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      Nefeli longed to be anywhere but the heavy silence of the infirmary.

      The surroundings offered the potential for serene rest and reflection. The room held a bed, small table for drinks and medicines, stool for guests, and a mosaic of fish decorating the white-washed walls. Narrow windows in the walls and above the door allowed free circulation of cool evening air, whisking away all but hints of the medicinal tang inherent in the infirmary.

      Breezes tugged at the hem of her soft yellow tunic and gold mantle, whisked along the sash that tamed the fabric at her waist, and ruffled through her close-trimmed black ringlets. She leaned against the cool stone wall and shifted her weight from one sandaled foot to the other, setting her bronze anklets chiming.

      A lovely sound, because it was a sound. Likewise, she appreciated the trickle of water in the fountain in the plaza at the center of the infirmary, and the distant laughter and happy chatter from down the hall where a family gathered around a different patient.

      Oh, to be among them or elsewhere in the palace.

      Her brother, Todor, had asked a favor, which he rarely did. She granted it, and this was her reward: heavy, loathsome quiet.

      A fitting punishment for not stopping to ponder why he wanted her with him while he visited his lover. He’d kept their budding estrangement too close a secret—Nefeli had caught no hint of it, oddly, or she’d have questioned his request.

      Alas, she now kept company with two who studiously stared at their laps and said nothing. The three of them all as still and silent as blocks of wood—one of the land's magical Dancing Princesses, who guarded against natural and unnatural disasters, and two of the three royal-born compeers who partnered the princesses, and no one spoke a word!

      Todor sat on a solid wooden stool. Informally clad in dark blue knee-length tunic and no mantle, or jewelry, he’d run his fingers through his black hair—a match for Nefeli’s but without the curl—so many times that his hands bore half the pine-scented oil he used to keep it in place. His thin lips pressed tight together under a steep nose and thin black brows, his burnished skin warm.

      He should have appeared strong and stalwart, a broader version of their mother, but the position diminished him. It reduced his height and breadth to the slumped posture that their tutors had tried to train out of him as a youngling. For his own good and protection, Nefeli had nagged him about it too. Their grandmother—their mother’s mother—hated any such sign of weakness and slapped him whenever she caught him slouching.

      Though grandmother never had much to do with him otherwise. Fortunate him.

      Ylena, the princess Todor avoided looking at, sat straight upright despite an ample supply of grass-stuffed pillows to lean against. She’d pulled her blonde hair back into a loose braid, the ends trailed over her breasts beneath her simple green tunic. Brown eyes dominated a round face, glowing above a thin nose. Her hands clasped together, light beige fingers resting on her soft belly. A white sheet covered most of the bed, tented over the thick lengths of wood that held her broken leg straight.

      A pair of crutches leaned against the corner near the hallway, opposite Nefeli and far enough away that Ylena couldn’t reach them on her own.

      A just reward, considering the other woman had walked across the palace a few weeks earlier, with her leg only partly-healed, and put her recovery back. Still, at least she was allowed to walk again even if only under strict supervision.

      If Jola, Nefeli’s lover, were in the same situation Nefeli would celebrate her returning health. Bring her favorite goodies, offer tales and reassurances. Cuddle with her on the bed.

      Anything other than this heavy nothingness.

      Todor’s dark eyes flashed as he threw a pleading glance at Nefeli.

      She’d seen that look before, though not for nearly a decade. Not since their grandmother’s death from a strike of lightning . . . or a ball of fire fallen from the sky. No one was quite sure which except that her blackened body had been recovered and suitably buried if not exactly mourned.

      So many years dead, yet the old woman’s poison lived on. Even now, her summation of Todor rang in Nefeli’s ears unbidden.

      “Fodder for the troops. He’ll never make an officer.”

      Harsh and extreme, but she’d got the core of Todor right. He showed no sign of leading.

      Ylena on the other hand . . . She’d pursued, courted, and won him. Though, true, she'd done so with grace and honesty and given him time and space to choose. He could have declined, but Todor never had been good at saying no. Then again, he’d flourished as her partner. Her compeer in the dance, her lover off the dance floor.

      Or so Nefeli had always assumed. Yet their postures suggested little of love, more of exhaustion.

      Reason enough not to speak—but not for Nefeli to remain.

      “Enough.” She pushed away from the wall, dusting her hands. The clap of skin against skin broke the thick stillness. “If you’re going to sit in silence, you don’t need me watching you.”

