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The sun had not yet cleared the eastern towers when Azakari took off her crown and hid it behind the wooden chest in the corner of her room.

She stood before the mirror a moment longer than she needed to, looking at the woman the glass gave back to her,dark blue silk, hair pinned with more care than she had asked for, a face too clean for the day she had planned. She pulled the gown over her head and let it fall across the chair, then took the brown cloak from its place behind the wardrobe, the one spot no maid ever thought to search.

Three knocks, a pause, then two more. The signal they had used since she was small enough to need lifting onto a horse.

"Come in, Kaelan."

He opened the door the way he always did now, carefully, as though the hinges themselves might report on him. His eyes went straight to the cloak, and he let out a breath that seemed to come from somewhere older than his lungs.

"Your Highness." His voice stayed low, even though the corridor outside was empty. "Where to this time?"

"The western market. There's word the price of wheat has doubled since last week." She tied her hair back without looking in the mirror, her fingers finding the knot from memory, the way they had a hundred times before.

Kaelan stepped fully into the room and shut the door behind him, arms folding over his chest. The line between his brows had not softened in twenty years of service, and it did not soften now.

"And if the Prime Minister asks where the Crown Princess has gone?"

"Tell him I'm praying in the chapel."

"I have told him that three times this month, Your Highness. Even the priest has started asking why your prayers take half a day."

She paused over her boot laces, glanced up, and gave him a smile that did not reach her eyes,because behind it sat something harder, something that had made up its mind before she'd finished dressing.

"Then tell him I'm fasting. Meditating. No one questions the piety of their future queen."

Kaelan did not laugh. He came closer instead, lowering his voice as though the walls themselves might be listening.

"I have served your father for twenty-seven years. I carried you when you were a red, screaming infant who would not sleep through the night. So let me speak now as the man who raised you, not as a royal advisor." He drew a breath. "Every time you go down to that city without an escort, you hand Varos one more reason to say the Crown Princess cannot be controlled. That she is dangerous."

"I am not dangerous, Kaelan. I am curious."

"To a man like him, that is the same thing."

The words hung between them. Azakari stood and slipped a small silver pendant beneath the collar of her cloak,the one thing she never took off, the only piece of her mother that had survived ten years of grief. Her hand rested on it for a moment, an old habit she no longer noticed herself performing.

"If I stop going, Kaelan, I become exactly what they want. A queen who sits on a throne and smiles at reports written by other men, who believes the people are well simply because no one dares tell her otherwise." She reached for the straw hat on top of the chest and pulled it low over her brow. "My father is too ill to walk his own streets anymore. So I will do it for him."

Kaelan looked at her for a long moment. The furrow in his forehead did not disappear, but something behind his eyes gave way,worry folding, reluctantly, into something closer to pride.

"Fine," he said, almost a mutter. "But take this." He drew a small knife from beneath his own coat and held it out to her. "And be home before sundown, or I will drag you back myself, Your Highness or not."

She took the blade, and this time her smile reached all the way to her eyes.

The western market was loud with the business of haggling and thick with the smell of bread pulled fresh from clay ovens. Azakari moved between the stalls with her chin dipped, enough to keep from being recognized, not so much that she looked like a woman with something to hide.

In the far corner, an old man sat behind a stall that was nearly bare. The sacks of grain that usually rose in stacks around him had thinned to two, and his face carried an exhaustion no number of years alone could account for.

"How much for wheat today, Uncle?"

He looked up, squinting against the light. "Two silver for a small sack, girl. A month ago it was one."

"Why so fast?"

He sighed and leaned his back against the post of his stall. "They say there's a new tax on the trade road from the north. I don't know who decided that, but I know my family eats less now than it did in spring." He gave a short laugh, more tired than bitter. "Don't mind an old man's complaints. Are you buying, or only asking?"

"Only asking." She set three silver coins on his table, more than the price he'd named. "For the sack you've still got sitting there. Call it bought, but leave it where it is,for whoever needs it more than I do."

His eyes widened. He studied her face longer than the moment required, as though trying to place something familiar he could not quite name.

"You're kind, girl. What's your name?"

"It doesn't matter," she said, already turning, a smile tugging at her mouth before the question could go any further.

