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Reyna


Kidnapping a queen in the middle of her own palace was bold. In a past life, Reyna might have admired the careful planning and sheer audacity of such an operation. Mapping the Grand Palace’s hidden passageways, bribing her officials to look away, timing it just right to exit the Capital with an unconscious sovereign after the alarm had been raised.


Reyna missed all of that, for obvious reasons, but she’d thwarted enough royal abductions to surmise how this one must have gone.


It would be bold indeed . . . with any other sovereign. However, Reyna wasn’t any other sovereign. Reyna was a tea maker, a bookseller, a former guard to a tyrant queen, and spouse to the Realm’s most powerful mage. Reyna’s comrades included councilmembers, scholars, lords, pirates, spies, and the dragons themselves.


Which made this kidnapping downright stupid.


Reyna almost felt bad for them.


Almost.


They’d kept her blindfolded, which was . . . an attempt at proper kidnapping procedure, at least. It also meant she was purposefully obstinate as her captors manhandled her off a wagon. It was covered with a burlap tarp, and she tangled herself in it. When they finally wrenched it off her, she made every attempt to trip, collapse on them, feel for weapons and the like.


A few daggers, a sword. Nothing she could swipe with her hands tied, but good to know.


“Still woozy?” one of the captors jeered, jerking her upright.


Reyna didn’t deign to respond to that. Instead, she assessed what she could of her surroundings. They were likely in the western Queendom, judging by the arid winter climate. The air smelled of dirt and dry grass. The wagon’s wheels had bumped along an increasingly uneven road, which implied they’d left any congested travel routes and had arrived somewhere long abandoned.


“Hurry up. This way,” another of them grunted.


The first one released her, pushing her forward.


All right, then.


Reyna tripped over a nonexistent stone. The ground hit her hard, scuffing her knee, sending pain through her shoulder, but it worked. One of them hissed indignation. “Don’t damage the goods. Get her up!”


Reyna pushed to her feet, making a show of staggering upright—which, to be fair, was mildly difficult with her wrists tied behind her back. She finally allowed a bit of a smile to show. “Perhaps removing the blindfold would make this an easier process?”


“Nice try.” The first captor scoffed.


“You’re hardly hiding anything.” Her tone was reasonable, almost friendly. “Judging by the light, it’s early morning. Blue locke loses its efficacy after a half a day, so we must be fairly close to the Capital. Considering the dirt and rocks, and the fact that the air is clearly thinner, I’m guessing we’re at one of the watchtowers on the western border?”


A sharp intake of air, and another captor whispered, “How did she know that?”


Reyna tilted her head. “My point is, the blindfold isn’t accomplishing what you think. If you want me uninjured, you can haul me inside better without it.”


A quick exchange by her captors, and finally one of them ripped it off. The morning sun was bright, blinding, and Reyna squinted past watery eyes. Sure enough, a squat watchtower, decaying from centuries of disuse, loomed before her.


“Inside, queenie.”


“Your wish is my command,” Reyna replied, her eyes cutting across the grounds. Five people patrolling—potentially six if one was covering the back of the watchtower. Six additional captors stood armed to the teeth, watching as she was hauled toward the door. Another one urged the donkey and wagon toward a squat hill, where a few pine trees offered coverage from above. Which implied, at least subtly, that they were anticipating overhead surveillance.


Not unwise, considering Kianthe was about to be livid.


Still, this was such an odd mix of preventative tactics and utter lack of protocol. She’d have hidden the wagon, but never unmasked a prisoner. Honestly, it was an embarrassment that tactic worked.


The two men leading her inside made fourteen so far. Most of them waited outside; the stone hallway she was shoved into was tight, narrow, which meant her captors had to stand in front of and behind her. When it opened into a wider hallway, she counted two more women standing guard.


So, sixteen captors. More than she expected, but not so many she was in real trouble.


Not if she played this right, anyway.


“Bit different from your fancy palace, hmm?” the lead captor drawled. His grip on her arm was rough, and his backup flanked her left.


Reyna’s steps were measured, and she held her chin high. The confident posture was a ruse; after the blue locke, her head pounded and her body felt weak. But revealing that could mean a world of difference later.


“I only assumed the throne two seasons ago,” Reyna replied. “To the contrary, this is far more familiar terrain.”


And it was. This watchtower was one of many that used to guard the borders between the Queendom and Shepara. It was a relic from a time when war could erupt at any moment, and the centuries had eaten at its hasty construction. The place was crumbling, the crevices of its stone walls speckled with moss, the ceiling open to the elements in some areas. The main building was flat and winding, intended to protect the guards inside with tight passages and few windows. The actual watchtower would be large and open, but it was deeper into the building.


A curious choice for a captive . . . especially a royal one. Considering her country now had excellent relations with Shepara, this hideout put her squarely between two very motivated governments.


How many armies would Kianthe bring to rescue her?


A smile flitted across Reyna’s lips at the thought. Her moonstone—a spelled connection between her and her wife, no matter the distance—was inert now. Most likely, Kianthe was grudgingly pulling herself awake to open their bookshop. She might already be coordinating with Matild to stock the morning’s pastries. Word of Reyna’s kidnapping wouldn’t have reached Tawney yet . . . and Gods forbid when it did.


Another tight hallway forced them to move single file—and again, they chose one captor in front, one behind. Another amateur move; she’d have kept a prisoner in front of her and a weapon out, just in case he tried anything. Her sword had been removed, but they missed at least three knives while she was unconscious.


“Are you rebels to the new regime?” Reyna tilted her head. “Sympathetic to Tilaine? You must know that her half sister is running our new parliament.”


“We should have gagged her instead,” the captor in front drawled.


The one behind her forcibly pushed her forward.


Hmm. Reyna swallowed her next statement, assessing his tone. It didn’t seem frustrated at the Queendom’s recent coup—she could pin that sentiment instantly, although dissenters were fewer and fewer in number after two seasons of a calmer rule.


Not frustrated, no. He sounded . . . disinterested.


So, this wasn’t personal to him. Then it was all for a payout? She’d assumed they were united by some common ideal, but if these men were merely hired muscle, that simplified things. Those propelled by coin were those who’d flee at the first sign of conflict—and she had every intention of introducing said conflict, after such a rude end to last night.


They arrived at the exact kind of cell Reyna expected: a windowless stone room with only a door of lattice metal—studded with rusting rivets—for company. The floor was wood, but the layer of grime that coated every other surface was surprisingly absent over the worn grain—perhaps they’d cleaned for her? That level of decorum was absent now, of course. They tossed her inside, the metal door squealing like a pig as they wrenched it shut. The hinges probably hadn’t seen oil in a century.


