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To anyone who thinks a relationship like Kianthe and Reyna’s isn’t “realistic,” but secretly wants it so badly it hurts . . . don’t worry. Somewhere in the world, there is someone who will bake you cookies and buy you swords and fight your dragons.


Never give up.
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PROLOGUE


Kianthe


There was a scuffle. A chair scraped along the wooden floor. A book thumped off the shelf. A quiet chuckle was followed by Reyna’s deathly cold whisper: “What are you doing here?”


Kianthe rolled over, blinking blearily from the bed. Her face was half-buried in her pillow, and she squinted into the darkness. “’S someone here?” Despite her best effort, the words came out slurred, heavy with sleep.


Part of her thought she should be alarmed.


The rest of her resoundingly answered, Sounds like Reyna is handling this. It’s probably fine.


Her partner did, indeed, have it handled. A tall, thin man was standing beside their bed, looming over Kianthe—but he was utterly still. It looked weird . . . until Kianthe distantly noted that Reyna had a dagger pressed to his neck, the blade glinting in the silvery moonlight. Stone damned, her fiancée was hot.


“Go back to bed, love,” Reyna replied. She pressed a bit harder with the knife, and even in the dim lighting, a drop of blood gleamed as it slid down the man’s neck. “Locke was just leaving.”


That woke Kianthe up.


“Locke?” She pushed upright, rubbing one eye, squinting at the intruder. The rest of New Leaf Tomes and Tea was silent, the whole town of Tawney still in the icy winter night. She hadn’t seen him in person before, but he certainly looked as she expected—swathed in a dark cloak, shadows cutting harsh lines across his face. He glanced between them, gaze calculating.


Kianthe shivered, letting the cold seep into her bones. Letting it sharpen her mind. “I’m sorry. Tilaine’s spymaster, Locke?”


There was enough moisture in the air. She could pull it into an icicle, and that’d be plenty dangerous.


For him, anyway.


“I’m here of my own accord. Please, Reyna. Can we skip these pretenses?” The Queendom’s infamous spymaster heaved a long-suffering sigh.


Kianthe certainly wouldn’t be that blasé if Reyna had a knife to her throat. But maybe it was a byproduct of working for Queen Tilaine.


Reyna considered him for a long moment, then removed the knife and stepped back. She was still wearing her nightshirt, a thicker linen piece with long sleeves that ended mid-thigh. It left the rest of her looking fine, which almost distracted Kianthe from the fact that she spun the dagger threateningly between her fingers.


“This ‘pretense’ was only necessary because you broke into our home.” Reyna gestured at the bedroom door. “I refuse to talk in my nightclothes. Why don’t you get a fire started, and we’ll chat.”


“And here I thought your partner was the Mage of Ages,” Locke replied.


“My partner is still waking up. Surely the royal spymaster knows how to light a simple fire?” Reyna’s voice was innocent, but held an edge as sharp as her dagger’s. It left no room for argument.


Sexy. Kianthe smirked, draping over her pillow. Sleep still tugged at the edges of her mind. “Mhmm. Shoo, shoo.” She waggled a hand toward their shop.


Locke smirked, but dutifully left.


In the resulting silence, Reyna retrieved a cloak from their armoire and set aside her dagger—to be cleaned and polished, considering Locke’s blood still stained one edge. She tugged her hair into her signature bun. “Dear, this is likely a Queendom matter. You can stay in bed.” Her words were quiet, low enough that no one could hear her through their walls.


Kianthe pushed out of bed, stretching with a groan. “Nah. I’m up now. If Tilaine is throwing a fit again, I need to know if Locke is a threat.” A flame ignited in her palm, and like Reyna with her dagger, Kianthe let the fire dance along her fingers before vanishing. She yawned loudly, tugging on a comfy sweater crocheted by Bobbie. It was slightly misshapen, but the dye colors were autumnal, and it did the job of warming her up.


They’d only left Bobbie and Serina last season, but it felt like it had been years. And considering all that happened in the meantime—the dragon eggs hatching, Feo assuming the spot of councilmember, and Kianthe and Reyna settling back into managing New Leaf—Kianthe shouldn’t be surprised. Still, Bobbie’s sweater was a persistent reminder of their friends across the Realm.


If tonight was a threat, Kianthe supposed they could head west and find solace with them . . . or maybe even Dreggs.


“Locke is always a threat, love,” Reyna said. “Although I do question his target, tonight.”


Sure, sure. Absently, Kianthe clawed at her own hair. It was a losing battle. “Want me to make you a cup of tea?”


Reyna stepped over, pressing a kiss to her partner’s lips. She tasted vaguely sweet, somehow, which was just unfair since Kianthe’s breath was probably rancid. “Something strong, if you please. I have a feeling I’ll need it.”


With a wave, she left the room. When Kianthe emerged a few moments later, Reyna was already seated by the fire, across from Locke.


In the growing flames, Tilaine’s spymaster looked grim. His words were quiet, murmured, and Kianthe caught the tail end of his statement. “—wouldn’t bother you without a good reason, Reyna.”


Reyna lifted her chin, drumming her fingers on the chair’s armrest. She spoke louder, keeping no secrets from Kianthe. “It depends on who ordered this visit. You said you’re here of your own accord—but I find that hard to believe.”


“Of course you do.” Locke massaged his forehead. “Let me put your mind at ease. You’ve been researching the lost Queendom heir. Isn’t that correct?”


Reyna stiffened, the motion nearly imperceptible.


At the counter, scooping dried tea leaves, Kianthe tensed. Warning bells began echoing in her head, and she inserted forcefully, “There isn’t another heir. It’s a myth.” The last thing they needed was Tilaine thinking Reyna wasn’t loyal. Stone damned, that could ruin everything.


Reyna had always been so careful.


Now her shoulders slumped, and she pinched the bridge of her nose. “Thank you, dearest. But I somehow doubt Locke is actually asking that question.” She assessed him, as if waiting for him to pull out a dagger of his own. “How long have you known?”


“You’re very careful. Your research partner, Diarn Feo, is significantly less so.”


“Mmm.”


Locke leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “Her name is Tessalyn. Queen Eren’s second daughter, born in secrecy, shrouded in protective measures. I am here because I know exactly where she is—and I think it’s time we use her.”


Kianthe snorted, the sound dry and humorless. She stoked the small fire under Reyna’s copper kettle with a flick of her finger, then placed three linen bags of tea into mugs. “Use her? What is she? A winning card in a game of molem?”


“Precisely.” Locke’s gaze was steady, but he wasn’t watching Kianthe. No, Reyna was his prize.


Kianthe didn’t like it.


Granted, her partner didn’t seem to mind. In fact, she pressed her lips together, considering it. There had always been an unspoken question about this; yes, Reyna and Feo had been researching the missing heir, but no one had openly admitted what they’d do when they found her. In Kianthe’s mind, all this research was to assess a potential ally.


Clearly, the Queendom citizens thought differently.


“I don’t understand,” Reyna said.


It was such an obvious lie that Kianthe almost laughed. Reyna understood everything. Even Kianthe could read the subtext in this conversation. But it was a brilliant move—it forced Locke to say it aloud, to pitch the idea first.


It gave Reyna deniability until the very end.


Sneaky.