      “No, don’t go.” The stool legs squeaked against the stone floor as Todor leapt to his feet.

      “So you can speak.” Ylena crossed her arms over her chest and clicked her tongue. “I was wondering if a fish had eaten your tongue.”

      “I greeted you when I arrived and you said nothing, so I thought you wanted quiet.” Todor edged further away, blocking the door.

      Nefeli leaned back in her former place and rubbed at a faint ache in her temples.

      “‘Well, I’m here,’ you said.” Ylena turned up her nose. “Some greeting.”

      “I promised to come, every day, and I’ve kept that.” Todor said.

      “Every day, yes. Later every day. At first you were here in the morning, now the evening. What next, you’ll visit at night when I’m sleeping?”

      “Why come when you’re awake when you don’t want to talk to me?” Todor stamped. Most people would see his foot hit the floor, guess at his sullen anger from the thud, perhaps even catch the vibrations in the air from the movement.

      Those born to be compeers, such as Nefeli, got more. The press of his weight against the stones, and the earth below let her read his true feelings. Anger and resentment, yes, but mixed with fear and hurt.

      Ylena’s bed frame kept her from touching the floor. Nefeli received from her nothing but an awareness of her presence, her location. The imbalance led to nibbling pains on the side closer to her brother.

      The princess lifted her chin, elbows tight against her sides. “I never said I didn’t want you to visit.”

      “You didn’t have to.” Todor said.

      “Pleasant as this all is, you hardly need me here for it.” Nefeli left the wall again, but Todor shifted to block her. His anger subsided beneath a swell of fear and desperation.

      His gaze never left Ylena. “If you don’t want to talk to me, at least talk to Nefeli. To someone.”

      “I speak to everyone in turn.” Ylena lifted a stoneware mug from the table next to the bed and drank deep. She coughed, or chuckled, as she cradled the mug against her chest. “I believe Jola wrote up a schedule to make sure that I’m never left alone for long. Two or three princesses or compeers visit every day.”

      “Do they bring you all the news?” Todor’s shoulders slumped again, his body drawing in on itself. Although the movement opened room for Nefeli to slip by, she stopped at his side and rubbed his shoulder.

      “They talk of little else. Who Danced with whom, who slipped, who messed up, who angered Amara and made her order everyone do a second practice.” Ylena tossed back another swallow. “They tell me everything.”

      “So you don’t need me for anything.” Todor’s shoulders rose and fell as he sighed. A ripple of hope surged within exhaustion where his feet rested on stone. “Not even word of the upcoming Erevestisi visit?”

      “They especially talk about the possibility of a formal visit, since the Erevestisi haven’t come this way in decades,” Ylena said, eyes narrowing. “It’s official?”

      “Mother received the formal request from their Governing Council and has agreed to allow it.”

      “I hadn’t heard she’d decided.” Nefeli licked her lips to hide a smile at Todor’s flicker of pride in having something truly new. “They won’t get here until after the Court usually leaves for the fall progresses across the land.”

      “She’s sending word tomorrow, once she decides how to host them, but it’s certain.” Todor stood taller.

      “That’s all well and good, but I asked you to find out one thing.” Ylena stuck out her chin. “Do you have an answer?”

      “Not the one you want.” Todor’s anxiety seeped into the stone and up Nefeli’s legs. Bumps formed along her skin.

      “Then what?” The other woman asked.

      “A fault was found in the flooring, a plank with a slight depression.”

      “No.” Ylena hissed, spine crackling as she straightened and glared at Todor. He stepped backward, filling the doorway. “No, someone tripped me.”

      His discomfort made Nefeli’s bones ache. Her mouth was dry, and blood pounded at her temples.

      She pushed the sensation away, focusing on the stiff length of Ylena’s broken leg under the sheet.

      “Mother ordered an investigation, you know that. But no one saw anything.” He swayed, raising a breeze that whipped around Nefeli’s feet. “The dance floor was crowded, and we were doing an elimination dance—the second in a row. Everyone was getting tired, and several people dropped out with aching ankles. It must’ve been the flooring.”

      “The flooring.” Ylena thumped the mug down on the table and glared over Nefeli’s head at Todor, though her gaze seemed to pierce Nefeli as well. “Do you believe me?”

      “Yes.” He shifted his weight from one foot to another. The weakness in his voice matched the doubt emanating through his feet.

      “Go away.” Ylena said.