A clean floor and decaying cell door. What a curious combination.


Reyna sat upright, feigning disdain. Her white shirt—embroidered in gold, intended for a regal appearance after a day in court—was smeared in dirt from the journey, and her meticulous bun had started to come loose. With her back to the stone wall, her fingers expertly located the sheath sewn into the hem of her pants. The thin, sharp knife was meant for this exact purpose, and she used it to slice her restraints.


Oblivious, her captors locked the lattice door with a huge, ancient key, peering at her through the metal bars. “Get comfortable,” the lead captor said. “As comfortable as a queen can on the floor, anyway. You’ll be here for a while, Your Excellency.”


At his side, his comrade laughed.


Reyna squinted at him. She’d been more concerned with counting men and assessing floor plans before this, but now he had her full attention. “Do I know you?”


Both men stiffened. The one she had addressed scrubbed his short beard, blue eyes glinting. “You don’t. I never met a queen afore last night.” His voice was dark, but his hand drifted to the short, wicked sword at his hip.


A sword that clearly hadn’t been sharpened, cleaned, or oiled in years. It wasn’t even sheathed, just secured in a leather loop at his belt. She’d have been more intimidated by Matild wielding a fire poker.


Reyna kept her newly free hands hidden, coiling up the rope and resheathing the thin knife, just in case. She made the motion look like she was searching for a comfortable spot on the wooden floor. “No, I remember you. You came to New Leaf for an assignment. In Tawney.” He flinched, and her lips quirked upward. “It was last winter—do you remember? Our shop hand offered you the envelope, but I was wiping tables near the front door.”


Bandits rarely came to their shop anymore, but Reyna always made a point of memorizing their faces. The Realm’s main bandit encampment was on the northwestern tip of Shepara, nestled in a mountain range wedged between the ocean and the Northern Bay. Ceasing their operations hadn’t been a priority, but if someone was telling these men to kidnap royalty, perhaps she and Kianthe should address them properly.


“Wha—” He cut himself off, grabbing his comrade’s shoulder and twisting him forcefully away from Reyna. His fervent whispers were laughably audible. “You said she was a queen, not working for the boss!”


“She is a queen,” the other hissed. “We stole her from the Grand fucking Palace. Don’t be a moron.”


“I ain’t losing my job over this—”


“This is our job. Handed to us from the boss, remember? Big fancy request from someone ‘important.’” The air quotes were as mocking as a physical hand gesture could get. He huffed in frustration. “He must know who we took.”


Reyna leaned against the cell’s back wall, swallowing a yawn. One would think being unconscious all night would mean she was well-rested now, but blue locke only ensured a ruthless headache, not fulfilling sleep. The aftereffects of the flower’s extract lingered in her body, adding an irritating heaviness to her limbs.


“If I may,” she inserted. “I am a queen. You did take the right person. But you clearly weren’t informed that the boss himself helped us stage the recent coup. We overthrew Tilaine to gain freedom of movement within the Queendom.”


The one thing Tilaine had done well was quell the bandit threats. They were still afraid to travel within the country . . . hence the secretive “assignments” Reyna doled out at New Leaf Tomes and Tea.


The lead captor tightened his grip on his cohort’s shoulder, his blue eyes promising murder. The smaller man shoved him off and grumbled a curse. “We’ll get this sorted. Stay put.” He kicked the rusted metal framework of her cell door and laughed at his own joke.


She shrugged. “I’ll be thrilled to know what you find.” Her tone implied the exact opposite, and she rolled one of her shoulders to loosen her muscles. “And when you realize you’ve riled an entire country by kidnapping their queen—thereby making an enemy for every bandit in the Realm—feel free to release me. I’m happy to negotiate.”


A pained whine echoed from the lead kidnapper’s throat, and he towed his friend away from the cell, through a door to Reyna’s right. It slammed shut behind them, and silence echoed in their wake.


Reyna chuckled, easing to the floor yet again. With her hands free, she fixed her bun, retying the twine swiftly to get her hair out of her eyes. She was reaching for her set of lockpicks when her moonstone positively burned against her throat. With a yelp, she wrenched the hot stone off her neck, glaring at it.


Kianthe was awake.


“Yes, yes,” she murmured, mostly to fill space. The heat died quickly, a flare that passed with a breath, and in the resulting calm she tapped a response that resonated across the country. I’m fine.


Communication through their moonstones was limited, but they’d had plenty of practice developing a language through it. Kianthe tapped a question: Hurt?


No, Reyna replied. She strained to remember the code they’d only needed once before. A swirl of her hand, accentuated with two vicious taps. Kidnapped.


Because her partner was Kianthe, they had also developed a code for: No shit.


Reyna swallowed a laugh, tapped three simple times. I love you.


Safe?


Mostly.


A pause, where Reyna could almost imagine Kianthe drawing calming breaths, soothing a panicked heart. She’d made immense strides with her anxiety over the years, but it was a continuous process, something that required practice each time stress arose. Apparently, Reyna was doing her part today to re-affirm Kianthe’s emotional growth.


“How very kind of me,” Reyna said, lips quirking in amusement.


Of course, Kianthe couldn’t hear that. But after several long moments, the mage tapped a reply on her moonstone: On our way. I love you.


Reyna sent a simple warmth back through their connection, something that felt like a kiss over her heart. As the moonstone went inert, Reyna shook her head.


She changed her mind; these kidnappers weren’t bold. Just stupid.


After a bit of contemplation, Reyna left her lockpicks stowed. The lock was ancient—something she could pick almost as quickly as if she held the key. But it wasn’t the lock that kept her contained. The bigger issue was that once she opened the cell door, the squealing hinges would alert the entire watchtower. At that point, she’d be committed to an escape, and she wasn’t at her physical best right now.


Well, that, and curiosity had won out. Reyna wanted to know more about her captors . . . and this mysterious, “important” person who thought it was a good idea to kidnap her.


She settled back into the cell, examining her surroundings instead.


Why was the floor so clean?


She ran a finger along the wood, squinting at her calloused skin. There should still be dirt in here. The Queendom was mostly sand and dirt, with craggy mountains along the western edge that hid several working mines. Dust was a way of life.


But this cell, they’d cleaned. How courteous.


Reyna paced the edges, scuffing the wooden planks with her boot. One floorboard near the back wall was loose, so she knelt beside it, running her fingers along the seam. A divot in the wood caught her forefinger, and she pried it up with ease.


Underneath, painted on the dirt, was a rust-colored line.


A circle of blood.


