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      Sabra, keep up.”

      Sabra snapped her attention back to her cousin and urged her horse to catch up with his. She wasn’t worried about getting left behind. Their eight guards would sooner eat fire than let her get out of sight. She did, however, believe her cousin’s threat that if she couldn’t keep up, he would make her wait another two years before bringing her to the trade talks again. Sabra was ten now. She’d already waited too long for this adventure to be left behind.

      Their ride was pleasant. The morning was golden against the cone-shaped rocks that pierced the sky at the foot of the nearby hill. Chimneys, Demir called them. A strange name, as they had nothing to do with a kitchen. Demir said they were carved by the strong winds and rains, wearing away the softer rock on the outside with only the harder rock remaining, their tops pointing like arrows toward the sky. Behind the stone chimneys ran yellowish brown stone hills, riddled with holes that Demir said were the entrances of hundreds of caves, also carved out by wind and water.

      And no, Demir said, they didn’t have time to cross the ancient volcanic valley between and explore. Even if the very existence of such a fantastical place had been teasing Sabra since they’d set out yesterday.

      The sky was a mix of yellow and blue, and after the night’s storm, the air smelled of rain and soil. It hadn’t made for a particularly restful night in the tents that Demir and the guards had put up, but now Sabra relished the way the world felt fresh and new. Especially as they made their way toward the city gate.

      “Time to see how well you’ve been listening,” Demir said, looking back from his horse at Sabra with a smirk. “What’s the city’s name?”

      She smirked back. “Kappadona.” 

      “And to what kingdom does it belong?” 

      “Kappadona is its own kingdom, just like Segzein,” she fired back. Then she turned to her favorite bodyguard, Shakirat. The imposing man never smiled. He was trained not to, according to Demir. But she was sure she saw the corner of his mouth turn up when she was particularly saucy. “It’s like he doesn’t even know me,” she told Shakirat. “When is he going to learn that I’m always listening to his never-ending lessons?”

      Shakirat kept his eyes on the market as they entered the city, but sure enough, she was sure the corner of his mouth lifted.

      Demir arched a dark eyebrow and smiled. “And what are such kingdoms called?”

      She huffed. “City-states.” Then, before he could ask another question, she pulled her horse up beside his. “Now I have a question for you.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Since Father’s not here⁠—”

      “Sabra,” he turned and gave her a look. “Just because your father isn’t here doesn’t mean we can run around doing as we wish.”

      She sat taller. “I happen to know that we’re outside of Segzeinian jurisdiction.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Nice try.”

      “But you promised to tell me about the Dune Pirates!”

      “I said I’d tell you when you’re older.”

      “I am older!” She flipped her hair like some of the court ladies did. “That’s why you’re taking me on this journey!”

      Demir cast her a smug sideways glance, which annoyed her even more. “Yes, but I also said you would get married when you’re older. And ten isn’t old enough for either.”

      Sabra huffed. “Well, then, could you at least tell me about the Blue Bands?”

      Demir let his head fall back and groaned. “Sabra, you’re going to be the death of me. How about you sit quietly and enjoy the ride?”

      “And if I don’t?”

      He closed his eyes. “If you don’t, I’m going to lose my sanity.”

      “Very well.” Sabra sulked. Demir was her favorite person in the whole world. There were times, however, where he gave a little more deference to her father than Sabra would have preferred. 

      The market was lively and full, however, with so many interesting things to do that Sabra couldn’t stay annoyed for long. Especially when something shiny caught her eye.  

      “Demir,” she called, “what is that man doing?”

      “Which one?” He turned in his saddle.

      “Over there. The one hitting the hot metal with another piece of metal.”

      “He’s a smith. He’s making a horseshoe.” He glanced at her. “We have smiths at home. You know what those are.”

      “Not that one.” Sabra waved impatiently. “The one to his left. It looks like he’s making…” She squinted in the harsh morning light. “A sword?” Sabra was sure Segzein didn’t have any smiths like that.

      Demir shielded his eyes. “He’s a swordsmith.”

      “A swordsmith.” Sabra studied the man as they passed his stall. 

      The man’s beard and hair were gray, but through his shirt, which stuck to him with sweat, Sabra could see strong, muscled arms, unusual on someone his age. Her father’s arms were half their width. Although, she supposed one would have to be strong to hit metal with a hammer all day.

      “Can I have one?” she piped.

      “A swordsmith? No, your mother would not think that an acceptable pet.”

      Sabra pulled her horse up to her cousin’s and gave his shin a small kick. “You know I don’t mean the man. I want a sword!”

      “First of all, don’t kick when you’re on a horse. You could spook him. Second,” Demir gave her the smallest hint of a smile, the one he always had when he was about to tease, “what in the sands would you do with a sword?”

      “Learn to use it!” 

      “I’m already teaching you staff,” her cousin held up a hand as she opened her mouth to protest, “much to your mother’s dismay. I think she’d use the thing to behead me if I let you come home with one.”

      Sabra rolled her eyes, but Demir was right. Her mother was more than understanding with many of Sabra’s “odd” interests, as she phrased it. But a sword fighting princess was most likely far beyond the limits of her patience.

      “Out of curiosity, why do you want a sword?” Demir asked as they made their way down the center of the crowded marketplace. Some people stopped and stared up at their traveling party, but most seemed to find them uninteresting. Probably because, while this was Sabra’s first time at the trade talks, Demir was here in their neighboring city state of Kappadona at least once a year.

      “Aside from fighting?”

      He gave her a wry smile, and she grinned and shrugged. “I don’t know. It reminds me of my stories, I suppose.”

      Demir snorted. “Those stories are going to get you into trouble someday.” 

      “Perhaps. But not today. Is this it?” They were nearing a large olive tree encircled by a low wall covered in brightly tiled mosaics. At least a dozen men and women sat on the wall, and a few more sat on blankets in the tree’s shade. Some were chatting. Others were eating. But as Sabra’s party approached, most eyes turned to them.

      “Who is this, Demir?” a woman who looked to be in her fourth decade asked, nodding at Sabra.

      “This is my cousin,” Demir said, hopping off his horse. Then he turned and helped Sabra down from hers. “I promised her that she could come and listen to our trade talks this year.”

      “We keep no nannies here.” One of the men scoffed, and the woman who had first spoken nodded and pursed her lips.

      “Sabra,” Demir said, standing taller, authority ringing in his voice, “is ten years of age. She is also the future queen of Segzein.”

      A low murmur passed through the group, and many of the people turned to whisper to one another. Finally, the first woman, who Sabra guessed to have some sort of authority in the group, nodded and patted her blanket and scooted over. Careful to mimic Demir’s every move, Sabra followed him to the blanket and sat beside him. This was one of her first public appearances outside of her own kingdom, and, as her father had told her before they’d left, this would be the first impression she would make on outside allies. She might be young, but she was still the future queen.