      “What?” Todor asked.

      “Leave.” Ylena flapped her hand. “Go away. Anywhere I don’t have to look at you if you aren’t willing to believe me.”

      “But . . .”

      “Go!”

      Nefeli turned around. The evening sunlight had begun to turn orange with the sun’s descent, and the shift made his skin a deeper bronze. Mixed emotions emanated from him in every way possible, so clear to Nefeli that Ylena had to be in little doubt either. “Todor, she asked you to leave.”

      “I don’t want her to be alone.” Guilt and relief warred on his face, and in his feet. He turned big, dark eyes on Nefeli.

      She let herself read deeper than usual. Truth leaked into the stones, who shared it with Nefeli. This was why he’d wanted her company—not for him but for Ylena. He nearly floated above the floor except for a solid dose of awareness that Ylena might not mean it. No shame at all in having tricked Nefeli.

      “I’ll stay as long as she needs company.” She clasped his shoulder, gripping tight. Some of his guilt over Ylena drained away, but he cast Nefeli a sideways glance and flinched.

      “Such generosity.” A sharp bark of a cough escaped Ylena. “I accept.”

      Todor’s departure made the room bigger, emptier. Nefeli pushed the stool into a far corner but declined to sit. She stretched her legs and feet, then leaned back. The stones here were far warmer than the other wall, having soaked up afternoon sun, and felt good against the tight muscles of her back.

      Ylena mirrored Nefeli’s pose, except tilted back against the piled pillows. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Do you believe I was tripped?”

      Despite the heat of the stones, a chill ran through Nefeli’s veins. All the fuss, all the worry, and the official investigation—yet until this moment no one had asked her that question or even anything close. No doubt her mother’s doing, as so often the case. Protecting Nefeli, perhaps, or from a fear of learning whatever Nefeli might know. “There was something strange in the air that night.”

      “Do tell.” Ylena huffed. “There’ve been a lot of those this summer.”

      “True enough.” There were three that Nefeli knew of: Ylena’s injury, the lightning strike that had changed a famed outcropping of stone into unknown flowers, and the night that a fellow princess had healed her father through a Dance once thought myth rather than fact.

      The latter two were magical—the first?

      Swallowing hard, Nefeli met Ylena gaze for gaze. “You won’t ever get the answer you want about your broken leg, not from Todor or any of us.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because no one knows. Whatever happened, it was impossible.” Or so Nefeli preferred to remind herself whenever she woke shivering and dripping with sweat from nightmares where she relived the dance—and dreamed she was the one to fall, or Jola, or both, breaking more than their legs.

      “It wasn’t impossible because it happened.” Ylena said, waving a dismissive hand.

      “Who would do it?”

      “Who might actually trip me or who’d want me tripped, injured to the point I may never Dance again?” Ylena asked.

      Nefeli shrugged.

      “I can list dozens off the top, who'd see me brought down that they may rise. Any princess with ambitions to be Terparchon after your mother dies.” Ylena held up one finger. “Or it could have been you or your sister, for you’ll have to admit your mother would be a fool to choose Todor as heir if he is not wed to a princess capable of ruling.” She raised two more.

      “Or anyone who wants to see a princess other than you as my mother’s heir, which widens the circle even farther.” Nefeli set her hands on her hips. “It wasn’t me.”

      A new silence fell on the room. The light shifted further, loosing orange and turning pink. Footsteps down the hall sent rills of happiness through the floor to Nefeli as the princess who’d healed her father left his side with other members of her family.

      Nothing emanated from Ylena. Her lips pressed tight together, then she nodded.

      Nefeli exhaled slowly, her own relief flooding through her.

      “But you hardly welcomed me.” The other woman sniffed.

      “You’re wrong about that. I admire your competence and determination. Always have.” Nefeli inclined her head. “You’re a great princess.”

      “You didn’t like seeing me with Todor.” Ylena inclined her head in the direction in which Todor had escaped.

      With a hissing breath, Nefeli offered Ylena the greatest compliment she could: the truth. “It seemed to me you did all, or most, of the deciding. Todor went along. I hardly think that’s a solid base for two who might lead the land.”

      Ylena opened her mouth, a gleam in her eyes, but Nefeli raised a hand and forestalled her.

      “And do not say you resemble my parents. My father defers to my mother, yes, because the right to the throne comes through her—but he pulls his weight rather than let her bear the full weight of governing.”