The response was swift and vicious. Reyna’s entire body tensed, her heart literally skipping a beat. Her skin felt both hot and far too cold, and the image of a pristine stone basement slammed into her mind. Almost a year ago, now. Sheparan architecture of archways and pillars, a narrow staircase, and a circular entry that led to their prize: an underground repository showcasing a pair of stolen dragon eggs. With Arlon’s end in sight, Reyna had set one foot on the entry’s floor—and electrifying agony seized her muscles and consumed her senses.


Kianthe had screamed.


Her baby griffon had screeched.


And on its heels was a silence so encompassing, Reyna thought she’d never hear anything else.


Slowly, the present slid into focus again, and old memories faded. Reyna became aware that she’d scrambled to the far wall, that she was hugging the stone as if she could escape the alchemy circle with sheer willpower. Sweat prickled her forehead, trailed down her temples, and she clenched her hands into fists.


This was ridiculous. She wasn’t dead yet. Whatever this sigil was meant to do, it wasn’t anything as ruthless as that one below Diarn Arlon’s library. Alchemy was a magic based in sacrifice, versed in causing pain—but it had other uses, too.


Knowing that didn’t calm her nerves.


Another tap came from the moonstone. It must have reported her distress, her fear, because Kianthe was insistently prodding her for more information. Hurt? Hurt?


No, Reyna tapped back. Okay.


A pause.


A long pause.


Okay, Kianthe agreed.


Yet again, Reyna could read between her lines. She could imagine her wife narrowing her eyes, muttering, “Liar.” If she were home, Kianthe would have already handed her a steaming mug of tea, pressed a kiss to her forehead, and tucked a heavy wool blanket around her shoulders—and then faced the threat in Reyna’s stead.


Reyna desperately wanted to be with Kianthe instead of here.


I love you, she tapped. The presence of alchemy meant this wasn’t an amusing adventure now. If an alchemist was involved, things could get deadly . . . fast. Reyna was capable, powerful in her own right, but she wasn’t an alchemist, or a mage, or a dragon. She had no counter to this kind of force.


Stay calm. Reyna drew five long breaths, the same practice Kianthe used when she was too anxious to function. She tapped her thumb to each of her fingers, letting the subtle pressure ground her. She hadn’t been hurt yet—and alchemical circles could do a lot of things. What she needed was more information.


She slid the wooden plank back into position, hiding the fact that she’d discovered the sigil. But with it, everything had changed; her information-gathering period was over. Reyna reached for her lockpicks—and then the heavy door thudded open. Her captors strode into the room, led now by a lithe woman with a scathing expression.


Well, shit.


Reyna relaxed her posture. Any physical sign of her earlier panic was gone, and she was back to acting. The picture of ease. Alchemy didn’t change the fact that three potentially hostile bandits were the more immediate threat.


If they noticed that she’d untied her restraints, none of them commented on it. Likely their minds were on other things now.


“They said you worked with the boss,” the woman said. Her voice was low, tight, and cruel.


Reyna inclined her head, seizing power through silence.


When it was apparent she wasn’t going to reply, the woman jerked a head at the cell door. One of the men scowled, stepping forward to unlock it.


“Come with us.” The woman crossed her arms.


Reyna smiled, equally cold. “Gladly.”


Showtime.
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Kianthe


“You didn’t have to join me,” Kianthe called over the wind.


She cast a sideways glance at Venne, her wife’s lead Queensguard and oldest friend. Considering they were flying quite high over the desolate land of the western Queendom, Venne did not look happy. In fact, he looked vaguely sick.


Thank the Stone of Seeing that Reyna handled flight better than him.


Kianthe continued, casually: “Not that you aren’t stellar company. Not that I’m not glad Reyna made up with you, then chose you to be her primary bodyguard and all that. I mean, this is great. Me, the Realm’s most powerful mage, effecting a daring rescuing of my endangered wife, the queen . . . with you in tow. It’s almost romantic.”


Almost.


Visk, Kianthe’s griffon, was watching the ground with rapt attention, following fresh wagon-wheel tracks along a dirt road. His feathery wings beat rhythmically, then spread wide, coasting when he found an updraft. Every so often, Visk would glance at his daughter, Ponder—Reyna’s beloved griffon—to check that they were on course.


Mounted on Ponder’s back, Venne gritted his teeth, his eyes stalwartly locked on the horizon line. “We’re not here for romance. We’re here to make sure the queen is safe.”


If Kianthe were a kinder soul, this would be the time to inform Venne that Reyna was, indeed, safe. If she were feeling benevolent, she’d lift the moonstone pendant from the folds of her shirt and inform him that she’d already spoken to her wife—in a manner of speaking.


But once upon a time, Venne had broken into their bookshop and threatened her friends. Once upon a time, he’d been madly in love with Reyna. Once upon a time, he’d been an absolute nuisance.


That was a year and a half ago. Reyna had forgiven him. Kianthe had too, just to make her wife happy. For the most part, they coexisted well, a truce formed under the mutual goal of protecting Reyna.


But sometimes, Kianthe couldn’t avoid messing with him. Especially when he said things like “You may be the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages . . . but I’m the lead Queensguard. Her Excellency’s safety is my responsibility.”


“You did a great job.” Kianthe’s tone was wry.


Venne’s face colored. “I alerted the palace immediately. I sent the messenger hawk to summon you. I rallied the whole of the Queensguard to follow us.”


At the mention, Kianthe twisted to look behind them, toward the Grand Palace—which was now a speck in the distance. They’d left the Queensguard’s thundering horses behind, but Visk and Ponder were flying low enough to guide the army west. A cloud of dust was the only indicator that dozens of Queensguard were hot on their trail.


Venne involuntarily followed her gaze—then caught a glimpse of the ground and groaned miserably.


“Gods, we’re high.” He cleared his throat, eyes yet again locking on the horizon. A pause, as if he was rallying himself. “Arcandor . . . I am sorry. If something happens to her—” He cut himself off, grimacing.


Well, now Kianthe just felt bad.


“She’ll be fine. I know you did your best.” Realistically, Kianthe pitied the Queensguard charged with Reyna’s safety. Her wife wasn’t built to be royalty, pampered and protected inside palace walls. She was built to be a warrior . . . which made her an absolute menace to her staff.


Venne’s tone darkened. “My best wasn’t good enough. I shouldn’t have let her out of my sight; there’s a protocol for that. But I thought it was fine, because Reyna insisted on one permanent guard, not two. Her exact words were, ‘Come on, Venne. I’m the other guard.’” His voice climbed an octave to imitate her.


Fondness welled in Kianthe’s chest. Stars and Stone, she loved her wife. She couldn’t keep the amusement out of her tone. “Well, she is the other guard, in every practical manner of speaking.”