      And Sabra tried to focus on the trade talks. She really did. But there were so many people talking and so many names and places that soon it was hard to pay attention at all. And instead of listening as she should have, Sabra found herself staring at the swordsmith’s stall over and over again, until her cousin’s voice took her by surprise and made her jump.

      “We’re pausing the talks for the midday meal.” He gave her a kind smile. “Go over to that fountain and eat there if you’d like to. I know these talks are long, and they’ll only get longer.”

      Sabra gave him a grateful look as he pressed a little sack of food into her hands. First impressions or none, she didn’t think she could stand to hear about tariffs or taxes one more time without going crazy.

      The fountain was even larger than the olive tree, and so was its shadow. People of all ages were gathered around it and reclined on the three steps that encircled it. Sabra took her lunch there and found an empty place where she was hidden from the sun and could watch the swordsmith. Her guards stationed themselves a little distance away on each side of her, where they would wait until Demir called her back.

      Sabra couldn’t really tell why she found the swordsmith so interesting. Perhaps it was the way he was able to hit the weapon on the same spot every time without missing. Or maybe it was how the blade was shaped like no sword Sabra had ever seen. There was something incredibly soothing about watching the constant, methodical work.

      “That’s my grandfather.”

      Sabra jumped as a boy sat on the step beside her. He looked to be about her age, his hair thick with large, dark brown curls and his eyes steel gray. His skin was swarthy, as though it might be olive, except for the fact that he spent too much time in the sun.

      “The man you've been staring at,” he said, nodding back at the swordsmith. “He’s my grandfather.” The boy grinned. “He’ll not bite, you know.”

      “I never thought he would.” Sabra was not used to being at a loss for words. She turned back to the man. “I’ve just never seen someone work so fast and so well with metal.”

      The boy sat taller, and his chest puffed out a bit, as though this last bit of praise brought him pride. “Nobody works as fast as he does. Or makes weapons quite as well.”

      That was a lot of boasting for a boy who couldn’t be more than eleven or twelve years in age. But Sabra didn’t move to correct him, as she could admit to never seeing the like. Instead, she turned to him. 

      “I’m Sabra.”

      He pushed a piece of dark hair out of his face. “I’m George.”

      “How long have you lived here?” she asked. 

      “My whole life. What about you? You must be new in town if those are yours.” He motioned to her guards.

      Sabra laughed. “I don’t live here. I’m only visiting with my cousin.” She pointed back to the olive tree, where Demir was eating and talking quietly with some of the merchants. 

      George considered them thoughtfully. “Is your cousin a statesman then?” 

      She looked at him and studied him again. “How did you know?” 

      He shrugged. “That’s where all the important meetings take place. Now, if he were king or a prince, he would have passed our village and visited one of the larger cities, where the kaftans dwell. Statesmen, however, like to deal with our merchants directly.”

      “You sure know a lot about politics for being the son of a tradesman.”

      He scowled at her. “What’s what supposed to mean?” 

      “It’s not an insult.” She turned to look back at the busy street. “Most tradesmen don’t care for the intricacies of state work. Mine don’t, at least.”

      He sat forward. “Your tradesmen? What are you a princess or something?”

      Sabra beamed and straightened her shoulders. “Actually, I am.”

      The boy blinked at her several times, which made Sabra laugh even more. Finally, when he spoke, he was slightly less cavalier. “Which kingdom are you princess of?”

      “Segzein. And I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

      “Do what?” he asked, glancing nervously at Shakirat.

      “You’re talking to me all funny now. Talk like we were before.”

      “Talk like what?” His eyes grew even wider.

      “Like we’re friends.”

      “Um…” He glanced again at the guards. “Are we friends?”

      “Of course we are.” She paused. “Unless you don’t want to be.”

      “What I mean is...I don’t have to call you Your Highness or anything like that?” 

      Sabra glared at him. “I’ll smack you if you do.”

      He studied her for a long moment. But just as she was about to walk away and give up on the whole thing, he finally grinned. “All right, then. Friends. But only if you let me show you around the market.” He stood and held out his hand. Sabra took it and let him help her up. When they were standing, she was surprised to find that he was a whole head taller than she was. 

      “Have you ever eaten a honey prat?” he asked, his eyes suddenly bright.

      She snorted. “Of course. Who hasn’t?” Honey prats were one of the region’s most famous treats, dozens of layers of crispy paper-thin sweet bread, all stuck together by the honey in the center. Even the poorest children in Segzein had tasted honey prats.

      “Not like this, you haven’t.” He took her hand and pulled her toward one of the stalls, and Sabra giggled. Her guards trailed them, and she could feel Demir’s watchful eye from where she sat. No one sought to intervene, however, so she let the boy tow her across the busy street. She might not learn all the intricacies of Demir’s dealings with foreign merchants this year, but that was more than all right. Today, she was having fun.
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      Sabra feinted to the left and then back into a ready stance, waiting for Demir to make his next move. But as she expected, he merely twirled his staff and gave her a patient smile as he slowly circled the center of the mat.

      The padding of their bare feet was the only sound in the room. Another reason Sabra loved staff practice days with her cousin. No one was allowed to intrude and watch. It was a refreshing break from having everyone and their mother privy to her conversations. Also, it was the only place that she was allowed to wear her bright pink pantaloons. Of course, most women wore trousers beneath their dresses. Sabra wore them nearly every day. But the matching dress for this outfit was cut scandalously (in Sabra’s mother’s words) short. For ease of movement, Sabra had assured her, to make staff practice easier. It had nearly made her mother faint the first time Sabra had walked out of her room wearing it.

      As her cousin held back, Sabra tightened her grip on her own staff and grinned back. She could be patient, too.

      “Tell me,” he said as they continued to circle, “Which clan was the last to join Segzein prior to becoming a kingdom?”

      Sabra stuck her tongue out at her cousin. “Can we go one full hour without you interrogating me?”

      “You turn twenty-two in two weeks.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Do you want to go before the Assembly unprepared?” 

      “I would be unprepared if we hadn’t been preparing for this for my entire life.” Sabra laughed, exasperated. “You’re thirty-three. Why don’t we quiz you for a while?” She gave him a wicked grin. “I could ask you endless questions about why you haven’t yet found a wife.”

      “If you’re so ready, then tell me why I had to negotiate a trade deal between the Sowens and the Woodsmen last year.”

      Sabra made a false move to the right, but he didn’t take the bait. So they returned to circling. “The Sowens needed new wheat cribs for their harvest, but the Woodsmen insisted on payment in gold rather than allowing them to pay in harvest as is traditionally done.” He opened his mouth, but she continued, knowing exactly where this was going. “You mediated and brought about an agreement that allowed the Sowens to pay for the wheat cribs in incremental payments that would allow them to bring in the harvest before the full payment was due.”

