resolve it. Kianthe snorted, bumped her shoulder, and asked, “Well, we’re sticking around for a bit. Last thing: You two know a spot to bunk tonight?”


“Inn’s just up the road,” Tall One commented, jerking a thumb. “If you like ale, Hansen serves the best.”


“We appreciate it.” Reyna paused, then tilted her head. “Do you have names?”


Tall One held out a hand, and Kianthe felt bad about mentally calling him Tall One this whole time. “Sigmund. This here’s Nurt.”


“It’s a nickname,” Nurt said solemnly.


“Call me Kianthe,” the mage said, because only a select few knew the given name of the Arcandor, Mage of Ages. “And this is—” She paused, glanced at Reyna awkwardly. If Tilaine’s spies followed their trail, using Reyna’s real name would make her too easy to track.


Reyna held out a hand. “Cya. Also a nickname.”


They bid the men farewell, then mounted their steeds to ride deeper into town. As they left Lindenback Road, Reyna remarked, “Always good to know the town informants. Didn’t expect they’d find us so fast; those two must be good.”


“Sure, sure.” Kianthe quirked an eyebrow. “So . . . Cya?”


“As in, see ya later,” Reyna replied, putting on a thick—almost absurd—Sheparan accent.


Kianthe cackled. “By the Stone, I’m already rubbing off on you. That does not bode well for this town.”


Reyna was still laughing when they reached the inn.
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