Locke knew it, too. A dark smile spread across the spymaster’s face. In the flickering light of the fire, he looked almost villainous. “I believe Her Excellency’s reign has come to an end. I want to use Tessalyn to overthrow Queen Tilaine—and I need your help to do it.”


“By the Stone,” Kianthe breathed.


“That’s treason, spymaster.” Reyna’s words were silky smooth, although her eyes flashed.


Locke leaned back in his chair. “It is. So, Reyna. My fate, and the fate of the Queendom, is in your hands. Will you help me?”


Kianthe brought the mugs of tea over, handing one off to Locke, and the other to Reyna. While the spymaster barely glanced at it, Reyna took the mug with reverence, letting it warm her hands, scenting the earthen undertones cut by a spoon of honey. Kianthe perched on the armrest at her side, sipping from her own mug.


Kianthe wanted to scream: Yes, Stone and Stars, yes, let’s get that bitch out of power! But their last confrontation with Tilaine had proved just how many of their friends were at risk. If they failed, every Queendom citizen here could be labeled a traitor to the crown and killed. So she clamped her mouth shut, heart pounding.


Reyna drew a sip of her tea. “Some people think that, when steeping tea leaves, adding time makes the taste stronger.”


“I also believed that, when I was younger.” Locke sounded awfully casual, considering what he’d just said. He drew a slow breath, inhaling the steam from his mug. “Now I know the truth. Wine ages well and refines in taste, but tea?”


Reyna picked up his statement seamlessly. “Too long, and it gets bitter. Oversteeping can ruin an otherwise good cup.” Now she paused, light brown eyes flicking upwards. “It is possible that Her Excellency has a similar problem.”


“More than possible, I’d say.” Locke smirked, and held out one hand.


A pointed gesture.


Reyna leaned forward and took it.


A thrill swept up Kianthe’s spine, and she leaned against the armchair’s back. “Well. I guess we have some things to plan, huh.”
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Reyna


Two somethings thudded onto the roof of New Leaf Tomes and Tea, which meant Reyna’s day just got more complicated.


The wooden roof wouldn’t collapse—not with an elemental mage living here, threatening it daily—but Reyna flinched anyway. Hot water from the copper kettle she held splashed onto the polished wooden counter, missing the mug and burning the back of her hand. She hissed, pressing a hand to the angry red splotching rose-toned skin.


Meanwhile, dust misted from the rafters, settling on the wide leaves of exotic plants, shelves of books, and the building’s patrons. Several folks covered their mugs of tea, glancing at the ceiling in exasperation. A young couple nestled in the comfy armchairs near the fireplace craned to look at Reyna.


“Should we be worried?” one asked.


“Of course not.” Reyna dipped a rag in cool water, easing it against the mild burn. Mentally, she counted: three, two, one—


“Did you hear that?” Kianthe slammed out of the back storage room, where she was supposed to be blending new teas. Teas they’d need for all the guests who would be showing up for their wedding. A wedding that was happening six days from now.


Gods, planning a wedding was so much more stress than Reyna expected. She didn’t often feel frustrated with Kianthe, but a spark of it flared in her soul now.


Reyna closed her eyes, drawing a fortifying breath. “Dear—”


“They came back! Maybe they’re following my magic? Or they just love Ponder . . .” Kianthe danced in a circle, squinting at the ceiling, dark eyes alight. If Tawney’s ley line had been any stronger, her magic would be sparkling in anticipation, flashing in the air like fireflies.


It was cute. Reyna loved that Kianthe got excited about the dragons.


But the part of her strained to the brink whispered, Is there time for this?


At the bookshelves, Gossley—their teenage shop hand—groaned. “No. No. You promised we weren’t doing this again.”


Above them, the sound of scrabbling talons cut over the roof tiles. The entire barn seemed to groan, the roof holding the weight as a sheer act of the Gods. Or maybe it was an act of the Stone of Seeing. Or maybe the wood just didn’t want to disappoint Kianthe, the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, the Realm’s most powerful elemental mage—who was currently hopping into her leather boots like there was a fight to catch outside and she didn’t want to miss out.


Kianthe’s balance shifted, and she nearly crashed into the wall.


A few of their patrons snorted and went back to their teas.


Reyna set down her copper kettle, absently mopping the spilled water with a cleaning rag. The burn’s pain had already faded, which was a blessing. The frustration remained. “Key, please. Gossley is right; we talked about this.”


“I’m just going to look. They’re baby dragons,” Kianthe said, yanking on her other boot. This side was far more graceful, mostly because she’d taken the hint and braced her shoulder against the wall.


“I thought dragon magic made you nauseous?” Reyna asked, an unbidden smile crossing her face. It was hard to stay mad at her partner for long.


“Adult dragon magic, maybe. Baby dragon magic doesn’t count. It’s like”—Kianthe paused, straightening, deep in thought—”like the unsettling feeling of a rough ocean, where you think you should be seasick, but you aren’t. And they’re so cute!”


Reyna sighed. “Cute or not, the last time they stopped by, one showed interest in your moonstone. And when you let it get a closer look—it stole your moonstone, and you and Visk spent half the day chasing it down.”


Her unspoken words were: We don’t have half a day. We barely have until noon.


But Kianthe utterly missed it.


“Something so young shouldn’t be so fast.” Kianthe’s hand unconsciously sought the pendant at her neck. It still functioned as necessary—a bridge between Reyna’s own, matching necklace, allowing them to communicate over long distances—but there was a big chip in hers now. “Gentle” wasn’t a concept many dragons understood, apparently.


Another thump-thud on the roof.


Case in point.


Kianthe surged forward, and Reyna smoothly cut her off. Sometimes Kianthe’s brain got frazzled, completely distracted. Sometimes, she needed more pointed intervention. Reyna tried to keep her tone neutral, but her stress leaked in. “Key, please listen to me. The wedding is in one week. Our friends are working hard to ensure it’s a time everyone remembers. The town’s size is about to double with all our guests.” She drew a slow breath, feeling her heart rate slow as Kianthe finally offered her undivided attention. Gazing at her partner, it was easy to add an amusing lilt now: “If the Arcandor accidentally starts a war with the dragons, we’ll have a difficult time cutting the cake.”


“Fuck.” Kianthe visibly hesitated. “I forgot there’d be cake.”


Reyna squeezed her arm and strolled back behind the counter. “I can’t take on sorting the teas, too, love. Please don’t add that to my load.”


“Never,” Kianthe swore, pressing a hand to her heart. “I’ll get it done. And then I’ll make you a cup of tea to unwind tonight. You seem stressed.”


“I wonder why,” Reyna drawled, but inside, she was cringing.


Everything they’d discussed with Locke all those weeks ago—it was all coming to a head at the wedding. Which meant everything needed to be perfect. She couldn’t take any more distractions.


“Love you, Rain.” Kianthe stepped forward, pressing a kiss to her lips. “Just a moment with the dragons, okay?”


Any frustration melted away. Reyna was slightly shorter than Kianthe, and she pushed to her tip-toes to drape over her partner in a hug. Kianthe’s strong grip felt like an anchor in a storm. “Okay. Have fun. And tell Ponder to stay off the roof. She’s setting a bad example.” Reyna pulled away, dipped a tea bag into the mug, then flipped one of their sand timers to ensure it didn’t oversteep. “Apologies for the delay, Miss Fusset! It will just be a moment.”