      “I wasn’t going to compare Todor and myself to your parents,” Ylena said, head held high, “but to Jola and you.”

      “Jola is a princess, and the epitome of competence, but she is otherwise nothing like you.” Nefeli straightened, fingers digging into her hips. Her teeth clenched and her temples burst back into full pain.

      “You have it the wrong way around.” Ylena wagged a finger at Nefeli. “You’re like me. You go after what you want—and you wanted Jola. She goes along with you, just as Todor does with me, or did, but how much of the deciding does she do?”

      “You know nothing of our relationship if you can say that.” Inclining her torso slightly, Nefeli asked “do you need something for your pain? I would be happy to summon a healer.”

      “No need,” Ylena lay back against the pillows, pulling her sheet up. “I thank you for your company, but I would prefer to rest.”

      “Of course.”

      Nefeli was half-way through the door when Ylena called after her in tentative tones. “I’m sorry.”

      One hand wrapped around the wooden frame, Nefeli glanced over her shoulder. The other woman seemed smaller in the early dusk. Tired, no doubt, and still in pain.

      Though she hadn’t said what she apologized for.

      Nefeli didn’t ask.

      She swept out of the infirmary. Passed her guards in the hall, but they responded quickly and fell in a suitable distance behind her. Both had warded her long enough to leave her sufficient space.

      Nefeli moved fast, impelled by desire to be away from Ylena and to not have to face anyone else until she recovered her equilibrium. She left behind Ylena's hard words about Nefeli and Jola, and pushed aside considering the implications of the hard silence between the princess and Todor.

      Most of all, Nefeli sought a place to be alone, as alone as she might ever be. Space to move without the weight of other people’s steps pressing against her.

      Usually the summer palace offered her that much. A swathe of buildings spread in the form of the rising sun along the lake’s edge, it was filled with quiet nooks, open plazas boasting greenery and water fountains, and the thick growth of gardens.

      Her feet carried her across courtyards and through halls, a back way to the lake that she’d long ago memorized. No one stopped her, although more than one gesture—hands extended, smiles—dimly registered. Training allowed her to lock Ylena’s words behind a calm facade.

      Push them back. Set them aside for another day. Nefeli’s relationship with Jola had nothing in common with Ylena and Todor other than that each involved a princess and their compeer.

      Nothing.

      A sudden gust of wind heavy with moisture whipped around Nefeli. She stopped and discovered her unthinking path had led her to an immense plaza overlooking the lake. The palace center stood behind her, the array of arches and windows separating the plaza from the great hall. Beneath her feet stretched an immense mosaic that covered most of the surface. Tiny squares and circles in jewel colors formed the image of the first Terparchon selecting her consort and naming him the Marchon to rule at her side.

      Step by step, Nefeli passed over the oval frames around the central figures until she stood atop her ancestors with one foot on each.

      The sun had set, but glorious pinks and purples arched across the sky and reflected off the waters. Light breezes danced about, bringing sweet scents from the myriad plants blooming on the terrace below the plaza.

      So different from the night Ylena was injured.

      The mosaic was open to the elements, rather than covered with a wooden floor for dancing as it had been that night. No musicians played nor did a crowd seethe around the edges, alive with chatter. The quiet let her appreciate the crash of waves against the beach below, and the call of birds overhead.

      Flickering torches had lit the space, with little aid from a crescent moon. Nothing hung in the sky this night but the first of the stars, for the moon had yet to rise.

      Nefeli didn’t want to believe Ylena, not about her fall or her insinuations.

      But that Ylena would break her leg in an elimination dance? Fall, yes, most people did but usually on their backsides or rolling and taking out a half-dozen others with them.

      Accepting Ylena’s surety of being tripped hardly required doing the same for her comparison with Nefeli. They were two separate accusations.

      Nefeli couldn’t say for certain where anyone had stood when Ylena was injured. So many had crowded the floor. Nefeli and Jola, Ylena with Todor, Nefeli’s mother and sister with their chosen partners, and others beyond.

      Rolling her shoulders, Nefeli stretched her arms and back. They’d done so many dances that night—court dances meant to show off clothes and jewelry and graceful movements. At the last they’d done the tachino, a fast elimination dance that mixed sections of intricate, exacting steps with spates of whirling, with an ever-increasing tempo.