      “Good.” He moved in with a spinning strike, but she dodged and was able to land a small blow to his side as she maneuvered out of the way.

      “See?” She wiggled her eyebrows at him. “Contrary to what you think, I’ve been paying attention.”

      “Very well, brilliant one. Tell me this. If your father were to die now, who would inherit the throne?”

      “With the Assembly’s approval, I would.” She considered a way to bridge the gap between them. His reach was much longer than hers. 

      “And then?” he asked. “If you weren’t approved?”

      “You would be considered.”

      He nodded. “But what if I failed as well?”

      Her breath caught in her throat, and she stumbled slightly before regaining her control. Had he actually posed a question she didn’t know the answer to? That hadn’t happened in…well, for a very long time. “There isn’t one?” she asked hesitantly.

      He smirked as if he’d known she wasn’t sure. “I know you guessed, but you’re right. It would have been my second cousin on my mother’s side. But since he died last year, the Assembly hasn’t yet designated a third-level heir.”

      Sabra snorted delicately. “So I was right after all.”

      His movement was so fast that Sabra was barely able to get her staff up in time to block him. Then he was there, inches from her face, looking down at her with sweat dripping down his chin. “You hesitated.”

      “Have you come to practice, or to steal my one escape from everything Inquest?”

      Then his smile disappeared, and he moved back into circling. “Actually—” he began hesitantly.

      “Here we go. I knew you hadn’t joined to have fun with me.” 

      “Actually,” he gave her a look. When he spoke again, his voice was low. “I thought you might want to know that Semih relinquished his position on the Assembly last night. Mahzar is being installed today as the new Justine head.”

      Sabra’s steps slowed, but she did her best to look unperturbed. “I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “No,” her cousin agreed. She could feel him watching her closely. “But I find it interesting that such an exchange should take place two weeks before your Inquest.”

      In spite of their slow practice, Sabra suddenly felt slightly breathless. “You don’t think he’ll cause trouble, do you?” she asked in a lower voice.

      “I hope not. I can’t see why he would. But you know him. He’s done nothing but nose his way into other people’s business since he was younger than you.” Demir’s frown deepened. “I just hope he’ll mind himself.” He paused and looked back up at her. “And you need to mind yourself, too.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You say what you’re thinking and don’t care who you offend.”

      Sabra sniffed. “I see no reason why I should.”

      “Queen or not, politics are like a dance, Sabra. Refuse too many partners, and soon you’ll have no one to dance with when a crisis arises.”

      “People need strong leaders. After all, you can’t always compromise.”

      “People want leaders who get things done. And trying to stomp all over someone like Mahzar won’t get you anywhere. Even if you are right.”

      Before Sabra could come up with a reply, the sound of the door drew both their attention, and Sabra looked up to find her mother studying them with pursed lips.

      “Hello, Mother.” Sabra smiled impishly, knowing full well what that look meant.

      “Every time I think I’ve got you turned into a perfect lady, I find you in here.”

      “No one’s perfect, Auntie,” Demir gave her a boyish grin, all signs of stress gone.

      Sabra’s mother scowled, but under it, Sabra could see affection. Though Demir was Sabra’s first cousin on her father’s side, being orphaned at age eleven had made him as dear to her mother as any son would have been.

      “Well, if I can’t keep you out of those things,” she said as she glared at Sabra’s pantaloons, “I can at least tell you to change out of them now. You’ve got suitors here who wish to wait on you, and I won’t have them seeing you like this.”

      “How many?” Sabra didn’t even bother trying to hide her apprehension. There were many things about being the official crown princess that she was looking forward to after she passed her Inquest.

      Choosing a suitor was not one of them.

      Her mother raised her eyebrows. “Three.”

      Still, knowing better than to argue with her mother, Sabra groaned and handed her staff to her cousin. He gently poked her in the back with it as she trudged toward her waiting mother. “Make sure you tell me all the details,” he called after her. “I want to know if you see the one with the snowy white beard, or the one who refers to you as ‘Child.’”

      Sabra turned to scowl at her cousin. “For taking my Inquest so seriously, you seem to think my husband candidates hilarious.”

      He shrugged unapologetically. “A man’s got to laugh sometimes.”

      Unfortunately, Sabra thought as she followed her mother to her room to change, he was right. If Sabra hadn’t been the one who was being forced into matrimony, her suitors would have been comical.

      “At least someone’s enjoying my pain,” Sabra said as they walked.

      “Sabra,” her mother hissed. But Sabra didn’t miss the slight upturn of her bodyguard’s mouth when she turned to glance back at him. She grinned to herself. Make that two who were enjoying the show. Once they reached the privacy of her quarters, Shakirat remained outside the door while she and her mother entered. Once inside, Sabra changed clothes and surrendered herself to her servants.

      The least offensive of the group vying for her hand was only a few years older than herself, and if she was honest, he wasn’t completely loathsome. But when they were together, he acted as though he were already king, as though he were doing Sabra a favor by entertaining her. He talked endlessly of mundane policies that Sabra couldn’t have cared less about, and by the end of each talk, Sabra was sure the female Assembly members had only allowed him as a contestant because of how pretty he was.

      Sabra winced as one of the servants pinned her hair a little too tightly.

      “Sorry, Your Highness,” the servant muttered, her mouth full of pins.

      Sabra tried to smile back, but it felt more like a grimace as the woman jabbed another pin into her skull. 

      The suitor that Demir found most humorous was older than Sabra’s father. He had a snowy white beard and a belly like he’d swallowed a melon, and when he walked too fast, as she’d learned the first time he’d come to court her, he began to wheeze and had to return to his carriage.

      She’d insisted they take a walk every time after that.

      There were at least eight others, each as objectionable as the last, who had begun to cast regular shadows upon the palace steps. And Sabra dreaded them all. But today, after her mother was satisfied with her clothes and hair, she whispered in Sabra’s ear.

      “I don’t think you’ll mind so much today. We’ve got a new one. I think his parents are from the south.”

      Sabra stood taller and looked at her mother. “New? I’ve never seen him before?”

      Her mother shook her head, obviously pleased to be the bearer of such news. “And he’s rather handsome, if I do say so myself.” And with a wink, she ushered Sabra into a parlor where three men sat on the sofa. The one with the unfamiliar face had darker skin than most of those in the region, which was probably why her mother guessed his family was from the south. He was tall, and his eyes were a clear brown, almost golden in the beam of sunlight where he sat. His shoulders were broad, and his hands looked as though they were used to a good day’s work. His jaw was sharp, and his gaze steady.