An elderly woman at one of the nearby tables waved, nose buried in a very raunchy book.


Kianthe stole another kiss, then winked. “Be right back. If anything, I’ll make sure they don’t cave the place in. You don’t need that right now, either.”


By the time Reyna sorted her thoughts to respond, Kianthe was gone.


It wasn’t a graceful exit—the moment she stepped outside, she nearly slammed into Matild. Their best friend danced around Kianthe, raising a plate covered in a cloth napkin over her head to avoid Kianthe’s flailing hands.


“Matild, there’s dragons—”


“Do you know how long it took Janice to bake these cookies?” Matild shifted the plate to one hand and smacked Kianthe’s shoulder with the other. The mage grinned sheepishly, but Matild was already stepping inside, utterly ignoring the dragons on the roof. “Reyna, I need your opinion. I can’t trust your fiancée with this.”


Matild was Tawney’s midwife—the closest thing to a medical professional in the small town. She was also one of the first acquaintances Kianthe and Reyna had made when they arrived—and it was a friendship that had withstood the test of time. Now she strode through the bookshop as if she owned the place, her ochre skin flushed, eyes alight.


As a married woman, nothing excited Matild more than the thought of someone else’s wedding.


Reyna wished she had that energy.


Another fire to put out. Reyna hadn’t had this many tasks on her plate since Queen Tilaine visited Shepara, and she was one of three Queensguard chosen to coordinate security on the trip. Swallowing a sigh, Reyna removed the tea bag, mixed in some honey, and dropped it off at Miss Fusset’s table.


The old woman barely noticed, eyes wide as she flipped to a new page.


“Follow me.” Matild bypassed the bookshop entirely, beelining for the storage room—and the privacy it afforded.


Lovely. One of those cookie tastings, then.


Reyna forced a smile and said to Gossley, “You’ve got the shop.”


“Of course, Miss Reyna.” The boy puffed up a bit as he fumbled with the book in his hand. His girlfriend sometimes stopped by to say hello, and nothing pleased Gossley more than showing he was in charge of a business. Luckily, he was as reliable as he was eager.


Reyna stepped into the storeroom and gently closed the door behind herself, facing Matild. She couldn’t stop herself from slumping against the door. “Well?”


“We have a problem.” The midwife cut straight to the chase.


Reyna massaged her forehead. “We always do. What’s the issue now? If it’s still the florist, Kianthe will be the best one to—”


“It’s not the florist.” Matild cleared a space for her plate of cookies, casting a surreptitious look at the unsorted teas. Jars and jars of them busied the table in the room’s center, with half-made blends left abandoned. In short, it was chaos—but that was how Kianthe preferred to work. Matild quirked an eyebrow. “Uh. Those baby dragons interrupted something, didn’t they?”


“The problem, Matild?” Reyna redirected. Her brain was a swirl of activity already, and the wedding preparations hadn’t even started in earnest. Not for the first time, Reyna regretted agreeing to this entire event. It felt so unnecessary.


Then again, the point was to present a united front to the entire Realm.


She just had to survive the week.


Matild riffled through her pocket and plucked out a single letter. It had a deep-blue seal stamped on the front, the address penned with meticulous cursive.




Kianthe of the Magicary and Jallin


The Arcandor, the Mage of Ages


New Leaf Tomes and Tea, Tawney





There was no mention of the sender. There was also no doubt in Reyna’s mind who’d sent it. This week, her normally impeccable composure was a thing of the past, and she cursed loudly as she snatched the letter from Matild’s hand. “When did you get this?”


“Postmaster dropped it off this morning.” Until the wedding was over, all their mail was being delivered to Matild. It was partly to avoid opening any gifts early by accident . . . and partly to keep their sanity in a sea of congratulations. Reyna and Kianthe agreed they could sort through the letters at their leisure after the wedding.


Matild’s voice was grim. “You said to look out for letters from Jallin. I thought it was odd they’d address her like that.”


Reyna ran her fingers along the locations. The Magicary . . . and Jallin.


The Arcandor was nothing short of a public figure, renowned for her control over the Realm’s elemental magic. But all mages were funneled into the Magicary for proper training, and then released as independent citizens. In theory, the Mage of Ages held no special connection to any one country or town; they were a mediator to the Realm at large.


In practice, Kianthe was usually biased in favor of Shepara or Leonol—mostly because she hated Queen Tilaine, the venerated ruler of the Queendom and Reyna’s ruthless ex-employer. But to imply Kianthe was loyal to Jallin specifically . . . that was an overstep only one family would make.


Reyna opened the letter. She shouldn’t, not without Kianthe’s approval, but she couldn’t stop herself. The words blurred together so she only caught snippets at first, lines like delighted to see you again and gifts for you and your future wife, but the ending signature stuck like a dagger.




See you soon,


Your Parents





“Shit,” Reyna muttered.


“That bad?” Matild skirted around the table, craning over Reyna’s shoulder to see. It was a dangerous position for anyone but Kianthe—Reyna’s instincts were to never let someone hover behind her, lest they pull a knife—but this new development took priority. Matild hummed in confusion. “Her parents? All this time, you wanted me to watch for a letter from her parents?”


Reyna leveled an unimpressed stare at Matild.


The midwife tutted. “Don’t look at me like that. Of course her family would want to come to her wedding. Why are you acting like someone poisoned your drink?”


Reyna carefully extricated herself, stepping to a clear area of the storage room for a bit of breathing space. “Kianthe isn’t on the best terms with her family. She’s started sending letters, and replying to the ones they sent . . . but that’s different than her parents”—Reyna checked the letter to get the wording right—”‘arriving in Tawney posthaste.’”


Matild contemplated. “Were they assholes?”


And that was where things got tricky. Family relations usually were. Reyna drew a short breath. “I honestly can’t say. From what Kianthe tells me, they’re . . . encouraging. But I think that’s the problem.”


It was hard for Reyna to understand, truth be told. She’d had a good relationship with her mother, and after her death, sentimentality had brightened any negative moments. But it didn’t matter what Reyna thought. She wasn’t present for Kianthe’s childhood, and sometimes, relationships couldn’t be mended.


Matild crossed her arms. “I may need a bit more information, because I’m not seeing the problem here. My family is locked in the Capital, and if we visit, we’ll be killed.” Sorrow tinged Matild’s tone. “It sounds like her parents want to attend her wedding. I wish Tarly and I were as lucky.”


Fatigue slid through Reyna’s chest. She pushed off the door, slumping instead over the work table. The unbagged teas, which smelled lovely individually, had combined into a noxious fume that was giving Reyna a headache.


“I know. But it’s a different situation.” She sorted her thoughts, trying to put Matild in Kianthe’s shoes. “For Kianthe, their expectations are stressful. They want her to be the greatest Arcandor of all time. And that support—that pressure—was spread over decades of well-meaning letters from family she truly admired . . . and never wanted to fail.”


After fleeing the Capital, Matild had spent considerable time in Shepara’s capital of Wellia, studying all forms of medicine. She took her job as the owner of Tawney’s sole clinic very seriously. The well-being of every Tawney citizen—Sheparan or Queendom—was her priority.


And anyone close to Kianthe knew the mage wrestled with anxiety.


Matild grimaced. “Ah.”


“Indeed.” Reyna folded the letter, tucking it in her pocket. “I’ll tell Kianthe about this. But Dreggs will be arriving this afternoon, the wedding is six days away, and there are dragons on my roof.”


