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For everyone who ever tried to build peace out of very tired materials.

This one's for the tea getting cold together.


THE VOW


Ilsa Marrow has spent four months across a treaty table from Corvin Ashe, trying to write a permanent peace neither of their kingdoms fully trusts. It should be a straightforward, if exhausting, diplomatic assignment. It stops being straightforward the moment she realizes someone wants the talks to fail badly enough to manufacture the failure themselves.

Corvin isn't supposed to be the person she trusts most in a building full of people who technically outrank him. But four months of nightly tea, shared exhaustion, and a slow, reluctant respect have made him exactly that — right up until a forged letter makes her doubt it, on the worst possible week to doubt anything.

Some treaties get written in ink. This one very nearly got written in everything Ilsa and Corvin were too proud to say out loud first.
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THE THIRD CLAUSE
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Ilsa Marrow had negotiated grain tariffs, water rights, and one memorably ugly dispute over a border orchard, and none of it had prepared her for trying to write a permanent peace with a man who looked at her like she was a puzzle he intended to solve out of spite. "You've crossed out my entire third clause," Corvin Ashe said,


not quite managing to keep the edge out of his voice, which was, Ilsa had learned in eleven days of this, as close as he came to raising it.

"Your third clause requires Vellmoor to fund the reconstruction of Nyx Hallow's dream-defense corps. I'm not sending my Crown's coin to rebuild the exact military apparatus we just spent a decade fighting."

"The dream-defense corps isn't a weapon anymore. It's a listening network. Without it, neither kingdom has any way of detecting the next black-market Tether ring before it's operational, and I would remind you that the last one nearly cost your Crown its own healer."

"I'm aware of what it nearly cost," Ilsa said, sharper than she meant to, because she had, in fact, met Sena Larkspur once, briefly, at a ceremony neither of them had wanted to attend, and the memory of the girl's exhausted, wary eyes had stayed with her longer than any diplomatic briefing ever had. "Which is exactly why I don't trust either Crown holding that kind of network unsupervised."
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"Then propose joint oversight instead of striking the clause entirely," Corvin said, "instead of assuming I wrote it to rearm a war neither of us wants to fight again."

Ilsa looked at him properly for the first time that morning — the shadows under his eyes that suggested he slept about as well as she did, the particular exhaustion of a man who'd spent the war in the field and the peace at a negotiating table, neither version of himself allowed to rest.

"Joint oversight," she said slowly. "I could sell that to my Crown."

"I could sell that to mine." Something in his shoulders eased, fractionally. "That's twice this week we've agreed on something before lunch. I'm almost concerned."

"Don't get used to it," Ilsa said, and did not entirely manage to keep the corner of her mouth from moving.

He made a note in the margin, precise, economical handwriting that she'd already come, in eleven days, to recognize on sight across a crowded table. She told herself that meant nothing. She had learned, by day four, not to entirely believe herself on that particular subject.
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The talks had been running four months, in a converted manor house on neutral ground precisely equidistant from both capitals, and Ilsa had come to know the building's quirks better than she knew most of her own apartment — which floorboard creaked outside the east conference room, which window let in a draft that made the candles gutter during the coldest negotiating sessions, which hour of the evening Corvin Ashe reliably appeared in the library with two cups of something bitter and Nyx Hallow-strong, one of which he set, without comment, in front of her chair.

"You don't have to do that," she told him, the first time.

"I'm aware. I do it anyway." He didn't look up from the treaty draft. "You work later than anyone else at this table. Someone should make sure you're not doing it on an empty stomach and worse tea."

"That's a very domestic concern for a man who spent the war trying to kill my countrymen."

"I spent the war trying to keep my own countrymen alive," Corvin said, without heat, the correction of a man who'd made it many times before. "There's a difference, even if it didn't always look like one from your side of the field."

Ilsa accepted the tea. It became, without either of them naming it as a habit, something that happened every evening the talks ran long — which was most evenings, given how determined certain parties on both sides seemed to be to see them fail.
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She learned things about him in those quiet hours that never once made it into an official briefing: that he'd trained as a cartographer before the war conscripted him into something considerably less peaceful, that he still drew maps in the margins of his own notes when he was thinking, absent little coastlines and rivers that belonged to no country she recognized. That he took his tea the same brutal, oversteeped way regardless of how many times she told him it would ruin his stomach.