      Without any attempt at recreating the tempo, Nefeli repeated the steps. Memory recreated Jola’s beloved form in thin air opposite her as she swayed and curved her arms in exacting steps where partners mirrored each other. Little chance there to lash out and trip someone, even if done at speed. This was all about demonstrating control and one’s ability to keep time.

      The whirling, on the other hand, required keeping balance and not getting so dizzy as to go astray. A foot could easily go astray, accidentally or on purpose, and knock another dancer off-pace.

      A shiver racked Nefeli and she stopped atop the image of her ancestors.

      It could have been a faulty plank with a dip. The tiles remained solid beneath her feet, but the wooden dance floor had occasionally creaked underfoot.

      That was it. Ylena just didn’t want to admit that for once she’d stepped wrong.

      Except . . .

      The slap of sandals against stone barely registered above the call of birds overhead—but Nefeli noted the approach. Only one person walked quite that way, or rather one body. More than one distinct individual shared the short, slight figure who rounded the corner and made straight for Nefeli.

      Zora, Nefeli's youngest sibling, wore a blue mantle edged with thick gold-colored fringe over a cream-colored tunic, pulled in at her waist by belt of twined gold and copper links. A matching circlet topped dark brown hair pulled back in a braid. She rarely went anywhere without those signs of her rank, perhaps worried she’d be overlooked or dismissed as a child without them.

      But anyone who considered her young and malleable failed to truly take in Zora’s face. Dark brown eyes filled with intelligence shone to either side of a sharp nose and thin, mobile lips. Each person living inside her walked slightly differently and had overlapping ranges of expression, however the keen mind behind remained the same.

      “Whatever are you doing out here alone? Shouldn’t you at least have a guard?”

      “I’m not safe here?” Nefeli waved a hand at the distant shadows of her guards over by the far wall. She had never been sure exactly how many siblings shared Zora’s body—at least three or four, but their presences blurred together in a way that confused Nefeli’s senses. This time, however, she didn’t have to wonder who faced her, for that particular sister, the primary one, different from the others.

      “You’re one of the people who discovered that gardener who wanted to kill all born compeers.” Zora waved a hand in the general direction of the main gardens.  “No one’s caught him yet, or if they have I haven’t heard.”

      The reminder stung. Forget their limited success, no one had even considered that a fellow compeer was being poisoned for months. Worse, when the crime was suspected the poisoner had managed to escape beyond the senses of Nefeli and the other born compeers. She clenched her hands, a growl escaping. “He’s run far enough, or is hiding in a thick enough crowd, I can’t find his footfall and neither can the other born compeers.”

      “Then surely it’s not wise to be so exposed.” Zora twirled in a circle around Nefeli, footsteps light and graceful and completely lacking in magic.

      “He can hardly poison me for standing here, and I will know when anyone approaches.” Nefeli set her hands on her hips and tilted her head at her sister.

      “Fair enough. What if he embroils others in his plans?”

      “Again, I will know when they approach.” Nefeli checked, just in case. No one, not even at the second or third floor windows with a view of the plaza.

      “If they are strangers, yes, but he might suborn those you know.”

      “I am not without defenses.” Nefeli said.

      “Good. What about Jola?”  Zora stopped whirling, back to the darkening sky and deep waters of the lake. The long fringe on her mantle swirled about her wrists and ankles.

      “What of her?”

      “I wonder at your allowing her to go into the city today.”

      “She’s her own person and needs no permission.” Nefeli pulled back. Her sister’s wording stung, too close a reminder of the many times both had wondered at their brother’s seeming to need Ylena’s permission to do or even be. “It’s born compeers who are his targets.”

      “You forget Natter worked here, in the palace. Grew his poisons in our gardens, where who knows what he saw or heard. Even those who rarely see you and Jola together know of your love.” Zora grabbed Nefeli’s hand. “If Jola were to be captured, endangered, what would you not risk to see her free?”

      “She has guards when she goes out.”

      “Two, no less than any other princess—but no more either. Have a care for yourself and her. She looked quite distraught when she returned earlier.”

      “Distraught? How?” Nefeli stiffened.

      “Oh, worn, tense, twitchy.” Zora let go and shrugged. “You know how she is when she worries.”

      Nefeli did know, though she tended to consider Jola more as apt to startle than twitchy when ill-at-ease. Or worried. Jola had seemed so lately, though she’d settled in the last days. Extending senses wide, Nefeli searched for her lover. Many others occupied the palace buildings, not least her parents and other princesses and compeers, guards and servants, but even among the familiar crowds Jola’s step was unmistakable.