“Except when someone kidnaps her in plain fucking sight,” Venne snapped. “She’s not a Queensguard anymore. She’s our Gods-damned sovereign. Her safety is paramount. We have procedures—”


Kianthe snorted, started laughing, forced herself to stop, then exploded again at his deepening scowl. “You know what you should do?” She wheezed past her laughter. “Why don’t you write up a report, really fine-tune the details of your complaint, and submit it to Reyna for assessment? Oooh. Maybe during her morning sword drills! I’d love to see that fight.”


Venne huffed. “Aren’t you worried?”


Yes. Of course Kianthe was worried. But worrying in the past meant she succumbed to panic. It meant her heart pounded and her chest tightened and she couldn’t stop shaking. It meant the idea of eating—often for days—was wholly unappealing. It meant she didn’t sleep, even after things were arguably fine.


Kianthe was worried. But she just didn’t have time for that response anymore. Reyna deserved so much better.


“She’ll be fine,” Kianthe reiterated, partly to her own mind. “Look alive; I think we’re getting close.”


They were nearing the western edge of the Queendom, soaring over craggy rocks and stubby mountains. The only plants were smatterings of dormant grass and the occasional pinyon pine. Even in the middle of winter, the sun was bright and warm, which helped at this altitude.


Ponder slowed, her body language shifting. She’d shed her rebellious attitude—mostly—in favor of being a proper griffon mount. It meant that even though Venne was a terrible passenger, gripping her feathers too hard and gasping at every updraft, she was clearly trying very hard not to throw him. Ponder’s eagle eyes scanned the distance, centering on a wooden structure. It looked like a . . . clock tower? Or a bell tower. Some kind of tower, surely.


Visk whistled softly for Kianthe’s benefit.


They’d found her.


“Here we go. Brace yourself,” Kianthe told Venne, and bent over Visk as the griffon slid into a fast dive. Griffons loved circling the skies, but nothing was quite as exhilarating as when they sighted prey. She was convinced they were the fastest creatures alive when they entered free fall.


“What do you—” Venne’s query cut off into a strangled cry somewhere behind her. Kianthe risked a glance to make sure he hadn’t fallen off Ponder when she dove. It appeared to be a near thing, but he was still clinging to her back.


For his benefit, Ponder shifted into a slower descent. She didn’t seem happy about it.


Visk landed on a nearby cliff, far enough away that they could examine the stronghold without being seen. Definitely a tower—just not a clock or bell one. It was an old watchtower, right along the Sheparan border. Kianthe dismounted, stretching her arms above her head. Every moment they neared Reyna, she felt calmer; even now, she could count the people patrolling, and there were hardly enough to scare her.


This wouldn’t take long at all.


Ponder landed lithely beside her father. Venne slid off the young griffon’s back instantly. He staggered a bit, unsteady from the flight, but drew a relieved breath at hard ground beneath his feet.


Ponder ruffled her feathers, lion’s tail swishing. For a moment, Kianthe thought she was going to nip Venne’s ear—a painful experience—but she clearly thought better of it. Instead, the young griffon offered a full-bodied huff, flew to a nearby rock, and preened her crumpled feathers.


“Thank the Gods that’s over,” Venne muttered. He’d been told about the inefficacies of the Gods, how the pantheon was crafted by the old regime to control its citizens, but old habits died hard for some. Even Reyna still swore to them when she was swept up in conversation.


“Sure,” Kianthe said. “I’ll do my best to keep you on the ground from here on out.”


Venne adjusted the sword at his hip, shot her an exasperated look, and crept to the edge of the crag. He squinted down the hill at the watchtower. “What’s our plan?”


Kianthe stepped alongside him, but didn’t bother crouching. She wanted the kidnappers to see her coming. Her magic swelled in her chest, bright and yellow. There weren’t many ley lines in the Queendom, but they’d found the one that trailed between the Capital and Wellia. The Stone of Seeing pulsed from the distant walls of the Magicary as she checked her reserves.


Preparing for battle.


“Arcandor? Your plan?”


“Hey, you’re the one with procedures.”


Venne snorted quietly. “And somehow, I doubt you’ll follow them anyway. My first step would be to identify how many guards there are.”


Easy enough. Kianthe pressed a hand to the ground. Instantly, the earth itself leapt to her attention. The very air inside the watchtower reported back. Seventeen breathing bodies. One of them was Reyna.


The rest . . . well.


“Four patrolling the perimeter, and twelve inside.” Kianthe mounted Visk again. He was a handsome griffon, even by normal standards—larger than most, with stunning colors of tawny brown, like that of a golden eagle. He spread his wings, ready to fly on her command. Kianthe petted him absently. “A tower like that will have a trapdoor on the roof. You handle the ground patrol, and I’ll capture everyone else.”


Venne hesitated. “At the risk of sounding ridiculous . . . ah, can you handle twelve of them alone?”


Cute. Kianthe grinned. “If I know my wife, I won’t be alone. Wait for my signal, okay?”


“What’s your signal?”


Kianthe, the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, winked. “Oh, you’ll know it.” With a nudge, mage and griffon took off again.


As they approached, Kianthe twisted clouds out of the condensation in the air. They formed a heavy fog that settled over the watchtower—and it happened so fast that shouts of alarm echoed from the ground.


Venne must have mounted Ponder again—brave of him—because almost immediately, the cries were cut off one by one. In just a few moments, only silence remained.


Regardless of what she thought of Venne, he was good at his job.


With the outside secure, Kianthe directed Visk to the roof. As expected, a heavy trapdoor was set into the stone. Kianthe wrenched it open with a twist of magic, then told Visk, “Stay alert. We may need a fast escape.”


Visk folded his wings, lowering his head like a lion stalking prey.


“Good boy.” She scratched under his beak, then crept down the staircase. As she moved, her fingers trailed the wall, and the stone echoed in response. A picture of wispy yellow formed in her mind: a gathering of people in the base of the watchtower, far below her feet.


All of the captors, it looked like.


And Reyna.


Kianthe frowned. The closed-off passageway ended, opening instead into a large room. The wooden staircase continued, spiraling along the wall to a floor several stories below. Once she stepped out there, she’d be exposed. Cautiously, she summoned fire to her fingertips, ready to ignite if necessary.


But at that moment, laughter boomed.


“—chasing this boar—”


“Oh, here we go.”


“You did not!” Reyna’s voice filtered through the din. She sounded amused, perfectly delighted. “With your bare hands?”


“He had a knife!”