      Yes, Sabra could very easily look at him for the rest of her life.

      But, of course, the other competitors were not about to let their intended prize be carried off by some smooth southerner. Grandpa, as Sabra had secretly named the man with the snowy white beard, and Jitters, as she called the nervous man closer to her age, looked most displeased at this new addition. Grandpa was openly glaring at the man while Jitters bounced his knee up and down, staring blankly at the wall with a furrowed brow.

      All three stood as she swept into the room, making sure to use every bit of poise and grace her mother had hammered into her throughout her nearly twenty-two years. Her mother settled into a chair in the corner, looking rather smug.

      “Your Highness,” Grandpa said as all three men bowed low. Hopefully, they wouldn’t have more who decided to join them. Sabra had purposefully set only certain times and days when she would entertain suitors, as she couldn’t handle having them constantly pop in, begging for her attention. The goal had been to prevent a constant ring of hopefuls at all hours of the day. She’d been successful, as there were now only two days a week when she had to dread the courting, but those days had quickly become unprecedented torture as more and more men sought her hand.

      Sabra smiled as graciously as possible at all three men, but for a moment, felt frozen in panic. So often had she called the two by their nicknames in her head that she had momentarily forgotten their names. So instead, she gave herself a mental shake and merely nodded at each.

      “Gentlemen,” she said. Then she looked at her newest possibility, and her heart thumped a little unevenly.

      He took her hand and bowed over it. “Your Highness,” he said, his accent thick and crisp, and his voice deep and melodious.

      Sabra could listen to him for the rest of her life as well. This was getting more and more promising.

      “I thank you for allowing me the hope of perhaps claiming your hand,” he said, his golden brown eyes meeting hers as he stood again. “You are even lovelier up close than from afar.” A smile played at his lips. “And I suspect a good deal stronger-willed than you let on.”

      Sabra tried to duck her head to hide her grin, but it was too late. Her mother had already heard and was pursing her lips. Sabra’s will of iron was not on her mother’s list of commendable wife qualities.

      “I’m curious as to how you should know that,” she said with a little laugh.

      “Your eyes,” he said, his own smile widening. “They are like a spark to kindling.”

      “And what is your name?” she asked.

      “Abasi, Your Highness.”

      “How about we go for a walk, Abasi?” Sabra wound her arm through his. “I would like to hear more about you.” She could feel the resentment rolling off of Grandpa and Jitters in waves, but she didn’t feel too badly. They’d had their chances to bore her.

      Arms linked, they stepped out onto the palace wall. The wall was nearly twenty feet thick, laid with cobblestones that ran like a street around the entire palace. Justine guards were stationed at various points, where they kept watch on the activity below. The sun was turning golden as the temperature began to drop, which was a relief, as it was unusually warm for spring.

      Another reason Sabra loved to walk the palace wall, other than to peel Grandpa from her side, was for the view. So when her suitors were particularly…attentive, she could gaze out over the kingdom she loved. Today, the reflection of the pink saline lake just south of the city was so bright it was nearly blinding. The valley beside the lake was barren, with the exception of small grasses, flowers, and bushes, their various shades of thin green at a sharp contrast with the lake’s vibrant pink. Surrounding the lake were low rounded hills pocked with caves that from a distance looked like holes in a honeycomb. 

      The city itself was beautiful, too. The glass windows in the library complex sparkled in the sun, and so did the mosaic tiles in the larger buildings that peppered the city. Further out, the buildings grew smaller and less impressive, but everything was neat and orderly. And it all moved and ran like a well-trained team of horses. 

      “Princess?”

      Sabra turned. Fantastic. Her first decent catch in months, and she got caught daydreaming. “I’m sorry,” she laughed. “What was that?”

      “Looking at your city?” he asked with a knowing smile. 

      She smiled back, her cheeks warming slightly. “I was.”

      He nodded out at the lake. “In all my travels, I’ve never seen its like.” He tilted his head to the side.

      “So you’ve traveled,” she said with a nod. Her heart twisted slightly in her chest, the smallest hint of jealousy echoing inside of her. “What is your clan?”

      “I must confess, I don’t live in Segzein,” he said, matching his pace to her own, and Sabra’s heart fell into her stomach. Well, so much for this beautiful face. She had thought at first that he must be the child of some of those who had come to Segzein from the south. But if he wasn’t from Segzein, this was all for naught. The basniins allowed her to choose her own husband, but they were quite insistent that while Sabra could marry anyone who wasn’t in clan leadership, she must marry a Segzeinian citizen. No outsiders. Even if she chose him, they would never allow the marriage to take place.

      “I am from the kingdom of Chimmambe,” he continued, oblivious to Sabra’s unfortunate revelation. “My brother was passing through here and saw you and asked someone who you were. When he learned that the princess was searching for a husband, he said to me, ‘Why don’t you go and seek your fortune? You are young and handsome, and you would make a fine king.’” He beamed and shrugged, as though this recommendation should make Sabra’s day. Sabra smiled politely, but as she did, she suppressed a sigh. Grandpa and Jitters would be ecstatic.

      “What is your trade?” she asked in an attempt to keep the conversation going, trying not to let her disappointment be too apparent. The poor man had come all the way to the palace. The least she could do was given him the rest of the walk. If nothing else, his presence here was keeping her from having to spend more time with Grandpa and Jitters, not to mention her other enthusiastic followers.

      “I catch pests.”

      “Pests?”

      “When a house or village is having rodent problems,” he said proudly, “I come and set traps and poison for the pests.”

      “That’s a useful calling. I suppose the people you help are grateful.”

      He shrugged, then his eyes lit up. “Yes, but the most satisfying part of it for me is the crack of death as their bones snap.”

      Perhaps a long walk was a bad idea after all. 

      Unfortunately, Abasi was all too happy to regale her with stories of his pests. Many, many stories. 

      She would just have to pray for the Maker to bring the right man to the palace steps.

      “Sometimes, I sit for a whole day until I hear the rat scratching its way inside. Then I set the traps…”

      She would pray hard.
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      Sabra got up early the next morning, refreshed and ready to work. She’d pleaded a headache the night before and gone to bed uncharacteristically early. It wasn’t a lie, for she truly had gotten a raging headache after the evening spent having to listen to Jitters mumble away after Abasi had gone.

      Determined not to repeat the disaster that had been the day before, Sabra meticulously planned out her day so that she was busy from morning until night, on the chance that her mother decided she ought to entertain suitors two days in a row.

      “It’s going to be a good day today, Nisa,” Sabra told her handmaiden as they exited the palace gates, Shakirat trailing them faithfully from a distance. “I’m feeling productive and impertinent.” She glanced back just in time to see the slightest hint of a smile escape the corners of Nisa’s lips, and Sabra felt her own grin grow. It was going to be a good day.