As if to prove the point, another thud echoed overhead, followed by a warning screech loud enough to penetrate the barn’s walls. Ponder, chastising the dragons. Reyna’s young griffon loved to scold them for misbehaving.


Reyna winced, fighting another swell of panic. “I need you to coordinate with Sigmund and Nurt.” The town informants knew everything that happened in Tawney, and had no issue distributing details . . . for a fee. “If anyone we haven’t accounted for arrives, intercept them. That’s priority one.”


Matild frowned. “I thought priority one was—”


“It’s changed.” A lifetime guarding a vicious queen meant Reyna was excellent at shuffling priorities when new threats arose. Now she tucked the letter in her pocket, smoothing her apron. Maybe she could regain her perfect composure through sheer willpower.


Matild lifted one brow, her tone stern. “You’re wearing thin, Reyna. You don’t need one more secret.”


That was true. But they had too many things to do today. She couldn’t tell Kianthe about this yet.


It was selfish, but she needed her partner in top shape, completely focused on what was to come. Because the Gods knew Reyna was barely holding herself together, all things considered. Her parents were attending the wedding, but they weren’t an immediate threat.


Not yet, anyway.


Reyna forced a laugh. “On the contrary, all this excitement reminds me of the old days. I’ll tell Kianthe when we have a moment to breathe, but Lord Wylan is expecting us soon.”


“To discuss logistics about the pirate fleet you’ve welcomed to our doorstep? Or the other thing?” Matild smirked.


Reyna twirled her light-blond hair into a loose bun. A quick tie with a scrap of leather kept it off her face. “Both.” Absently, her hands drifted to her hip . . . to the missing piece. “I wish I had my sword.”


“One day, I think I’ll need an exact play-by-play of how Kianthe managed to break it during a sparring session.” Matild rolled her eyes.


“She’s not meant for weapons. Her form was all wrong.” Although Reyna had other suspicions, she wouldn’t voice them aloud. Not yet. “Is Tarly almost done repairing it?”


Matild waved a hand. “He’s working on it, but he’s been backlogged lately. It’ll be ready before the wedding, and I’m sure you can survive until then with your dagger collection.”


Heat rose on Reyna’s cheeks. “I can. It’s just . . . a small comfort. Makes me feel more confident.”


Matild clapped her shoulder. “Everyone feels more confident with a sword at their hip. Take it from a blacksmith’s wife.” She headed for the door, but gestured back at the covered plate. “There’s no cookie tasting; I made the decision for you. If you don’t like those, file a complaint with Janice and we’ll respond in nine to twelve days.”


Reyna rolled her eyes, an unbidden smile tilting her lips. “Duly noted.”


“Good luck with Kianthe. Hopefully she doesn’t try to ride the dragons again.” Matild shook her head and strolled out the door, easing it closed behind her.


Alone in the storage room, Reyna glanced at the mess of unsorted teas, the abandoned plate of cookies. In her pocket, the letter seemed to burn—and all of these were minor inconveniences compared to what was coming.


She drew a slow breath, centering her mind.


Everything was going to be fine.


She’d make sure of it.


Plastering a smile on her face, Reyna strolled back into the shop.
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Kianthe


The dragons prowled along the slate shingles of the barn’s roof, grumbling to each other as they explored. From a distance, it sounded mildly terrifying—except that these dragons were barely more than hatchlings, and had the personalities to match. Ponder flitted above them, chittering in obvious irritation, her wings flapping fiercely.


Kianthe crested the ladder, manipulating the wind to keep herself from tipping off the slanted roof, and squinted against the sunlight.


As always, an adult dragon lounged on the rim behind the town, keeping a casual eye on their youth. But with the Mage of Ages near enough to protect the babies, the adult dragon had clearly checked out. It was stretched like a cat lazing in the sun, wings draped over the snow-dusted rocks, eyes closed.


Kianthe snorted. That was her kind of babysitting.


Ponder landed beside Kianthe. She bumped Kianthe’s shoulder, which almost toppled the mage, and chirped smugly at the dragons. But her talons weren’t any better for the rooftop, and a shingle slid past Kianthe, crashing to the ground.


“Ahh!” someone yelped.


“Sorry!” Kianthe grimaced, reaching out with her magic, and ordered the rest of the slate tiles to stay put. They weren’t happy about it—fair, considering the dragons’ assault—but they held tight to appease her.


“Reyna said to stay off the roof,” Kianthe told the adolescent griffon.


Ponder tilted her beak dismissively, the griffon equivalent of “They started it.”


Gone were the days when Ponder could fit on their shoulders. Now, she’d reached her full height—a hand shorter than Visk, her father—and was filling out nicely as the seasons passed. In another half a year, she’d be safe to ride.


For now, she was a sassy teenager surrounded by bad influences.


“Gold Coin. Pill Bug! We talked about this,” Kianthe called, pulsating her words with elemental magic. It flowed into the dragons, causing them to pause. Both were deep silver in color, like most of the dragons north of here—but Gold Coin had shocking purple eyes and a pair of twisting horns. Its sibling, meanwhile, was smaller, with a dusting of black along the underside of its wings.


Kianthe waved a hand. “Go on. To the ground with you.” Like she was shooing pesky pigeons out of a tree.


Gold Coin roared, puffing up and spreading its wings in what would doubtless be an intimidating display in a few years—but given that its fearsome roar currently had a timbre that reminded Kianthe of Gossley’s cracking voice, the effect was lost.


“Very fierce.” Kianthe snickered.


Really, Reyna had created this problem. Back when Gold Coin was small enough to fit inside New Leaf, she’d shown it a picture book of a fearsome dragon hoarding gold.


It took that persona to heart.


Pill Bug, meanwhile, lowered its head in submission and meekly hopped off the roof, drifting between their barn and Sasua’s house to land in the street. A few startled cries erupted from their patrons. Kianthe listened intently, but their surprise settled into murmurs and amused laughter.


Apparently, these dragons were becoming something of a town mascot. Fine by Kianthe—that just meant more eyes to keep them out of mischief.


The mage redirected her attention to Gold Coin, their perpetual troublemaker. She thought Ponder was bad. “There’s nothing here for your hoard, kid. But if you land, Reyna may have a cookie for you.”


Gold Coin eyed her moonstone with interest.


Kianthe gripped the necklace protectively, flaring with magic. “Try it. I dare you.”


At her side, Ponder screeched warning, wings flaring. While well-intentioned, she nearly smacked Kianthe off the rooftop. Only a swirl of wind magic saved her. There was a reason Kianthe dealt with the dragons in this situation. Kianthe wasn’t giving any opportunity for Reyna to fall off the roof again—once was quite enough, thank you.


Gold Coin took great offense to Ponder’s screech and released an even louder roar. That one, at least, got a bit guttural—Kianthe felt the vibrations through the slate.


Far in the distance, the babysitting dragon raised its massive head. It looked lazily at the commotion, puffed a trail of smoke from blackened nostrils, and sent a bellowing roar across the plains.


Gold Coin immediately ducked its head, wings pulled tight to its body. With a sulking huff, it leapt off the rooftop, gliding down to join its sibling.


Ponder puffed like a sparrow in the rain, clearly smug, and nipped Kianthe’s clothes.