“A tiny knife. It was mostly with my bare hands.” When another roar of laughter erupted, the man speaking interjected indignantly, “It was! I cornered it and wrestled it to the ground—”


Another voice said, “You were nearly impaled, and the only reason you got that thing to the ground is because it crashed into a flower cart—”


“Oh, shut up!”


Kianthe peeked around the stone wall, leaning over the railing to see the scene below. The base of the watchtower was clearly meant as a main gathering space, crammed with tables and a hearth that vented along the western wall. A huge crowd had gathered around Reyna, holding mugs of wine and beer. On a nearby table was a spread of meat and cheeses.


Their weapons were forgotten.


“I’ll be damned,” Kianthe whispered, snickering. That took Reyna . . . what? Half a day?


Magnificent.


The center of attention, the new sovereign of the Queendom clapped the man’s shoulder. “That’s still incredible.” She held a glass, but didn’t seem to have consumed its contents. At some point, they’d given her back her sword, a stunning gem of meteoric steel—which only told Kianthe they were the worst kidnappers ever.


Well, Reyna clearly had this handled. High above them, Kianthe settled into a seated position. Her legs dangled over the staircase’s edge, and she draped across the railing to watch Reyna dazzle the folks who’d held her hostage. The best kind of show, in Kianthe’s opinion.


“That boar had been terrorizing an entire village, and you killed it.” Reyna’s voice was silken, saturated with praise. “With a tiny knife or with your bare hands, it’s still extraordinary. Does the boss know about this? He must be impressed.”


The boss? Kianthe’s brow furrowed. Bandits, then.


“Maybe you’ll put in a good word.” The man puffed his chest.


Reyna waved a hand, gesturing to a willowy woman beside her. “Maybe we should, huh?”


The bandit woman snorted. Based on her body language, she was clearly the leader here. “A good word for this crowd? They couldn’t even get you out of the palace without sounding a citywide alarm.”


“Well.” Reyna shrugged good-naturedly. “That’s tough to do without magic, considering the Queensguard rotations.” A pause. “I honestly expected you’d have alchemists here. Or maybe an elemental mage. Someone to get you straight through the stone walls.”


“No elemental mage would kidnap the Arcandor’s wife.” The woman heaved a sigh, as if they’d asked many of them. Kianthe didn’t know whether to be impressed or annoyed. “We did have an alchemist on staff. But once we had you in the cart, they flew off. Which was fine, mind; we had things well under control.”


One of the men nearby snorted. “‘Under control.’ Our prisoner is drinking with us.”


“Listen.” The willowy bandit stiffened in offense. “I’m not messing with the boss’s favorite.”


Reyna smiled, lifting her mug to her lips.


This was all well and good, but Kianthe was starting to feel a bit left out. She drummed her fingers on the worn wood and called, “I’ll give you this: your stories aren’t a total . . . boar.” Her voice echoed in the large room.


Everyone craned to look at her: the Arcandor, the Mage of Ages, with her feet dangling over a staircase’s edge, her chin resting on the wooden railing. Reyna alone didn’t seem surprised. In fact, amusement flashed across her features. “Hello, love. I’d like to introduce you to the finest set of bandits east of the Nacean River.”


“Not in the whole Realm?” One pouted.


“Well, west of the Nacean includes the boss himself.” Reyna raised a questioning eyebrow. The bandit pressed his lips together and swallowed any retort, and she hummed acceptance. “Everyone, this is my wife, the Arcandor.”


“Fuck.” The bandit woman set her glass of wine on a nearby table, pushing to her feet. Her tone was cautious. “Look, we didn’t know, okay?”


“Know what?” Kianthe asked innocently.


“Know she and the boss had a deal.” The woman gripped her sword with white knuckles. Taking her cue, a few others reached for their own weapons—but none of them looked eager to pick a fight with the Mage of Ages.


Smart.


Reyna stood, dusting herself off. She was physically unharmed, which allowed an edge of tension to ease from Kianthe’s shoulders. “The leader of the Realm’s bandits made a mistake. He told them to kidnap a queen, but . . . well. It’s possible something was lost in translation.” Now her tone assumed a curious lilt, and she addressed the bandit leader. “Are you positive you weren’t supposed to kidnap the old queen? We had to drop her in the Roiling Islands, but that might make for an equally daring abduction, considering the pirates down there.”


The woman wrinkled her nose. “Please. We’re not that stupid. We were supposed to bring you, Queen Reyna, to this watchtower.”


“And then what?”


The bandit leader rubbed her neck, glancing at her comrades. “Ah, then we wait for orders.”


“Hmm. I am beginning to suspect I’m the one issuing that order.” Now Reyna patted her hand earnestly. “Thank you for the wine. Your hospitality truly has been phenomenal, and your kidnapping skills are second to none.”


The woman lifted her chin. “Well, thank you.”


Reyna began picking her way out of the crowd.


The woman watched in bemusement, and then seemed to realize what was happening. “Hang on. I can’t let you leave yet. We’re waiting on orders from—”


“Someone ‘important,’ correct?” Reyna chuckled, gesturing at Kianthe overhead. “Well, if it isn’t me, then I’m betting it’s the Arcandor. Who’s more important than the Mage of Ages?”


It was fun, watching her work. Kianthe waggled a few fingers. “Yes, hello. I am awfully important, and your boss is definitely trying to get in my good graces. This is a solid first step—the amicable release of my wife.”


It took everything she had to say that with a straight face.


“But—why would he want us to kidnap you in the first place?” The bandit leader frowned. Slowly, the ruse was ending. “This doesn’t make sense.”


“Unless you were always supposed to feed and release me. Trap me in a cell for a day or so, and then stage a ‘rescue’ and return me home. Then you, the bandit populace, can prove you’re turning over new leaves by winning the favor of the Queendom’s new royal.” Reyna winked. “It’s honestly a brilliant scheme on his part.”


“That is pretty good,” one of the bandits grunted.


“Yeah, that makes sense,” another chimed.


Reyna clapped the leader’s shoulder. “Stay here and enjoy your meal. I’ll check that cell for any personal belongings and say farewell on my way out.” She headed for an innocuous door on the northern edge of the room, near the base of the staircase.


“Uh . . .” The bandit leader bit her lip. “Okay. Sure.”


Kianthe pushed to her feet, strolling down the stairs to meet Reyna. As she moved, Kianthe squinted at the bandits. Doubt flickered on several of their faces. A few shifted uneasily as Reyna reunited with her partner.


Grifting was all well and good, but Kianthe didn’t want swords at their backs if the bandit leader finally grew wise. She tried one more ruse: “Actually, you know what? To do this right, you lot should head east and report to the Grand Palace. Reyna can offer you formal pardons. A public display of gratitude.”