She had not gone five steps before she heard him mutter to his neighbor, "Strange one. Something in her eyes,like the profile on the coins."

She quickened her pace and pressed her lips together to keep the smile from spreading.

She had not walked much farther when a child's crying pulled her up short. Between two stalls, a young woman crouched with a small boy in her lap, his face pale, sweat beading at his temple though the morning air was still cool. She rocked him with the particular panic of someone counting coins she did not have.

"The fever hasn't broken since last night," the woman murmured, more to herself than to anyone listening. "The healer down the road wants five silver just to look at him. I don't have that."

Azakari knelt beside her and pressed the back of her hand to the boy's forehead. Too hot. Hotter than it should be. She held her breath for a moment, reaching back through years of lessons she had once found unbearably dull,an old palace physician droning about fevers and poultices while she stared out the window and wished for the stables instead.

"Get him into the shade, and don't wrap him too heavily," she said, and her voice lost its market-day hesitation, taking on something closer to command. "Cool water, not cold,at the neck and under the arms. And this." She emptied what remained of her purse into the woman's palm, far more than the healer's price. "Go to him now. Tell him someone's already paid."

The woman looked at the coins, then at Azakari, her face caught somewhere between confusion and a gratitude too large for words. "Why,why would you help me? You don't even know me."

"Because no mother should have to watch her son suffer for lack of coin," Azakari said simply, rising and helping her to her feet, the boy still cradled against her shoulder. "Go. Quickly."

She watched the woman hurry toward the healer's street, the boy beginning to whimper against her collarbone,not weakness now, but wakefulness. Her chest warmed with something she never quite managed to name, though she recognized its shape by now. One silver coin and a bit of advice would not fix the hunger a bad harvest and a new tax had brought to half the district. But for one boy, on one morning, she had done something that mattered.

This was what kept bringing her back. Not the palace's comforts, not the bows of men who called her Highness without meaning it. This.

By the time the afternoon sun slanted low through the stained glass of the throne room, Azakari was long since changed back into silk, the cloak folded away where no one would think to look. King Bastian sat in his chair with a cup of tea trembling faintly in his grip, his once-straight shoulders curved now with a weight no physician could name.

Varos stood before him, hands folded behind his back, his face composed in the particular stillness of a lake that gave no sign of the current running beneath it.

"Your Majesty looks tired today," he said, his voice gentle, solicitous in a way that had been rehearsed until it no longer needed rehearsing. "Perhaps this afternoon's council should be postponed."

"I am well enough, Varos." The king set down his cup, though his hand betrayed him with a slight tremor. "What have you come to report?"

Varos stepped forward, his expression shifting into something graver, the look of a man holding back words too heavy to speak lightly.

"There have been reports from several of the nobles, Your Majesty. Concerning Princess Azakari."

The king's brow lifted. "What reports?"

"That she goes down to the city too often, and without proper escort. That she distributes crown silver to the people without the council's approval. That," Varos paused, as though reluctant to continue, though the pause itself had been measured to the breath. "That the people have begun speaking of her as a leader they trust more readily than they trust Your Majesty."

The room went quiet. King Bastian studied him for a long moment, his eyes clouded with age but not yet dulled past the sharpness that made Varos careful not to look away first.

"Are you worried for my daughter's popularity, Varos? Or for your own position?"

Something flickered across Varos's face,there and gone before it could be named, before the mask of calm settled back into place.

"I worry only for the stability of this kingdom, Your Majesty. A people who love one leader more than another, during a time of uncertain succession, can become the seed of division." He inclined his head, the gesture of respect he had perfected until it looked, to anyone watching, entirely sincere.

King Bastian said nothing for a while, his gaze drifting to the window, to the city spread beneath the palace walls where, somewhere, his daughter had spent her morning among people who did not know her face. He thought of her mother, who had once walked those same streets and come home smelling of bread and rain. He thought of how tired he had grown of being afraid for people he loved without knowing exactly what he feared.

"Watch her, if you must," he said at last, the words coming slow, heavier than he intended them to sound. "But do not forget, Varos, that the people's love for her is not a weakness in this family. It is the only thing that has never once been in question."

Varos bowed, low and unhurried. "Of course, Your Majesty."