“I know, I know. You helped.” Kianthe laughed, pushing her toward the roof’s edge. The griffon leapt up and clasped Kianthe’s arm in gentle talons, wings spread to ease Kianthe to the ground. For such a young griffon, she had every ounce of Visk’s intuitive spirit.


Although her landings could use a little work. The touchdown sent shock waves up Kianthe’s knees, making her buckle and nearly trip.


Strong arms steadied her, and Sasua whistled at her son. “Hey! No petting the dragons.”


“Pill Bug likes to be petted,” Kianthe said.


To be honest, Pill Bug liked most things—it was fascinated with nature, statues, the stars, Ponder’s odd feathered wings. Children were special objects of interest, and the dragon danced around Sasua’s young son like a street dog. Its long snout poked at her son’s clothes, snuffling for anything of worth. The boy giggled and shoved it away.


Meanwhile, Gold Coin and Ponder had engaged in a new debate, albeit one with more courtesy. Ponder flounced beside the dragon, spread her wings wide, and lifted her chin in accomplishment. Gold Coin puffed and spread its wings too, beating her wingspan by a tiny bit. The two creatures squinted between themselves, and Gold Coin rumbled in a dragon chuckle.


Ponder nipped the ridges of Gold Coin’s chin irately. Gold Coin hissed, and they were off, flying fast over the plains in a dizzying game of chase.


Pill Bug watched them go, then went back to playing with Sasua’s son.


Sasua, meanwhile, crossed her arms. “I know you said we’re friendly with the dragons, but what if their babies are injured here? Will they blame us?”


Kianthe shrugged. “I mean, if someone hurts them and we didn’t intervene, I’d blame us too.”


“That’s not comforting, Kianthe.”


The mage smirked, gesturing at the rim beyond Tawney. “They’re keeping track. And I won’t let anything escalate. After all, there’s an element of risk to everything.” Now she paused, her grin widening. “Get it? Element? Because I’m an elemental—”


“Yes, yes.” Sasua pinched the bridge of her nose. “When do the wedding guests arrive, again?”


No fun.


Kianthe huffed, dropping into a chair at one of the tables they’d set up outside New Leaf. It was early spring, still cold considering Tawney’s northern location, and the icy metal of the chair leeched away her warmth. She conjured a fireball to hug to her chest.


“Diarn Bobbie and her partner are arriving with Dreggs later this afternoon.”


“Ah, yes, the infamous pirate captain and cutthroat crew we’re hosting a town-wide feast for.” Sasua quirked an eyebrow.


Sasua had experienced many struggles in her life, Kianthe knew. But considering why Dreggs had made the trip, her tone was a bit colder than usual. “If you think the pirates are the most dangerous guests at this event, you haven’t been paying attention. We’re absolutely expecting Queen Tilaine to crash the party.”


That made Sasua stiffen. “Lovely.”


“It’s not too late to leave.” Kianthe’s voice softened. “Feo would put you and your son up in Wellia for a nice vacation if you wanted.” It would all be worth it in the end, but she hated the turmoil they were putting their neighbors through now.


Sasua gauged her tone, then glanced at her son. The boy had dropped onto his stomach, lying opposite Pill Bug. The dragon had sprawled out on the dirt road as well, head lowered to the ground, staring intently at a leather ball he was rolling around.


After a moment’s hesitation, she admitted, “I think we’ll stay. I wouldn’t want to miss the ‘wedding of a generation.’” Amusement filtered into her voice at the title.


Gratitude warmed Kianthe’s chest. “We’d love to have you there.”


“What about Reyna’s gift?” Sasua glanced over her shoulder, double-checking that the woman in question wasn’t in earshot. She lowered her voice anyway, which was a solid call, considering Reyna’s track record for stealth. “Will it be done in time?”


“Tarly’s doing his best. He’s never worked with meteoric iron, so it’s a bit trickier than expected.” Kianthe’s chest warmed, and she offered a lopsided grin. “But it’ll be worth the wait.”


There was nothing more revered than meteoric iron in Shepara and Leonol, and Kianthe had to pull in most of her favors to obtain enough for the project. And then, to bring Reyna’s own faith into the mix, one of the Queendom’s high priestesses had blessed the metal before forging. A gift of the Gods, the Stone of Seeing, and the Stars—Reyna’s weapon was about to be one of a kind.


Just like her.


“Hmm. Well, I’ll be helping Janice bake the sweets for the day of, so let me know if you have any requests.” Now Sasua smiled, a rare thing. “I am happy you two decided to host a wedding. I know you were originally hoping for a more intimate affair.”


That almost made Kianthe choke. She disguised it with a cough and hoped Sasua didn’t notice. “Well. We wanted to give the Realm a day to remember.”


A deeper screech caught Kianthe’s attention, and she covered her eyes, squinting at the bright blue sky. Visk, her griffon, was circling, his wings cutting a shadow across the ground. He landed lithely a decent distance from Pill Bug and Sasua’s son. The baby dragon leapt upright, abandoning the child for this new object of interest.


Visk huffed, keeping his wings spread for the dragon’s inspection. After raising Ponder and her clutch mates, his patience became legendary—and he understood the necessity of staying on good terms with the dragons.


“Just in time.” Kianthe strolled to her longtime companion, scratching the soft feathers under his chin. He trilled, his lion’s tail flicking as he leaned into her touch. “Aww. Such a good boy. What’s the report, bud?”


Sasua’s son ran back to them. “Mama, mama, I met a dragon!”


“I saw! Let’s get a cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.” Sasua corralled him inside New Leaf, offering a wave to Kianthe. A few other patrons held the door open for them, casting surreptitious glances at the mythical creatures as they left the repurposed barn.


Visk, meanwhile, straightened self-importantly and squawked.


“Pirates have weighed anchor, then?” Kianthe quirked an eyebrow. “How close are they to Tawney?” Dreggs would have to anchor on the Eastern Ocean and walk inland, a process that would likely take most of the day.


At least, that’s what Feo and Wylan were counting on, considering they’d scheduled one final meeting before the anticipated arrival.


Visk chirped, folded his wings, and sent a stern glare at Pill Bug. Feather inspection time was clearly over. Pill Bug spread leathery wings and took off, moving effortlessly through the sky to rejoin Ponder and Gold Coin, who were still circling above Tawney.


Baby dragon magic may be subtle enough to keep Kianthe from outright nausea, but the creature’s subtle manipulation of wind still had her stomach flipping. She cleared her throat, watching it climb higher. For a moment, her responsibilities for the week faded, and she almost leapt on Visk’s back to join them in the skies.


With the dragon gone, Visk returned his attention to Kianthe. He couldn’t speak to her, but he understood her just fine—and she liked to think she was also fluent in griffon. Now, he fluffed his feathers. All good, then. Dreggs and their crew must be right on time.


Just to confirm, Kianthe asked, “Did Dreggs give you a message?”


Visk flexed his talons in the dirt to answer: no letters to deliver.


“Good. You’re not a common messenger hawk.” Kianthe smoothed the feathers on his neck, then pressed a kiss to his head. “Thanks for taking the time, bud. Stay close this week, okay?”


Visk bumped her chest fondly and took off again. He spiraled higher until he could intercept Ponder, and their chittering conversation cut through the cold air. After another moment, he left her to the dragons, angling instead toward the mountains to the west—and his mate, who roosted there.