"You're doing it to annoy me now," she said, one such evening, watching him steep a third cup to the point of bitterness.

"I'm doing it because I like it this way. You've simply decided my preferences are a personal insult." He slid the cup toward her anyway — a different one, brewed the way she actually liked it, because he had, at some point in the last month, started making two separate pots without being asked. "You're welcome, by the way."

"I didn't say thank you."

"You didn't have to. I've started reading you fairly well, Marrow."

She did not have a response to that which didn't reveal considerably more than she intended, so she drank her tea instead, and let the silence between them be the kind that didn't need filling.
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Not every session went as smoothly as the third clause. The reparations schedule took three full weeks, and the day they finally reached the section on prisoner records, Ilsa watched Corvin go still in a way she'd learned meant something personal had entered a professional room.

"Nyx Hallow's list of missing personnel runs to four hundred names we've never been able to confirm as dead, captured, or deserted," he said, voice carefully level. "Vellmoor's border garrisons held prisoners in facilities that no longer officially exist. I'd like a clause requiring full disclosure of every wartime detention site, regardless of how inconvenient that disclosure proves to certain retired commanders."

"That clause will be fought by half my Crown's military establishment."

"I'm aware. I'd like it in the treaty anyway."

Ilsa studied him for a long moment — this was not treaty strategy, she understood suddenly. This was personal, in a way he hadn't shown her before. "Someone on that list matters to you."

"Several someones." His jaw tightened, fractionally. "My cousin went missing in the third year of the war. Nyx Hallow never confirmed a body. I've spent eleven years assuming the worst and hating that I've never had proof enough to actually grieve it properly."
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"Then the clause stays," Ilsa said, simply, and reached for the draft to amend it herself before he could argue the political cost of asking. "I'll manage my own Crown's objections. You shouldn't have to fight for the chance to finally know."

Something in his expression shifted — surprise, she thought, and something warmer underneath it, quickly schooled back into diplomatic neutrality.

"That's not the reaction I expected," he said. "Did you expect me to fight you on it?"

"I expected you to remind me that sentiment doesn't belong at a negotiating table." He said it lightly, but there was an old weariness underneath, the sound of a man who'd had that particular lesson taught to him more than once. "Most of the diplomats I've worked with would have."

"Most of the diplomats you've worked with weren't paying attention," Ilsa said. "Sentiment is the entire reason either of our Crowns wanted this treaty in the first place. Pretending otherwise doesn't make the table more professional. It just makes it more dishonest."

He didn't say anything else about it that day, but the clause went in exactly as he'd asked, and that evening the tea waiting at her elbow came with a small, precise little sketch in the margin of his notes — a coastline she didn't recognize, and beside it, smaller than anything else on the page, her own initials.

She did not mention that she'd seen it. She also did not throw the page away.
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The sabotage started subtly enough that Ilsa nearly missed it.

It began with a single leaked draft clause — her own proposed language on garrison troop caps, quoted to a Vellmoor broadsheet in a form deliberately, cleverly misquoted, twisted just enough to make the Crown look weak, conceding ground no version of the actual draft had ever conceded. She read it over breakfast with her tea going cold in her hand, and felt the particular vertigo of watching her own careful words turned into a weapon against the exact peace she'd written them to secure.

Three days later, a Nyx Hallow general gave a speech to his own parliament, timed with a precision that made Ilsa's skin crawl once she saw the broadsheet's publication date beside it — outraged, righteous, citing the very leak as proof that Vellmoor could not be trusted to negotiate in good faith.

"That's not coincidence," Corvin said, when she brought both articles to the library that evening, laid side by side on the table between their two cups of tea. "That's choreography."

"I know." Ilsa's hands had gone tight around her cup. "And it's not finished. Someone wanted a reaction, and they got one. They'll want another."

The second leak came five days after that — this one suggesting, in a forged excerpt attributed to Corvin himself, that he'd proposed disbanding Vellmoor's border garrisons entirely as a condition of peace. It was not merely false. It was precisely, surgically calibrated to inflame every hardliner in Ilsa's own Crown
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