      “What do we have on the agenda today, Princess?” Nisa asked as they made their way into the crowd.

      Sabra drew in a deep lungful of fresh morning air and smiled. Despite the early hour, as the sun hadn’t yet risen, the streets were bustling with horses and foot traffic and vendors. Old men and women paused to chat leisurely with one another while children chased and teased. The smell of the early summer day mixed with the scents of lamb cooking over spits in the market and freshly picked sprigs of mint and thyme. 

      “I think we’ll start with the Physics’ spoke and make our way around from there.”

      Nisa nodded, and they set off to the east, where the healers lived. “And what do you wish to see there?”

      “I heard that Elif’s son purchased a large quantity of aloe plants the last time he traveled and brought them home. I want to see how successful she’s been in maintaining those, and if she thinks they might be a good product to grow in large quantities. Oh, good morning!” Sabra grinned to a little girl who darted out of her family’s home to wave. She turned to Nisa. “Wait for me here, will you?”

      Nisa narrowed her eyes slightly. “Your Highness⁠—”

      “I’ll be back!” she called cheerfully over her shoulder, ignoring the disapproving look her handmaiden was sending her.

      The house was one of the few in the square that wasn’t as well kept as the others. The few times Sabra had seen the girl’s parents, they looked thin and sickly. So whenever she planned to go this way, she brought a few extra sweets with her.

      The little girl took the treat and threw a hug around her legs, then ran away giggling. Sabra had tried to bring more food before, but long ago, she’d learned that the girl’s parents wanted no charity. They would hardly speak to her, simply refusing the gift in polite protestations and then locking themselves in their home. 

      Thankfully, the girl was not so difficult to please. Today, however, as the girl looked back to thank her, the girl’s mother called for the child to return home. Her eyes were wide as she stared at Sabra, and she scrambled to hurry the child inside. As she did, her sleeve on her left arm fell down over her shoulder, revealing the blue band tattooed there. The woman let out a small cry as she tried to cover her shoulder up before locking both herself and the child in the house. 

      Sabra sighed.

      “You won’t change her mind.”

      Sabra looked down to see the speaker.

      He was sitting cross-legged there in a threadbare stall. His service, not one needed on a daily basis, was to stitch up wounds, and when he wasn’t stitching up wounds, he was sewing bandages to sell as well. Sabra knew this, of course, because she’d asked him. 

      “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me why,” she said, coming to stand beside him.

      He grinned up at her. “No, I won’t. But I will happily sell you a bandage.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “If I buy one, will you tell me about your tattoo?”

      He laughed. “You’re a wily one, Princess.” His voice grew lower and gentler. “You know your father wouldn’t appreciate this conversation.”

      She huffed. “I was hoping this would change your mind.” She pulled an herbed roll from her pocket. 

      He laughed. “No more than the sweet roll you brought me yesterday. Or the wedge of cheese last week.”

      “I’ll find out somehow,” she said with a wry smile. 

      “Princess!”

      Sabra turned to see Nisa glaring at her. “If your father finds out⁠—”

      “I’m coming, I’m coming.”

      Sabra handed him the roll. “See you later.”

      He laughed. “I’m sure you will.”

      “Your Highness!” Nisa scolded her in a whisper as Sabra returned to her side. “Your father was very angry the last time you were seen speaking to one of them!” 

      “And do you mind very much when I get in trouble?” Sabra tossed her hair out of her face. 

      Nisa frowned. “I worry for you. And the Blue Bands you speak with. They get in trouble as much as you do.”

      Sabra closed her eyes for a moment before rubbing her face. “You’re right. I’m not trying to get them in trouble.” She grimaced back at the rundown house that was now behind them. “I just wish I could understand.”

      “Back to what we were doing,” Nisa looked at her parchment. “When you have your recommendations about the aloe, would you like me to send your recommendation to the head Physic?” 

      Sabra had once told Nisa that she could leave her ever-present lists at home to give her arms a break, but the girl had only smiled politely before taking them right out with her again. In the year since Nisa had come to serve Sabra, Sabra had hoped to teach her to have a little fun sometimes, but as of yet, none of those subtle instructions had seemed to stick.

      “Yes, please,” Sabra said. “He’s actually the one who asked me about it. After this, I want to hear from the Sowens about their new load of seeds, so we’ll visit their spoke once we’re finished here. Then I’d like to visit the Sophians, the Tradesmen, and finally…” She paused to think. “The Justines.”

      Nisa’s pen stopped moving. “The Justines?”

      Sabra nodded. “I’ve heard the clan has a new head. I thought I would congratulate him.” And possibly clarify that she was not to be trifled with. But she kept that part to herself.

      “I apologize, Princess, but if I’d known we were headed to their spoke, I would have worn a different set of shoes.” She scrunched her nose at her own shoes. “They disliked it the last time I wore these into their meeting house. They said they were too dusty.”

      “No need.” Sabra smiled back at her. “Look in that sack I handed you. I brought an extra pair of slippers.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness.” Nisa nodded and scribbled on her parchment.

      They made their way to the central market in the Physics’ spoke on the eastern side of the city. As Sabra had expected, Elif, one of the clan’s more respected members, was more than happy to show off her new aloe plants. They were doing better than Sabra had expected. She’d anticipated the plants would be shriveled and discolored from Segzein’s semi-arid climate. There was a reason the Physics bought many of their healing herbs from the traveling caravans that came from farther north, where the wind wasn’t so dry and the rain came more often. But old Elif was proud to bursting when she showed Sabra the three dozen little green spiky plants.

      “This variety is even more potent in healing burns than the old stuff we used to buy from the caravans.” She smiled smugly. “And it grows fast. Within a few years, we should be able to stop buying it completely.”

      “That’s fantastic.” Sabra beamed. “What would you say if I brought someone over from the Sowens? If we could get them enough plants to grow their own, do you think that together you could harvest them sooner on a larger scale?”

      Elif gave Sabra a shrewd look, one that canvased Sabra’s entire person several times. Not that such an appraisal bothered Sabra. She had come to expect skepticism from the older citizens. It wasn’t personal. They simply didn’t know what to expect from a princess of twenty and one years. She would simply need to prove herself to them. 

      And Sabra was more than ready to do that.

      “Why not let me raise them on my own?” Elif finally leaned back in her chair and raised a practiced brow at Sabra. “I’d make more money than if I let the Sowens in on the crop. And if they got in, then the Tradesmen would want in, too. Why not keep the cuttings for myself and sell what I have?”

      Sabra considered this. “You could,” she said slowly. “But if you did that, you would have to supply everything yourself, and from what I know of your lands, you don’t have enough to meet the demand that would come.” She paused. 