All that remained was the quiet murmuring of conversation in the street around them and the hum of beetles awakening after the snows. Slowly, the birds emerged—they usually hid from Visk, but now they hopped along tree branches and twittered happy songs.


After so much chaos, it was nice to have a moment alone.


Kianthe stretched her arms above her head, loosening her shoulders and rising to her tiptoes. The midday sun was bright and warm, even if the air was chilly. The flowers outside their barn were in full bloom. Reyna had decorated every table with a tiny clay jar, and chosen a single flower for each. A daffodil here, a tulip there, but all lovely.


Tawney was about to get very, very crowded—but for this singular breath, Kianthe could appreciate the world they lived in. Gratitude surged in her chest, as comforting as the sun overhead. Despite everything to come, an unbidden smile crossed her lips.


In six days, the wedding would be over . . . and they could return to this peace. Assuming everything went well, anyway.


Kianthe wanted nothing more.


The barn’s door flung open and Matild strolled out. She’d lost the plate of cookies, but seemed to have gained a slightly frazzled air. Her eyes caught Kianthe’s. “Good, you’re here. Reyna’s working on your teas, but you may need to help her.”


Shit. Kianthe grimaced, striding back to the entrance. “She didn’t need to—”


“You know Reyna. If there’s a job to do, she’ll do it.” Matild flapped a hand in dismissal. “Have you seen Sigmund and Nurt?”


“Uh . . . no. Not today.”


“Hmm.” Matild didn’t expand, instead striding down the street with purpose.


Granted, Matild rarely moved without purpose, but it still raised suspicions. Kianthe squinted after her, then headed back into the bookshop.


Everything was as she expected, blissfully peaceful without talons scrabbling on the roof. Reyna exited the storage room right as Kianthe reached the serving counter. Her lips tilted into a soft smile. “How were the dragons? I see your moonstone is still in your possession.”


“Oh, come on. That was one time.” At least she wasn’t sorting the teas—that was solidly Kianthe’s job. Relieved, Kianthe glanced back at the barn doors and raised one eyebrow. “Why was Matild acting weird?”


Reyna sighed. “Matild brought me a piece of mail you’ll find . . . interesting. But we need to leave, or we’ll be late. Can you trust me to discuss it with you later, once we properly have the time?”


That answer was as easy as breathing. “Sure, that’s fine.” Curiosity prickled her soul, but Reyna knew her best. If she felt it better to discuss things later, Kianthe could wait.


What was more concerning was the pinched edges of Reyna’s smile. “Excellent. We’d better go.”


Reyna had a tendency to prioritize everyone but herself—which meant it was Kianthe’s job to intervene there. The wedding alone would be stressful, but they were tackling some very intense problems this week.


Kianthe caught Reyna’s arm, turning her away from the patrons for a moment of privacy. “Hey . . . are you ready for this?” She didn’t mean the wedding, and they both knew it. “It’s not too late to back down.”


“Dear, I’m afraid that ship sailed when Dreggs did.”


A brush-off.


Reyna was trying hard not to think about the true implications of this meeting. Of their plan.


“Look, we fled our lives once to avoid responsibility. We can do it again.” Kianthe offered a wry smile. No matter what, they still had each other—and that was the important thing.


“Gods forbid. I never want to leave this shop behind.” Reyna pulled Kianthe into a hug. It was tighter than normal, a rare display of vulnerability. She rested her forehead against Kianthe’s shoulder, her words muffled. “But now that it’s right on top of us, I keep wondering what we’ll do if . . . something goes wrong.”


Well, that was something they shared.


Kianthe pressed a kiss to Reyna’s hair. “Even if it does, we’ll handle it. In the meantime, don’t forget to relax this week, okay? It’s still our celebration.”


“Ah, yes. Because I excel at relaxation.” Sarcasm laced Reyna’s voice.


Kianthe pulled back, narrowing her eyes. “Rain.”


Her concern seemed to make Reyna melt. She buried her face in the crook of Kianthe’s neck, her breath hot against Kianthe’s skin. “I’ll be okay. As long as you’re here, we’ll be fine.”


“Trust me, I have nowhere to be.”


“Other than playing with dragons.” Reyna’s voice was teasing.


Kianthe smirked, running her fingers over Reyna’s hair. “You can come play with them too, next time. Try prioritizing something fun over . . . well, everything else.”


“Easier said than done.” Reyna kissed her, fast and light, and began untying her apron as she addressed the patrons—most were minding their own business, although some were glancing their way as if hoping for pre-wedding drama. Reyna kept her expression pleasant, offering no hint of her earlier fears: “We’ll be stepping out for a bit. Gossley will help if you need anything.”


A few of their neighbors raised their mugs in acknowledgment.


Reyna smoothed her lacy shirt and plucked a griffon down feather out of Kianthe’s hair. “Okay. Let’s get this week started.” With a smile, she stepped out the door.


Kianthe followed, determination settling in her soul.


One final meeting—and then everything would begin again.
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Reyna


On the northern side of town, a jagged rim rose from the ground, curving around Lord Wylan’s mansion in a stoic embrace. The estate itself was impressive: huge blocks of stone from the Queendom’s quarries that loomed over the wooden architecture prevalent in the rest of Tawney. Windows were cut into pragmatic rectangles, and the glass lacked stained artwork. The courtyard was paved with ceramic tiles and accented by scraggly plants.


Almost a year ago, Reyna had stood on this very stoop as Cya, a future tea maker hoping for a lord’s boon.


Now, Kianthe’s presence at her side was a warm reminder that she’d achieved everything she wanted: a lifelong partner, a safe home, and freedom to choose her path from here. It ignited a firm determination in Reyna’s soul.


No matter what happened this week, failure was not an option.


Reyna lifted the door’s knocker, a brass dragon’s skull. Before it even clattered back to the metal plate, the double doors opened wide, and Lord Wylan’s head servant bowed deeply. “Welcome, honored guests.”


Ralund was an older gentleman with a stoic disposition who’d served Wylan’s family all his life. He was dressed impeccably, wearing a uniform Reyna hadn’t seen before—a uniform fit to receive royalty. Everything from his neatly trimmed beard to the gold embroidered on his jacket implied respect and care.


One of those days, then.


“It’s a pleasure to be welcomed into the lord’s home,” Reyna recited, lifting her chin in acknowledgment. After all, a lord’s guests didn’t bow to servants—even if Reyna, a prior Queensguard, would have.


Kianthe glanced between the two of them. “Why is everyone being so formal?”


They knew most Tawnean citizens by this point, but some hovered on the periphery. Ralund was one of them: he maintained an estate better suited for a staff of ten, which meant they didn’t see him around town very often.


So, his lips twitching could have been amusement, or it could have been exasperation.


Reyna stepped in before he felt obligated. “Call it practice for what’s to come, love. Now, I do hope the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, will be joining us.” The implication was clear: this meeting of the minds wasn’t aimed at Kianthe the bookseller.


“Ah, how fun.” Kianthe sighed, but dutifully straightened. It wouldn’t be much better, considering the Arcandor was notoriously humorous even in stoic situations, but Kianthe wasn’t a stranger to playing politics.


Ralund led them into the house, which was ablaze with torches. The long hallways were lined with oil portraits of Wylan’s predecessors—starting with the female lord chosen by the Queendom’s first sovereign and descending through the lineage. Ralund paused at the end of that hallway, offering them the requisite moment to admire the artwork.