Now a couple of the bandits recoiled. One exclaimed, “We can’t report to the Grand Palace! We’ll be arrested.”


“Damn right,” a voice said from the second entrance, and Venne stepped into the room. His sword was already bloody, his outfit torn, but he narrowed his eyes. “Everyone here is charged with abducting Her Excellency, the venerated Queen Reyna of the Queendom. You will be hanged for your crimes.”


Well, that went a little far.


It shattered any illusion Reyna had created. Panic surged, and the bandits scrambled for their weapons. Glasses of wine and tankards of beer clattered to the floor. Before anyone could start an honest fight, Kianthe magically wrenched up the dirt floor and trapped them all at the knees.


There. That felt better. Ignoring their shouts and screams, she strolled to Venne and Reyna, her tone dry. “Nice job.”


“Venne. That was hardly protocol.” Reyna shook her head.


Venne abandoned assessing the bandits to gasp indignantly. “I’m sorry. I must have misheard, Your Excellency. You want to talk protocol?”


Reyna crossed her arms, teasing now. “Such a tone with your new queen.”


Venne wasn’t amused. He massaged his forehead. “Don’t even start. Not after you were kidnapped under my watch. What the hell happened, Reyna?”


“I—” Reyna’s cheeks colored. “They snuck up behind me and knocked me out. Blue locke. It was an amateur mistake.”


“I’ll say,” Venne grumbled.


Kianthe folded her arms. “‘We’re so happy you’re safe, Your Excellency.’ ‘We can’t imagine how we’d survive without you, Your Excellency.’ ‘Let me know how else I can help, Your Excellency.’”


Now Venne’s face flushed. He cleared his throat and shifted his weight. “Ah, yes. All of that, too.”


Reyna snorted, but moved on quickly. “I’m glad you’re here, Key. You need to see this.” She flicked two fingers, leaving the bandits trapped as she led them down a nearly hidden staircase. Clearly, she’d already mapped the entire watchtower . . . somehow.


Not that Kianthe expected anything less.


As they walked, Kianthe injected, “And here I thought I’d get a nice, romantic reunion.”


“I saw you three days ago, dearest.”


“And then you were kidnapped.” At Reyna’s unimpressed glance, Kianthe coughed. “But it’s fine. I’ll be romantic some other time.” They lapsed into silence, and Kianthe took that time to assess her wife’s physical well-being. But aside from the bags under Reyna’s eyes—bags that never really went away, even before Reyna became queen—she looked fine.


It helped to see, anyway.


Venne covered their backs, watching for more bandits, his sword ready.


A few more steps, and they reached a wooden door. It opened easily, revealing a small room with a single cell. Before they could step for it, Reyna sighed and spun on her heel. Since Kianthe was already stepping forward, it brought her right into Reyna’s space, their faces close, their noses almost touching. Reyna had that intense look in her eyes, the one that cut off any of Kianthe’s retorts.


Reyna’s fingers intertwined with Kianthe’s. “I’m sorry, dearest. I’m a little distracted. Thank you for saving me. It’s actually quite romantic.” Reyna’s free hand wound behind Kianthe’s neck, and she pulled her in for a kiss.


The world went blissfully blank, and all that mattered was Reyna’s lips on hers. Kianthe sighed against her wife, the final knot inside her chest unwinding. She was okay. Safe. Everything was fine.


Reyna pulled away too soon, searched Kianthe’s eyes, then gave her another gentle peck on the lips. “You’re going to want to see this, though.” And with those murmured words, she stepped into the room and opened the lattice metal door of the cell. Kianthe moved to step inside the cell, mildly dazed, but Reyna stopped her from crossing the threshold. “Don’t go inside. Just lift the floorboards for me.”


Huh. Kianthe raised an eyebrow and twisted her hand, her magic pulling the floorboards away from the dirt.


Instantly, an alchemy circle revealed itself—but it wasn’t like any Kianthe had seen. Most circles used the same symbols, the same language, with varying qualifiers to achieve results. This circle seemed similar to the alchemy she’d examined before . . . but the longer she looked, the less comprehensible it became. It was like trying to grasp a language she’d learned in a dream.


“Alchemy, in the cell where they kept your wife?” Venne frowned. “I thought you were on good terms with the Alchemicor, Kianthe.”


“I am,” she whispered.


“Alchemists hardly report to the Alchemicor, any more than Kianthe has mages reporting to her.” Reyna lifted her chin, reciting a well-discussed line. “Their titles equate to power, not responsibility. If I’m not mistaken, a rogue alchemist could have easily done this with no knowledge on the Alchemicor’s part.”


It was wholly accurate. Kianthe should be proud that Reyna had learned so much about magic users in the Realm.


Instead, she was struggling to take deep breaths. Panic welled in her voice. All her meditation, her soothing exercises, were suddenly useless. “Rain, what’d it do to you?” Unbidden flashes of last year, of the stone room beneath Arlon’s library, slid into Kianthe’s mind. Reyna’s body arching under magical electrocution, the thump as she crumpled to the stone floor. Her body had been so still.


She’d almost died.


It was bad enough Reyna had been kidnapped from the Grand Palace, but an alchemical sigil beneath her cell was terrifying. Kianthe’s words sounded distant. “A-Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”


It wasn’t often that the Arcandor went on a rampage, but Kianthe could feel herself edging there. But something wasn’t sitting right.


What was this circle meant to accomplish?


Kianthe was so focused on its implications that she didn’t feel Reyna stepping closer, not until her wife’s hand ghosted along her arm. “Love, I’m fine.” Reyna pressed a kiss to her lips. It was a quick reassurance, but it worked to calm Kianthe’s pounding heart. Her voice was soft. “It alarmed me as well. But I promise, I feel perfectly normal. I don’t think it had a chance to activate before they pulled me out of the cell.”


“That’s weird, too,” Kianthe said petulantly. Alchemy usually activated when someone entered the circle, but could be delayed for the right trigger. If that was the case here . . . what was the trigger?


Reyna set her jaw. “I agree. But I’m not prepared to test it further.”


Damn right. Kianthe stepped away from the cell. “Can you memorize this?”


Reyna chuckled. “I’m good, but I doubt my memory is that reliable.” And she rifled through the leather bag at Kianthe’s hip, sifting past linen bags of seeds and soil for her prize: a sheet of parchment and a stick of charcoal. A quick check, a few strokes of the charcoal, and she’d drawn a perfect image of the circle. In an alchemist’s hands—and with the proper sacrifice—it’d be dangerous, but in hers the symbol was inert.