      “What if the Sowens and Tradesmen were required to pay you a stipend for every plant they sold? The plants would propagate faster that way, as there would be more people to care for them with more land, and you’d receive payments for whatever length of time you agreed to.” She paused and thought for a moment. “You could also continue to grow your own on the side. You could easily bottle it up into your own salves and sell the salves directly to merchants passing through. Merchants would be far more willing to pay a higher price than anyone here. And you could sell as much as you want without worrying about selling what your patients might need because the sowens would supply that.” She nodded to Nisa to take note. “The Sophians made a similar contract with the Justines last week regarding parchment production.”

      Elif studied her for another moment before breaking into a grin. “Your father wasn’t wrong when he said you had a good head. I would be happy to speak with the others.”

      Sabra smiled. “Wonderful. I’ll send you word as soon as I’ve talked with them.”

      “I wish you favor,” the old woman called as Sabra waved goodbye. “And may your Inquest be blessed.”

      The sun was bright by the time Sabra and Nisa left the old woman’s home, and it matched the glow that filled Sabra’s heart. “Two weeks,” she whispered to herself. Two weeks until her Inquest. And then she would no longer simply be the princess. She would be the queen-to-be. An excited shiver ran down her shoulders and arms. She was so close.
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        * * *

      

      The morning continued on the fine note it had begun on. Sabra’s meetings in the Sowens’ and Sophians’ spokes went just as smoothly as her talk with Elif had, and she was in the middle of searching for a mid-morning snack in the Tradesmen’s spoke when someone cast a shadow over the crate of dates she was examining. Annoyed, she looked up to see a stranger.

      A very handsome stranger.

      He would have looked annoyed as well, except that his mouth was twitching as though he were trying to suppress a smile.

      “Working hard today, are we?” he asked.

      Having no idea who this man was but enjoying the spark of good banter, Sabra grabbed a few dates and paid for them before turning to face him and raising her chin defiantly. “Always.” She popped one in her mouth.

      His smile grew. Who in the sands was this man? Did he know who he was addressing in such a casual manner? Had he mistaken her for someone else?

      The stranger was at least a hand taller than Demir. His shoulders were wide, and his chest was broad. He was possibly even larger than Shakirat, who was now staring him down. His dark brown hair looked like it might have been curly, except that it was cut close to his head. His face had sharp angles, and his Adam's apple stuck out noticeably. He stood a foot above the crowd, and many, even in their hurry, were giving him a wide berth. Sabra was absolutely certain she had never seen this man in her life. She would have remembered if she had. And yet, there was something familiar about him… She squinted, trying to imagine him without the stubble that covered most of his face.

      “And what exactly does today’s work have to do with dates?” he asked, not bothering to hide his grin now.

      She shoved one more in her mouth and arched an eyebrow at him as she chewed it, careful not to bite into the long pit. “Starvation. And princesses. They don’t work well together.”

      “Ah. Can’t have that now, can we?” He was looking at her now with an odd mix of humor and affection. He must truly have confused her for someone else.

      Nisa stood to Sabra’s right, just a little way back, but Sabra could feel her bristling at the audacity of the stranger as though she wanted to bore a hole through his head. Sharkirat, who usually appeared bored, had his hand on his sword’s hilt, and looked as though he’d like to set the stranger on fire for merely existing too close to Sabra. 

      Sabra rolled her eyes but couldn’t help chuckling. “And what would a man such as yourself want to know all that for?”

      This time, he tilted his head thoughtfully. “You really don’t know who I am?”

      She studied him again. There was definitely something familiar about him. If only she knew why.

      “Sabra,” he said gently. “Look.”

      Nisa made a choking sound, as did many of the people around them. Not that Sabra minded. Her title wasn’t a point of pride. But it was a bold move on his part. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had called her by her given name who wasn’t related by blood. It just wasn’t done.

      Then it hit her, and she was throwing herself into his arms like one of her father’s overly affectionate dogs.

      “George!” 

      The way his arms wrapped around her in return made her already speeding heart accelerate. 

      Sabra wasn’t sure how long the hug lasted. It wasn’t long. It really wasn’t. But long enough for her to feel the stares of everyone around them. George seemed to feel it, too, because he pulled back but kept hold of her hands, laughing as he looked her over from her head to her feet. It wasn’t a leering, invasive kind of stare that one or two of her suitors had dared. Rather, he looked the same way she felt inside. In complete disbelief.

      Her own expression probably mirrored his. The way his hands felt, however, rubbing her fingers as he held them, made it hard to focus long enough to decide. His eyes, which had first caught her attention, were that old familiar steely gray. And now that she was staring into them, she recalled how unusual their color was for the southern part of the world.

      She was also vaguely aware that they were causing a scene. But she wasn’t too worried. The princess’s enthusiasm wasn’t a secret. Sabra never did anything halfway. Of course, she thought wryly, that didn’t mean everyone had to like it.

      “I was hoping I would see you here.” He laughed again, almost nervously, and looked her up and down again. “You’re not a little girl anymore!”

      Sabra slapped him on the arm, which was surprisingly thick and hard. “You’re one to talk. The last time I saw you, you were sixteen!”

      “You dare call the princess by her given name?” Nisa’s words were clipped, impressive in their indignance for a girl of such small stature. She seemed to have recovered from her shock, and her sharp tongue was now free.

      George’s face, which had been the picture of unbridled joy a moment before, melted into one of horror as he looked around them, probably realizing how many rules he’d just broken.

      “Of—of course.” He bowed his head, and to Sabra’s chagrin, let go of her hands. His gaze slipped to the ground. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness. I just…” He swallowed convulsively and looked back at Sabra, alarm thick in his eyes.

      Sabra rolled her own eyes and turned to her handmaiden. “George, this is my handmaiden, Nisa.” 

      George nodded, his olive face slightly paler than usual. “Miss,” he bowed his head again. “Please forgive⁠—”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.” Sabra glared at her servant, who was still giving George the death stare. “George is a childhood friend. I would be offended if he called me anything else.” She wound her arms through his and whirled them around. 

      It took much of her self-control not to shiver with delight as she did.

      What was wrong with her? She glanced back up at the hulking man beside her and shivered anyway. George was what was wrong with her. And all of his enormous self that hadn’t been there the last time they’d met. 

      And he wasn’t distracting at all.

      Nisa followed behind with slow, indignant steps, but she knew better than to contradict the princess. 

      “What are you doing here?” Sabra grinned. “And why didn’t you come sooner?” Then, before letting him answer, she tugged on his arm and began to move. “Come on. Let’s walk, and you can tell me everything that’s happened in the last seven years.”

      George chuckled. “Well, if you have to know, I’m actually not supposed to be here.” He gave her one of the lopsided grins she’d missed so much. “My grandparents prefer that I stay close to home. But my master sent me to one of the libraries here for some information.”