      No one lurked near her. She stood safe within their suite in the royal wing—but pacing back and forth. The weight of Jola’s worry pressed against the floorboards heavily enough Nefeli couldn’t miss it, although she tried to restrain reading Jola’s steps to keep them on an even balance.

      “I’ll take your warning.” Nefeli threw her sister a smile as she turned away.

      “Have a care for both of yourselves.” Zora said.

      The younger woman stepped out of the way as Nefeli hurried off to see Jola face-to-face.
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      Jola later wondered if she’d somehow known when the winds of change shifted to blow her way. A harsh longing for home smacked her hard enough to dampen her eyes. But what home? She had so many—her family’s home near the winter palace, her rooms in the winter and summer palaces, and the heart of her lover, however long that might last.

      Wherever home lay, she was not there but rather out and about on business.

      Dancers of all ages passed before her, none wearing more than a knee-length tunic bound at the waist with the tops hiked over one or both shoulders. A few let their tops fall, the younglings showing gangly, growing chests while the older boasted solider lines. Limbs twisted to the beat of drums and lyrical strains of flutes.  Bare feet stomped against a stone floor worn smooth with the passage of centuries, skin in shades from deep, resonant browns to lighter beige and tinged with acrid sweat despite the cooling breeze of evening. Their hair, far fancier in many cases than their tunics, ranged from glorious falls of curls from high atop heads to tight-woven braids to short on the sides. One and all dancers gleamed as they shifted through patches of growing shadow in and out of the warm slanted light of a balmy evening.

      The same light gilded Jola in her place of honor at the center of one of the stone benches edging the rectangular courtyard, turning her pale yellow tunic to a brighter shade except where it was covered by a lightweight mantle in a harsh green. The sandals were dyed yellow to match the tunic, including the straps wrapped around her ankles and calves nearly to her knees.

      She sat with the section’s elders at their insistence, as one of the storied Princesses whose Dances soothed storms, calmed fires, and encouraged crops to grow. Although she encouraged the elders to take as much space as they needed, no one crowded her. People rarely did, especially after glancing at the gold and silver cords bound around her waist and the matching strands circling her head, no doubt stark against her red hair and pale brown skin.

      Which caught their attention more, the cords of her rank or her red hair?

      Or perhaps the guards standing in the corners, their red livery bright enough against the gray stone walls that Jola couldn’t miss them despite her trouble seeing at distances, and so very different from the tunics of the section’s inhabitants, undyed or done in pale shades that were cheaper to buy and easier to wash than strong red.

      All three—guards, red hair, and the twined gold and silver denoting princesses—were uncommon in the poorer sections of Yaras, the summer capital.

      True, the stone walls of the buildings surrounding the courtyard were much patched where Jola had gotten close view, since she saw only blurs the farther away something was. Worse, the walls almost completely lacked the decorative tiled mosaics other sections of the city used to hide repairs. A few stretches of watery blue tiles marked one wall, suggesting it had once held a sizable panorama. Otherwise uneven stretches of  light gray mortar or stones of shades other than the dominant ruddy gray told tales of damage and mending. Along the near wall, a series of dark lines indicated how high flood waters had risen in the wake of summer storms both recent and older.

      At least the floor had mostly escaped damage. Some of the stones had settled lower than their neighbors, but none to the extent they posted a great hazard . . . as long as the dancers took proper care.

      Still, the families and elders and section residents turned out in numbers. Those not dancing gathered in clusters around the edges as they tucked into the food laid atop trestle tables. The section residents themselves had brought platters of cold-roasted vegetables wrapped in thin coats of flour, bowls of pickled red and yellow peppers, and strips of dried jerky. These mixed with dishes of more expensive ingredients, including sliced starmeg with honey-drizzled yogurt, and heaps of redberries, contributed by Jola and her assistants.

      Many of the residents brought threads and needles to work on mending, or knives and wood to whittle. The late summer evening hours were better for crafting, turning one’s hand to some task, than hot midday—and many a parent could hardly spare the time to watch their children’s pleasure unless they could also work.

      During the occasional pauses in music, when drum and flute quieted, the clicks of needles and knives underscored the harsh breaths of the dancers.

      Jola rubbed her fingers. They'd gone soft over the years. She no longer bore calluses on the tips from sewing or whittling though she could manage stitches or fine work. If needed, which it never was. The servants who tended her quarters allowed her the occasional project, but with side glances and shakes of their heads. “You’d not catch me doing mending if I could Dance,” more than one had let slip in her presence.