Reyna tucked the parchment in her pocket. The moment that was done, Kianthe shifted the earth of the cell, churning the blood circle into dirt until only fresh earth remained. Another wave of magic, and the wooden planks realigned themselves over the new ground. Messy, but it finished the job.


“Good riddance,” she said.


Venne cleared his throat. “Your Excellency, are we following protocol after this kidnapping? The Queensguard are on their way; it shouldn’t be long.”


Reyna sighed. “It’s been a tiring ordeal, and I have no desire to be poked and prodded by the palace doctors. Take the bandits to the Capital, and speak to Tessalyn about options for rehabilitation. In the meantime, we really should see Feo.”


Their resident alchemy expert. Kianthe nodded absently, still staring at the cell’s floor.


Venne saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”


Reyna squeezed his arm. “Thanks for coming, Venne. I’m sure it was a long night.”


“Just . . . two guards next time, all right?” Venne heaved a sigh and nodded to Kianthe. “Enjoy the flight. Send a messenger hawk to let us know you’re back in Tawney.”


“Yes, Mother,” Kianthe couldn’t resist saying.


Venne tossed up his hands and stomped up the staircase. Reyna’s laughter followed.
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Reyna


A year and a half ago, Reyna and Kianthe decided to abandon their lives and relocate to a small, icy town that straddled the borders of the Queendom, Shepara, and dragon country. Back then, they’d questioned if it would ever become home.


Now, Reyna wondered how she ever doubted it.


This high up, Tawney positively glimmered: an oasis of warmth nestled between huge meadows of snow. Southwest of the town, a pine forest and some even more distant mountains interrupted the plains. The town itself had been built in the shadow of a small escarpment, which offered a clear marker between human territory and the dragons’ domain. The eastern half of Tawney sat unused and burnt, a charred reminder of the town’s tumultuous history with the dragons—turmoil caused by the theft of three dragon eggs, only resolved by Kianthe and Reyna last year.


Still, the lively half of the town was stunning from the sky. Reyna stroked Ponder’s feathers as she craned over the griffon to get a better view. “Gods, remind me not to stay at the Capital for so long next time. Kidnapping aside, the Grand Palace’s never-ending stone corridors are only riveting for a time. This is much better.”


“Still struggling to cut ‘Gods’ out of your vocabulary, huh?” Kianthe grinned. She was mounted on Visk, as always, and although the griffons flew in close formation, she had to raise her voice to be heard.


Reyna rolled her eyes. “Try cutting out the word ‘Stone’ and see how you fare. After a lifetime, it isn’t so easy.”


“And what would you replace it with? Dragons Bless?” Kianthe snorted. “After dealing with two baby dragon menaces, I’m hardly inspired.”


“My point precisely. It sounds ridiculous. The Gods don’t exist, but the dragons know my beliefs. That’s what matters.”


As if on cue, two little specks soared over the rim from dragon country, and a pair of deep-throated roars echoed across the plains. In response, Ponder screeched, dipping in excitement before surging even with Visk again. She twisted her head to silently plead with Reyna, her golden eye unblinking, a kid asking to go play.


“Speaking of two baby dragon menaces,” Kianthe muttered.


“Oh, hush,” Reyna teased. She patted Ponder’s neck, smoothing the feathers Venne had crumpled. The flight from the watchtower had been rather enlightening, and the pair agreed that Venne was no longer allowed on a griffon’s back.


It was best for everyone.


“Care to catch me?” Reyna asked, eyes alight.


Kianthe nudged Visk with her boot, and the older griffon chittered. “I feel like there are safer ways to practice this.”


“You never know what might happen in an emergency.” Over Tawney, Pill Bug and Gold Coin had surged into the sky, and Ponder was clearly itching to meet them. The baby dragons had become her best friends. Despite her duties as a full-grown mount, the griffon was still young, and she deserved a break after today.


“I think you got a taste of free fall on our wedding day, and now you crave it.” Kianthe rolled her eyes, nudging Visk into position. The older griffon slowed, chittering exasperation, and dropped a bit to make the catch easier.


Reyna gave Ponder a swift hug around the neck and murmured, “Have fun, darling.” The griffon chirped fondly, wings tilting to catch a frigid updraft. Reyna tightened her scarf around her neck, tossed her sword back to Kianthe—who definitely had to manipulate the air to catch it seamlessly.


Then Reyna cheerfully said, “Perhaps. Or maybe I just like . . . falling . . . for you,” and tipped sideways off her mount.


“Funny,” Kianthe drawled, but it was swallowed by the rushing wind.


Reyna’s breath was sucked dry, leaving her gasping and giggling with exhilaration. It only took a gentle twist of her body to turn parallel to the ground, and then she had control—or some guise of it, anyway. With a laugh, she swam through the air, arms spread wide . . . and for a blessed moment it was like she was truly flying.


Dazzling. Incredible. She understood completely why Kianthe had no problem falling, and often chose this route. Even without magic to manipulate the winds, there was something so freeing about free fall.


Reyna laughed delightedly, the wind stealing her amusement. Freeing free fall. For some reason, that was hysterical to her right now.


In far too short a time, Visk drew even with her, keeping pace as she plummeted toward the earth. On his back, Kianthe looked almost bored. “Finished yet, dear? The ground is awfully close.”


“I am a busy queen with intensive duties,” Reyna gasped, then laughed again at the absurdity of this moment. “I have the weight of a country on my shoulders. This might be the only chance I get to unwind.”


“Unwind . . . or un-wind?” Kianthe smirked.


“Both,” Reyna replied breathlessly. It was absolutely freezing. She needed a better cloak if she’d make a habit of this.


“Hmm. Well, you can always unwind with sword practice.” Kianthe hefted her wedding present, the sword made of meteor metal.


Intense emotion bubbled from her throat, and she tilted toward Visk. “I think I love you.”


“What a relief.” Kianthe yanked her onto Visk’s back. Seamlessly, the griffon eased open his wings and tilted them into an upward curve, avoiding the ground with plenty of time to spare. Far ahead, Ponder was already flitting with her dragons, playing a similar game of aerial pursuit. Resting on the rim, barely visible as night settled over the horizon, an adult dragon—the perpetual babysitter—lazily observed its charges.


All was well.


Reyna hugged Kianthe’s back as Visk angled toward their barn. Her surge of affection lingered, and she pressed a kiss under Kianthe’s wild hair, at the base of her neck. Her wife shivered at the warm touch, which only made Reyna smile wider.


“Thank you for finding me, Key.”


“I mean, last time you rescued me from an abduction, you came with an army. I came with Venne.” Kianthe paused, the weighted moment before she spouted a truly awful pun. “It was quite an ad-Venne-ture.”