Kianthe, of course, missed it entirely and ignored the painting—a grievous offense to the lord of the manor and his staff. Reyna subtly looped her arm through Kianthe’s to hold her there, all the while examining the stoic depiction of Wylan’s father and the more recent oil painting of Lord Wylan himself.


Silence.


Kianthe glanced at Reyna, then at the artwork, then at Ralund, who was standing stiffly beside them. She coughed and said, “Pretty.”


For someone who spent so much time mingling with world leaders, it was amazing she hadn’t started a civil war. Reyna swallowed her snort and instead remarked, “It’s a wonderful likeness, befitting the Queen’s chosen lord of Tawney. May the Gods bless Her Excellency, Lord Wylan, and the Queendom proper.”


Kianthe wrinkled her nose, but Ralund seemed pleased with the statement. He bowed again and turned down another corridor. As he walked ahead, Kianthe bent toward Reyna and whispered, “Do you have to do that every single time you enter a lord’s house? Stone-damned, your visits must get repetitive.”


Fond exasperation flickered in Reyna’s chest. Considering she’d spent decades following these protocols in the Grand Palace, she could barely refrain from rolling her eyes.


“It’s how we show gratitude to our host. And yes, it’s supposed to happen every single time.” Then, just to tease her partner, she added, “Would you like to mock anything else from my culture, or is that enough?”


Kianthe flushed. “Sorry. It was a nice painting.” A bald-faced lie, but Reyna appreciated the effort. “We’ve just never done that before.”


“Wylan is less formal than most.” At least when he wasn’t entertaining visitors from the Capital. “Don’t worry, love. We’ll be home soon enough.”


Ralund rounded the corner and tugged open the heavy wooden doors to Lord Wylan’s study. The warmth from the fireplace washed over them, cutting the chill ever present in the Queendom’s stone architecture. The room beyond had two stories: a square balcony upstairs lined with ancient artifacts—weaponry and armor of wars since passed, pottery and jewelry, and mosaics of Queendom history—and a lower level framed with tall bookshelves.


A grin split Kianthe’s face, and she surged forward—undoubtedly to grab a book or seven. In the next breath, she seemed to remember what Reyna had requested and instead rooted herself to the spot, bouncing on her toes.


Impressive restraint.


Ralund spoke: “My lord, may I present Kianthe, the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, and Reyna, the tea maker.”


Ouch. There was something embarrassing about being introduced so formally as a tea maker. Reyna wasn’t ashamed of her new career, but swathed in the formality of the Capital, her cheeks still warmed with the implication.


Lord Wylan rose to his feet and approached.


“Welcome, honored guests,” he intoned obeisantly, clasping his hands behind his back.


“It is our pleasure to be welcomed into your town and home, my lord.” Now, Reyna did bow deeply, and she stayed low until Kianthe followed suit. As they straightened, Kianthe shot an exasperated glance at Diarn Feo, who was seated on a rigid couch by the hearth. The diarn raised a hand as if to say, What do you want me to do about it?


Reyna tactfully ignored them both.


Wylan addressed his servant next. “You are dismissed, Ralund.”


“Yes, sir.” Ralund stepped back into the hallway. The door scraped shut, and only once it locked with a heavy thud did Lord Wylan visibly relax.


“Thank the Gods I’ve only been to Her Excellency’s court twice in my life. All this practice is drumming up terrible memories of my schooling.” Wylan stepped back toward the fireplace. “But we’ll be prepared when the heir arrives. Make yourselves at home, Reyna. And Kianthe—” But it was too late; Kianthe had already deviated toward the bookshelves. Wylan heaved a sigh and waved the words away. “Never mind.”


Reyna followed him to a third armchair, perching on the edge of the cushion. Above them, a shadow moved on the second floor. Then Locke was here. No one else seemed to notice, but a slow smile crossed Reyna’s lips.


Kianthe feathered through the pages of a thick leather tome. “Our deal’s still in effect, Wylan?”


He heaved a sigh, sinking into his own armchair. His eyes met Reyna’s, and at her subtle nod, he begrudgingly answered, “Yes, yes.”


Lord Wylan was responsible for the economic prosperity of Tawney, so he had a vested interest in seeing local businesses succeed. As a result, he promised Kianthe a rare book for New Leaf each time she visited the manor. It was a bold offer that meant that Kianthe visited all the time—which was absolutely by design.


Queen Tilaine would never risk Lord Wylan’s position if the Arcandor showed him favor, after all.


Reyna accepted a mug of tea from Wylan. She inhaled the deep-amber liquid, savoring the sharp scent of cloves and cardamom, before glancing at the upper balcony. “Locke, are you planning to join us, or merely lurk in dark corners while we break bread?”


At that, Reyna helped herself to a small square of shortbread, dipping it into her mug. It absorbed the spiced tea and dissolved in her mouth, and she managed to catch a few crumbs before they sullied her outfit.


Kianthe paused in her perusal of today’s perfect tome, squinting into the shadows. “Is he here? Damn it all to hells, I thought I’d catch him this time.”


A chuckle rumbled from the upper balcony, and a figure swept down the stone staircase near the covered windows. He moved as silently as a cat on the hunt, his clothes barely rustling as he stepped down the staircase. Locke was startling to some; absurdly tall and thin, with scarred skin of light marble and owlish brown eyes. Considering he tended to stare intensely at people and lurk in the darkness, Queen Tilaine’s spymaster left most of her court unnerved.


Reyna loved him.


“Apologies, Arcandor. Next time, I’ll do my best to linger in brighter light.” A wry smile crossed the spymaster’s lips.


“That still won’t work. Try coughing. Or calling her name,” Reyna suggested.


Locke snapped his fingers. “Brilliant.”


Kianthe huffed. “Very funny. You two won’t be laughing when I spell a gust of wind to follow you around. I’d like to see you sneak when papers are blowing off the desks and drapes are flying every which way.”


The spymaster cleared his throat, leaning against the marble slab that framed the fireplace. The wrinkles on his face betrayed his age—he never revealed a number, but he had lurked around the Grand Palace as long as Reyna had been alive. “Are you still displeased that I didn’t knock when we first met? It was an honest mistake, Arcandor. I’d prefer it didn’t become an international incident.”


Reyna grimaced against the rim of her mug.


“Honest mistake?” Kianthe swelled indignantly. “You broke into our bedroom in the dead of night!”


“I picked a lock—nothing was broken. And considering your fiancée almost stabbed me, I feel we’re even.”


Reyna dipped another piece of crumbly shortbread into her tea. “Almost? I did stab you.”


“You grazed me.”


“Maybe that night, but you’re forgetting the incident when I was nine.”


Locke brushed his fingers over his arm, and the wicked scar surely hidden by the folds of his cloak. “I told your mother that your talents were wasted in the Queensguard.”


He had, and Reyna’s mother had stalwartly refused to entertain the notion. The spymaster himself held immense prestige, but his lackeys—the queen’s infamous spies—were numerous and nameless. Best to stay where your life can make a difference, her mother had remarked, and that was that. Locke faded into the shadows, and years passed before Reyna saw him again.