      She’d rarely answered them, for it was too hard to explain what sewing meant to her. Nearly a decade with the court, ten years come winter, but she still remembered the days when if she didn’t mend rips or tack up fraying hems she’d have nothing to wear. Nothing warm against the chill of winter, at least.

      “Hah! Hah! Hah!”

      The musicians stilled their instruments in their corner, as two dozen dancers clapped hands, arms high above their heads. They formed an almost-perfect circle. The littlest were a hair off, a step further in or out than the others.

      So, too, Felix, one of Jola’s two assistants, as they politely termed themselves when in fact they ran the dance exchange program in Yaras since Jola was present only during the summer. The tall, roundly-built man stuck half-in and half-out. The skirt of his light blue tunic fluttered just below his knees while the upper portion rose over his barrel belly to tie across one brown shoulder. Though he’d likely set his feet so on purpose. As a former compeer, who’d retired exhausted after several years of service partnering princesses, he had excellent balance, timing, and memory for dance steps.

      Indeed, Felix’s pose allowed him to meet Jola’s gaze across the intervening distance. Most of the dancers were children, but a few parents and other older residents had joined them. No sooner had Felix caught Jola’s attention than he inclined his head toward the eleee next to him. He’d introduced the dancers to her at the start, what was this one’s name? Aksan.

      Jola gave a slight nod. When Aksan danced, the air around them sometimes sparkled a little brighter. A minute breeze fluttered their short, straight black hair against a dewy light brown cheek, although the air was calm everywhere else.

      Definite signs of potential magic. Here was one worth watching. This was why Jola had succeeded in obtaining royal funding for her assistants to rotate through different parts of the city, teaching those interested in learning court dances and learning the dances that the residents were willing to share with them in return. Others did the same in the other leading cities of Codaros, under Jola's leadership and coordination.

      “We will identify dancers with the potential to become princesses, or compeers, so that they may be cultivated and expand our numbers and strength.” That was the key argument—she’d seen the Terparchon and her advisers’ eyes brighten at that. The court rarely had more than one or two princesses above and beyond the desired dozen with the Terparchon as the thirteenth. Too many princesses danced at most two handfuls of years before retiring from the strain.

      The situation with respect to compeers was as bad or worse. Barely a handful were born gifted with magic that let them partner princesses and help channel the power flowing through the dance. Most were taught to mimic the born compeers; both burned out faster than princesses.

      Jola had not admitted that part of her motivation was to find those who could become princesses or compeers and give them forewarning of what might lie ahead of them so that they could decide whether or not they wanted it.

      The kind of choice she’d lacked, .

      She trusted Felix to find a chance for a few words with the young eleee, and ensure they spoke with her as well.

      But first, more dancing.

      A slow measure that let the dancers—their numbers growing with the addition of more children—practice an intricate series of steps Felix demonstrated. A circle dance, made of twirls and bodies leaning this way and that. Lovely to watch, dizzying to do. A good third twirled all the way to the edge to drop and grab a drink or bite as they watched the dwindling numbers.

      Then a second drummer joined the first as they set up a hard beat for a fast dance. Heads turned, arms flailed, and torsos arced until every inch of skin gleamed with sweat. The stones and earth beneath their feet carried vibrations, to the point the stone bench beneath Jola trembled.

      She stood with the rest of the watchers, snapping their fingers in approval, when the dancers came to a halt. Aksan’s chest heaved as much as any of the others. If they developed princess magic, they’d need to cultivate more stamina, but they smiled. Joy in dancing shone from bright brown eyes. Then they met Jola’s gaze, and narrowed in speculation.

      Small wonder that, when Felix offered them the chance to suggest the next dance, Aksan stepped forward.

      “Show us how the princesses Dance down storms.”

      Indrawn breaths and gasps echoed around the courtyard. Aksan clapped their hands over their mouth and ducked their head.

      Jola licked her lips, pressing them together to hide a smile. Felix and Jola’s other local assistant, Dorcia, managed to look taken aback, although they too expected someone to ask sooner or later.

      It was a rare occurrence when it wasn’t asked. Indeed, someone had the last time Jola and her assistants held a dance in this section, a little over a year earlier. The audience likely included some who’d seen her dance before but people were curious, and understandably so.
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