      “Your master?” Sabra asked. 

      “I’m apprenticing with a scholar in Kappadona.”

      “Huh.” Sabra pulled them into the shade of an olive tree and studied him. 

      His eyes widened slightly. “You disapprove?”

      “No.” She shook her head and continued to study him, as though that might reveal something new she’d missed. “I just always saw you as taking over your grandfather’s smithing.”

      “I can smith.” He rubbed his neck and grimaced slightly. “But for some reason, they wanted me to take another occupation.”

      Sabra frowned. That didn’t make any sense. The last time she’d been to Kappadona for the trade talks, she’d been fourteen, and he’d been sixteen, and his grandfather had given him so much work that she’d spent the whole afternoon watching him work in the little dirty tent. Not that she’d minded, of course. Now that she thought back to that day, she remembered staring at very little but his arms sticking out from beneath his rolled-up sleeves. But before she could ask, he looked at the world around them.

      “I have to admit,” he said, “your city confuses me.” He looked back at her. “And why is your lake pink?”

      Sabra laughed, and they resumed walking. “You’re not alone. But once you understand, it’s much easier. Probably easier, actually, than other cities.” She stopped and pointed to the palace walls, pristine and white against the high desert. They were near those walls now, which were lined by a single circle of olive trees like the one they’d been standing beneath.

      “The lake is pink because it’s filled with salt. And it’s so shallow it’s barely taller than you are in the center. But that’s not important. What is important is that the palace stands at the center of the city.” She gestured to her home, largely hidden behind the great wall that circled all the palace grounds. “We have seven clans that make up our kingdom. If you walk around the palace, you’ll see that it’s at the center of the city. The city is divided into wedges that jut out from the palace in every direction, much like wheel spokes. All spokes start with a central market that faces the palace. From there, they move out to other buildings, places of business, homes, and fields, though most of the large fields belong to the Sowens.”

      “Will the knowledge I seek most likely be in one spoke more than the others?” he asked, squinting in the sunlight at the world around them.

      Sabra nodded. “You’ll probably find what you’re looking for with the Sophians in that direction.” She pointed. “Their job is to record and protect our knowledge. Everything from how the Sowens harvest their crops to the method of stitching up a wound to the history of the Justines’ court rulings will be found there. Then there are the Physics.” She pointed in the direction from which she’d first come that morning. 

      “The Physics are our healers,” she continued. “The Sowens head our agriculture. The Tradesmen run the largest market in the city right here.” Sabra indicated to the street they had just come from. “But they also manage basic trade regulation and settle disputes for other clans as well in their lesser markets and trading activities. Sophians, as I said, gather, guard, and sell knowledge. The Woodsmen are responsible for most of our infrastructure. Buildings and roads and such. The Justines handle the law. And of course,” she stopped and curtsied dramatically, “that leaves the Capitans.”

      “Which are?” His smile was amused.

      “Royalty, of course.” 

      “So are you over all the other clans?” 

      Sabra tapped her chin before leading him over to a stall selling dried fruits. She examined their wares as she thought.

      “Not over, exactly. Each clan has a head, a member of the Assembly. They are called basniins. The Capitan basniin, which would be the king or queen, often breaks ties. We’re more in a managerial position, I suppose, acting as mediators for the other clans, and we do our best to understand the workings of the clans as a whole, rather than the little details they pay attention to.”

      “So your father’s not the king?” He frowned.

      “No, he is the king. And I will be queen.” As long as she passed the Inquest. Not that failure was even a possibility. “But our authority isn’t as…sovereign, I suppose, as it is for other monarchs around the world. There’s often more room for negotiation.”

      He nodded slowly then purchased several small bags of dried fruits and offered one to Sabra. She took it and grinned, reminded of their many shared outdoor meals as children on the steps of the fountain. 

      “I only began my apprenticeship last year,” he said slowly, “so I don’t know many of the finer details. But if my research is correct, each clan runs nearly independently of the others. As in, they have their own markets, homes, and organization.”

      “Correct.” Sabra nodded.

      “But they’re all dependent on one another, in that they can’t survive on their own. And each has a certain amount of authority in their own sphere of influence.”

      Sabra grinned up at him. “Maybe you were cut out for reading all day after all.”

      “That makes the design of the city more understandable. And don’t be a brat.” He poked her and then glanced nervously back at Nisa. Sabra laughed, but at the mention of his apprenticeship, she once again had the urge to ask him why his grandfather had apprenticed him to someone else. She could tell, though, that was a conversation for someplace that was a little more private. As it was, they were drawing more than enough attention. Sabra was used to it, but George appeared not to be.

      “I’ll explain,” Sabra said, coming to stand in front of a small fountain. “We’ve left the Tradesmen’s market, in case you hadn’t figured that out. We’re now in the Sophian spoke.”

      “And Sophians do what again?”

      “They’re the ones you’re looking for. They’re responsible for recording and keeping our history and knowledge. They have a market of their own. But if you look around, it’s not nearly as large as the Tradesmen’s market. And most of their wares have to do with parchment, pens, books, and lessons.”

      “Lessons?” George raised his eyebrows.

      Sabra stared at him for a moment, drinking in everything he’d become. She also marveled at how easy it was falling back into step with him again, as if seven years had never passed. As if they’d walked and talked like this every day.

      She wished they had. 

      “Sabra?” He looked as though he was about to laugh.

      “Oh, sorry.” Sabra shook her head to clear it. She needed to quit acting like a smitten child. “Where were we?”

      He grinned this time. He’d caught her staring at him, and they both knew it. “You were telling me about the lessons?”

      Sabra nodded and, glad to divert the attention away from her, indicated an elderly woman sitting in front of a small tent, writing on a parchment. “That’s Mistress Hatice. She’s a master learner of grain, meaning she’s studied wheat and how to plant, raise, harvest, and thresh it, as well as the history of different kinds of grain in Segzein. If you pay her a copper, she’ll answer five of your questions. Pay her a silver, and she’ll give you half a day to talk about anything you like.”

      George scratched his head. “But I thought the Sowens were in charge of agriculture.”

      “Oh, they are.” Sabra flipped her long hair out of her face as a breeze came up. “But many don’t know the history and wouldn’t be able to tell you about the year the goat beetles came and ate the corn two centuries ago, and the entire city nearly starved. Of course, Mistress Hatice is not the only one. There are hundreds of master learners who learn about specific parts of our economy, history, practices, skills, and other aspects of our culture. Some are paid by groups of parents to educate their children. Others might visit a master to understand what’s gone wrong with their trade.”

      “But doesn’t that cause resentment between different spokes? I mean…clans? If they’re competing for similar customers?”