Now, she smirked. “My talents are marginal compared to my partner’s. With her magic, you’re lucky a blade caused your only wound.” Reyna gripped the warm mug, watching him carefully. “Now, not that we aren’t pleased for your visit, but you haven’t made the trip in weeks. There must be a reason you’re here today.”


Locke eased into a chair beside Feo. “Tessalyn, the heir to the Queendom’s throne, will arrive in Tawney very soon. Which means, very soon, it will be too late to reverse our plot. I want to ensure everyone understands the risks of this coup.”


It cast a leaden silence over the room.


Diarn Feo shifted in their seat, and at the bookshelves, Kianthe paused. Lord Wylan set his jaw. Even Reyna had to tamp down the rising fear—most days, she could pretend they weren’t about to disrupt the Realm at large and potentially destroy her home country.


Now, Locke’s icy gaze made them think twice.


The spymaster scrutinized everyone in the room, holding their gazes one by one. “This is dangerous. When Tessalyn arrives, we’ll have one chance to onboard her to the cause. If Tessalyn fails to assume the throne, or if word of her true identity leaks, Queen Tilaine will kill us all.”


“I thought her spies were under your command.” Kianthe stepped into the seating area carrying three books.


“They are—for now. Never doubt that a word from our sovereign will turn their faith. I have several officers eager for a promotion, and there won’t be a better time to prove themselves. And if they hesitate, the Queensguard won’t.” Locke spoke the words casually, as if he weren’t discussing their brutal deaths.


He wasn’t wrong about that. The Queensguard didn’t disobey. Reyna’s eyes dropped to the amber liquid in her cup.


Kianthe seemed to notice her hesitation and spoke up. “Look, the plan will work. We host a huge wedding and invite half the Realm. Dignitaries from every country will be converging on Tawney at the week’s end. Tilaine will inevitably find out, be pissed we lost her invitation, and show up anyway. And then, when no one’s expecting it, we parade Tessalyn in front of the crowd to challenge her right to the throne.”


“It’d be a flawless plan . . . except that no one in the Realm believes there is a lost heir,” Diarn Feo drawled. “Almost everyone on the council has dismissed it as a baseless rumor. I should know; I’ve been checking.”


Locke, meanwhile, chuckled. “Excellent. I did my job.” He tugged a small knife from a sheath hidden in his sleeve and tested the edge with his thumb. It looked intimidating . . . right until he started trimming his nails with it.


Diarn Feo clawed their shoulder-length hair out of their eyes. “You did something, that’s for damned sure. If you’d placed Tessalyn on the throne before Tilaine ever gained control, we wouldn’t be here right now.”


The part of Reyna still loyal to queen and crown bristled. But a good Queensguard remained silent—even a retired one. She drew a slow breath and tried to ignore the churning in her gut, the way her chest suddenly felt too tight.


Reyna had spent her life on the peripheries of important conversations, focusing on her top priority of “protecting the queen.” Now, it was boldly clear she’d found herself in a room of traitors—and she was a co-conspirator. It made her stomach flip, her palms sweat.


She suddenly understood the persistent anxiety Kianthe endured.


Locke flapped a hand. “Tilaine was the firstborn of Queen Eren, whose family line is blessed by the Gods themselves. Even if I’d wanted to, I could not simply replace Tilaine with a spare. Not until she’d had a chance to show her worth . . . or lack thereof.”


Lord Wylan cast a glance at the sturdy wooden door—even though it was locked and they were definitely alone. “He’s right, Feo. Sheparans may not understand it, but to imply Tilaine wasn’t fit to rule would be blasphemy. Treason.”


“Overthrowing a queen is treason, yes,” Diarn Feo said. “Here we sit, plotting it anyway.”


Reyna’s hands trembled. She set her mug down as irritation flooded through her veins. She was better than this. A season ago, after Locke’s visit, she and Kianthe had discussed their desired roles in this coup.


Her first instinct had been to refuse. Vehemently.


But the fact was, Reyna would always be tied to Tilaine—she would always be a tool of the Queendom. She had a guise of freedom here in Tawney, nothing more, and it all hinged on her ability to “control” Kianthe.


A marriage only gave Tilaine more access to elemental magic far beyond her comprehension. Reyna found her loyalties shifting from the crown to her partner as the seasons passed.


So, when Locke proposed a coup, she agreed. The Queendom would be better off with a levelheaded, logical sovereign at the helm.


But she’d never met Tessalyn. Her only indicator of the woman’s personality lay in Locke’s reports and the letters Tessalyn sent to Lord Wylan. Which meant right now, she was hinging her hopes, their futures, everything, on a specter.


It suddenly felt very nerve-racking.


Kianthe shuffled closer, stretching like she was tired of sitting alone in front of the hearth. Despite her previous proximity to the flames, her clothes barely felt warm as she leaned against Reyna’s armchair, still sitting on the floor. At no point did she acknowledge Reyna or look up from the books in her hands, but her weight against Reyna’s leg was calming.


Love swelled in Reyna’s chest. She swore she’d protect Kianthe from Tilaine, and damn it all, that’s exactly what she’d do.


They’d already had practice overthrowing a corrupt leader with Arlon. They were basically professionals at it now.


“Reyna,” Locke said slowly.


He’d noticed her hesitation. Of course he did; his entire job centered around noticing. She stiffened, pressing her lips into a firm line. Her first impulse was denial, but it was far too late for that.


So, she responded honestly. “I agree with Diarn Feo.”


The diarn coughed into their tea. “Really?”


Reyna lifted her chin. “Yes. Even with all the rumors about Tilaine’s incompetence, all the subtle work Locke’s spies have done to persuade the Queendom lords toward new leadership . . . none of it will matter if we can’t prove Tessalyn is Queen Eren’s blood.”


Locke flipped his knife around, sliding it back into its sheath. “I personally escorted Queen Eren into Leonol before she gave birth. I was there when this baby was born. My spies have watched her for two decades.” The spymaster’s voice took on a dark edge. “There is no mistake, Reyna. Tessalyn is the lost heir.”


“You and I may trust that.” Reyna leaned forward, pulling strength from Kianthe’s warmth at her leg. “But we aren’t enough. To convince the court, we need the Queendom lords on our side. All of them. Which means there can’t be any doubt of Tessalyn’s heritage.”


“What do you suggest?” Lord Wylan asked carefully.


Reyna swallowed past the lump in her throat, the dangerous churn of her chest. Forget treason—this bordered on blasphemy.


But to save lives, to protect the future of the Realm itself, she had little choice.


“We need a blessing from the Gods.”


Her statement hung in the air. Lord Wylan looked uncomfortable, and even Locke shifted in his seat. They both knew it was true, but she’d been the only one brave enough to voice it out loud.


Only the Sheparans—Diarn Feo and Kianthe—looked unimpressed.


Kianthe pushed to her feet, stretched, and stacked her chosen books on the table beside Reyna’s mug. She’d chosen three, Reyna noticed, although she was only supposed to take one. Based on his disgruntled expression, Wylan had noticed too.


“Okay, let me get this straight.” Kianthe rocked back on her heels. “We can’t just present an heir—which was my understanding up to this point. No, we need to show that the Gods themselves back her. Except your Gods are invisible, right?”


Kianthe and Reyna had discussed their faith before, but after a few heated debates, they’d agreed to disagree. Their relationship took priority, which meant religion was generally acknowledged as special to the individual, but inconsequential in the broader sense of their lives.
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