Right on cue. Reyna snorted, burying her nose in Kianthe’s hair. It always smelled vaguely like soil and cloves, and it had become synonymous with “safety” to Reyna. “Well, it’s a good thing you brought him, because now we don’t have to worry about the messy leftovers. The Queensguard will process those bandits, and my entire evening can be devoted to you and a warm cup of tea.”


“And just for clarification’s sake, how is he going to process them?” A heavy pause. “I know you won’t actually hang them, but—”


“Key, come on.” Reyna pushed her shoulder. Part of her was a little hurt that Kianthe felt the need to clarify.


“Sorry, sorry! I trust you. I just . . . don’t know about the Queensguard these days.” Kianthe ducked her head.


It was a valid concern. Reyna had killed many under Tilaine’s rule . . . and in the prior regime, a hanging absolutely would have been the bandits’ fate. She pushed her initial flare of emotion aside and answered logically: “If you trust me, you’ll trust my Queensguard—they answer to my command. I didn’t lie, dear. Tessalyn and I have been working on a rehabilitation program. I think they’ll be excellent candidates to test it.”


“Sorry.” Kianthe’s cheeks colored, and she stared pointedly ahead. “I think I forget how fast you changed policy around the Queendom. I should have known better.”


Reyna nuzzled her nose into Kianthe’s hair. “Like it or not, you’ve become my moral compass. Every decision I make now, I think to myself: Would Kianthe approve of this? It’s reduced our public hangings by ninety-seven percent.”


“Wait, what about the other three percent?”


It was fun to mess with her, sometimes. Reyna feigned disinterest, infusing a casual tone into her voice. “Oh, you know.”


Kianthe snorted. “Maybe you’re the menace.”


“That is wholly possible.”


Visk tilted his wings, subtly adjusting his flight pattern as they approached New Leaf. A crowd had gathered, Reyna noted, people milling in front of the shop even as long shadows cast the entire street in darkness. A few shouts as people pointed to the griffon overhead, holding their hats as his wings beat up dirt. Visk screeched, touching down in the clear area they’d hastily offered for him.


And then, the shouting started.


“Queen Reyna. The Arcandor!”


“They’re here. What do I do with my hands?”


“Stars above, they’re on the griffon and everything—”


“You serve a stunning cup of tea, Queen Reyna!”


It blended into a cacophony that had Reyna’s head spinning. She took her sword from Kianthe and dismounted Visk, ever aware that her cheeks were likely flushed from the cold, that her bun was less than proper.


So, this was still going on. She exchanged an exasperated look with her wife. “So . . .”


Kianthe hopped off Visk, plastering a very fake smile on her face. Her words were low, nearly inaudible. “Yep. The first snowfall did not, in fact, deter them.”


“Wonderful.” Reyna offered a slight wave to the crowd. They were keeping their distance because of Visk, but it was a near thing. “And they’re—”


“All over the town. You got it. Flee while you can, buddy.” Kianthe patted Visk’s flank and stepped back, allowing him space to leap into the air again. He wasted no time—human matters like an oversaturation of tourists meant little to a griffon, and Visk’s mate would be waiting for him in the mountains west of town.


Reyna sighed, massaging her forehead. She offered the crowds a gracious bow and raised her voice to “royal decree” levels. “We greatly appreciate your patronage here at New Leaf. However, the shop closes at nightfall—”


“Nightfall happens so early in the winter,” one tourist complained. “We came all this way to have a cup of tea.”


Kianthe’s eye twitched, and heat radiated from her hands. Reyna swiftly stepped in front of the mage, cutting off any hasty actions. Her voice shifted again, this time settling on the authoritative Queensguard tone—the one that said: leave, or I’ll make you. “The shop is closed for tonight. If you’d like a cup of tea, we’ll be here in the morning.”


“Promise?” another piped up. “I want an autograph!”


Gods and dragons and everything in between. Reyna laughed good-naturedly and followed Kianthe inside the barn—but the moment she shut the doors behind them, her composure vanished. She drew the curtains, speaking with desperation. “They’re really getting bad, aren’t they?”


“It’s insufferable. Took me ages to get them outside without stealing our mugs,” Gossley, their shop hand, said from behind the counter. “Welcome back, Miss Reyna. Sorry about your kidnapping.”


“As far as kidnappings go, it was rather mild,” Reyna replied. She locked the door with finality, casting a bare glance at Kianthe as her wife staggered farther into the shop, dropping onto one of the armchairs by the hearth.


Gossley wiped his hands on a cloth. “Did, ah . . . did you have to kill anyone?” His eyes dropped to her sword. Once upon a time, the teenager would have been eager for that, but now he’d settled into a life as a blacksmith apprentice, managing their shop on the side. The glamour of adventure had long since worn off.


Kianthe snorted. “If Reyna has to kill someone, I wouldn’t classify it as ‘mild.’”


“I might.” Reyna wove through the bookshop’s tables, reveling in the privacy. It was warm and cheerful, the hearth blazing day and night this time of year. Overhead, ever-flames drifted between the ivy-covered rafters, offering a cozy ambience. The plants were thriving, a common occurrence in the home of an elemental mage.


But there were signs of distress from these new patrons. The bookshelves were barren, tomes snatched up before a new shipment could arrive. The rugs were worn, the furniture stained. Even Gossley looked harried, his clothes rumpled and bags under his eyes. Reyna paused at one of their wooden tables, running her finger over a new divot. It looked like someone had dug their spoon into the wood.


Sadness settled into her bones, and she glanced again at the barn doors. “I never thought I’d regret hosting so many folks.”


“You’re telling me.” Kianthe settled into the armchair, then grimaced as she brushed crumbs off the armrest. Her eyes drifted shut. “Gosling, you heading home?”


Their shop hand nodded, stretching his arms over his head. “Yeah. Can I leave through the back?”


The one spot they guarded carefully was the back garden—a private oasis for them alone. It made for a safe getaway from the tourists, many of whom hadn’t bothered exploring Tawney’s nooks and crannies . . . partially thanks to the wall of earth Kianthe had erected in the alleys on either side of their barn.


“You never have to ask, Gossley,” Reyna said.


“I always will. Welcome home, Queen Reyna.” He grinned at her, then untied his apron and strolled for the back door. It closed behind him, and they were alone.


The hearth crackled. Eventually, Kianthe’s breathing evened out. She wasn’t asleep, not yet, but it was a near thing. Someone—Matild, most likely—had delivered dinner: fresh bread and soup in a ceramic container. It was still steaming, so they must have just missed her.
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