      Sabra smiled. “It could. But it also breeds competition, which is good. And if things ever get out of hand, which they do every now and then, the Justines are called, and they solve things quickly according to the law. Or the Capitans.” She grinned and shrugged. “We’re not too bad to have around either. And slightly more fun.”

      He stopped walking and turned to study her. Her face flushed slightly as she wondered what was going through his head. 

      “What?” she asked.

      He chuckled and shook his head. “Nothing. It’s just that you know so much. I’ve never heard of a statesman who was so familiar with the needs and names of their people.”

      Sabra’s blush grew. He couldn’t possibly understand how much that meant to her. Instead of elaborating, she merely waved her hand at the people surrounding them. “I love these people. They’re mine, and I’m theirs. Why wouldn’t I know them?” 

      “That all makes sense,” he said as they continued to walk. “Would we have time to visit them all today?”

      Sabra glanced down at his travel clothes. “Unfortunately, the Justines have strict rules in their clan about appearances. We would have to get you a change of clothes and shoes to enter their spoke, which we probably don’t have time for today.” She resumed walking, “But we can visit the others and cut across their market by skirting the palace wall. They don’t like it, but they have to let us pass.”

      “A bit strict then?”

      She laughed. “You have no idea. Word has it that their original clan was incredibly superstitious, but I think it’s just an excuse to tell everyone else what to do.”

      George was quiet for a moment. “That makes me curious about something else.”

      “Which is?” 

      He stopped walking and pointed. “You have seven clans. But on your seal, you have eight spokes.”

      Sabra felt her smile freeze on her face as she looked up at him. “Yes, we do.” She glanced back to see that Nisa was staring off into the distance, looking bored. Still, it would be better not to let anyone see how much that bothered her. Well, anyone but George.

      “Why?” he asked.

      Oh, if only he knew how often she’d asked that question herself. How she feared failing due to this strange hole in her knowledge, the mystery that sent her gentle father into fits of anger whenever she brought it up. But they were still in public, so she gave the answer she’d been fed more times than she could count.

      “The kingdom left one of the spokes open for the housing of those who didn’t have enough. Many of our poor live there. The houses are old, but they’re better than nothing. Many of our migrants move out of the little houses once they can afford to. Most of them work in other spokes, choosing which clan they wish to integrate with.”

      She paused thoughtfully. A large number of the Blue Bands lived there as well, though, and many of them never moved on. She’d watched the spoke enough over the years to notice dozens of the tattoos the people so desperately tried to hide when in the other spokes.

      As if reading her thoughts, he nodded at a stall not far from theirs. A thin man was stacking parchments at a table under the tent. 

      “What about him?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Several times this morning I’ve seen people with a blue tattoo that wraps around their arms. He has one, too.”

      Sabra followed his gaze and hesitated before dropping her voice. “We call them the Blue Bands.” 

      “Because of the tattoos?”

      Sabra nodded. 

      He thought for a moment. “Why do they wear them?”

      Sabra wanted both to rejoice and groan at this question. To rejoice because she knew she wasn’t the only one asking about the Blue Bands or the seven clans. To groan because she knew the lecture she would receive if anyone overheard her conversation and reported it to her father or cousin. She could recite it by heart.

      “I’m not sure,” she finally said, giving him a look that she hoped he could understand. Then, for the sake of those around them, she forced a smile and pulled him down the road. “Now, let’s find some lunch so you can chase down that master learner on a full stomach.”
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      Sabra wished that afternoon could last forever. But eventually, after meandering all over the Sophians’ spoke until there was nothing left unseen, both George and Sabra had to admit that it was time for him to do what he’d been sent to do.

      An awkward silence settled over them as they came to stand in front of the master learner’s tent. Sabra had hoped the man would be busy with another customer, but, of course, he was ready and waiting. So she turned to George and dredged up a smile.

      “Will you be around tomorrow?” she asked with false optimism.

      He gave her a less convincing smile. “Unfortunately, I have to leave as soon as I’m done here. I need to be home in time not to alarm my grandparents tomorrow.”

      She frowned. “You’ll travel the highway at night?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve got a horse and a sword. I’m not too worried.”

      Sabra pursed her lips but didn’t argue further. He was certainly taller than the average man, and solidly built as well. Still, that wouldn’t prevent highwaymen from using arrows or encircling him. 

      He laughed. “I’ll be fine. Really.” Then his eyes widened.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “I just remembered. There’s a medicinal tea here that my grandmother always buys from the caravans when they come. I wouldn’t suppose you know of the…” He twisted his face up as he thought. “Blue leaf tea, I think it’s called?”

      Ah, that she could answer. Sabra pointed to the east. “That’ll be Eser’s mix. He’s one of the Physics’ most well-known sellers. You’ll find him in their spoke, just across from the palace.”

      “Thank you.” He paused and looked at the ground before looking back up to meet her eyes. “You amaze me, you know. You always have.”

      Sabra’s breathing hitched, and she had to remind herself to breathe. Why couldn’t she feel this way whenever her suitors praised her? Because praise her they did. They praised her until she wanted to throw up. But never had it carried so much weight. 

      Why did she even care so much about his praise, this man she hadn’t seen in seven years? 

      “Well, um, I should go.” He reached out as though he might touch her. Then he glanced at the master learner, who was watching them with unveiled interest, and his hand fell back down to his side. Regret immediately crashed down inside her. What had he been about to do?

      “Would it…” He took a deep breath, his gray eyes boring into hers. “Would it be all right if I wrote you a letter? When you didn’t come that first year, I was afraid something had happened to you…” His voice trailed off, and shame burned inside her.

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you that the trade talks had been moved here, but when I wrote a letter and sent it to the city, it was returned. All three times.”

      Understanding and relief lit his eyes. “Ah, that would be it. See, we don’t actually live in the city. My grandparents live a little ways out on their own land.” He took two steps toward the master learner then looked back once more. “A letter then?”

      She grinned back. “I’d love one. And in your letter, tell me where I might send one of my own.”

      He grinned. “Of course.” Then he took a deep breath and blew it out. “Well, here I go.”

      She watched him address the master learner, who glanced at her once before nodding and leading George into the tent. 

      Suppressing a sigh, Sabra turned to go home.

      “Are we still going to visit the Justines?” Sabra jumped as Nisa’s bubbly voice came from behind her, sounding happier than she had since Sabra had hired her. Sabra had completely forgotten she was there.

      “We’re late as it is.” Sabra grimaced at the sun. “I think we’d better head home for now.” Still, her feet dragged as they made their way back, and for possibly the first time in her life, the brightly colored baubles and delicious smells of the markets held little draw. All she wanted to do was go home. Unfortunately, the palace was quite large, and a full trip around the walls alone could take an hour.

      The palace lamps had been lit by the time she
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