He left the throne room with his hands still folded behind his back, and only when the great doors had closed behind him did his fingers unclasp, pressing briefly together in something that was not quite triumph, not yet,but close enough to taste it.

Seven bells rang across the towers of Valoria that same morning, the signal that the council would soon convene. The sound did not wake Kamizu. He had been awake since before dawn, not from any eagerness for the day ahead, but because he had slipped into the training yard before anyone could drag him toward the council chamber again.

Baron Theo was already waiting for him, as though he had known exactly where his pupil would run.

"Did you think I wouldn't find you here?" The baron leaned against the wooden post at the edge of the yard, arms crossed, though something gentler than his tone lived behind his eyes,the fondness of a man who had raised another's son as though he were his own.

"I hoped you'd need more time." Kamizu lifted his practice sword, spun it once, and pointed it at Baron Theo in mock challenge.

"Your father asked me specifically to bring you to council this morning, Your Highness. His exact words, I believe, were, 'If Kamizu hides again, drag him there by rope if you must.'"

"Father didn't actually say that."

"No," Theo admitted, the corner of his mouth twitching, "but the meaning was close enough."

Kamizu let out a long breath and lowered his sword. He looked up at the high rafters of the training hall as though an answer might be written there. "You know, last night my father and I actually talked. Really talked. Not the way we usually do."

"I heard," Theo said, quieter now. "The whole palace heard, if I'm honest. Your voice carries."

Color rose in Kamizu's face, half embarrassment, half something deeper. "I thought everything would be different after that. That I'd wake up this morning and suddenly feel ready." He kicked a loose stone across the stone floor, a gesture too boyish for a man his age. "But I woke up, and it's the same. Still the same fear."

Theo crossed the yard and set a hand on his shoulder, a gesture worn smooth by a thousand repetitions since Kamizu was a boy crying over a lost sparring match.

"Fear doesn't change overnight, Your Highness. But courage was never the absence of fear. It's stepping forward while it's still there." He raised an eyebrow, his voice turning lighter. "Now. One hour here with me, and then you walk to that council chamber without another word of protest."

Kamizu studied him, then laughed,an honest laugh this time, not one built to cover something else. "You always know how to bargain with me."

"I've trained you since you were seven. I know every trick you have."

An hour later, hair still damp with sweat but his face steadier than it had been at dawn, Kamizu walked toward the council chamber. He stopped in the doorway when he saw someone he had not expected there that morning,and for a moment, standing at the threshold between the life he wanted and the one waiting for him, he thought, not for the first time, that somewhere beyond Valoria's borders there had to be people who wanted the crown less than he did, and wore it anyway, and did not spend every morning running from a room full of men who needed him to be someone he was not yet sure he could become.

He did not know, that morning, that far to the south, a princess he had never met was folding a borrowed cloak into a wooden chest, already turning her thoughts toward the next city street that needed her.

Kamizu stayed at the threshold a moment longer than he meant to, one hand still braced against the doorframe, staring at the person he had least expected to find in that room.

Seraphine sat in the chair that was usually empty at the left of the council table, her back straight in a way his never was, sleeves pushed to the elbow, sorting a stack of documents with the quiet efficiency of someone who had done it many times before and simply never mentioned it.

"You're here?" He couldn't keep the surprise out of his voice.

She looked up. Her eyes had always been sharper than his,more watchful, quicker to read a room,and for a moment they measured him the way she measured everything, weighing what he'd said against what he meant.

"Someone has to read these while you're busy with a sword, Brother." It wasn't quite an accusation, though something underneath it had the shape of one, something she had clearly been carrying for a while. "I finished the tax reports from three districts this morning. How many have you read?"

Kamizu lowered himself into his own chair, feeling the small sting of the question land exactly where she'd aimed it. "I'll read them."

"You always say that." She set her pen down harder than the moment required, and he understood, watching her hand still trembling faintly against the table, that this had cost her something to say. "Do you know I've spent the last three years learning everything about this kingdom's trade, its farms, its laws? Not because I want to be queen,I know that isn't mine to want,but because someone has to understand it while you keep finding reasons to avoid it."

"Seraphine,"

"I'm not angry that you hate reading documents, Kamizu." For the first time her voice softened, though her eyes still held something she seemed to be struggling to name,part disappointment, part fear. "I'm angry because I see how tired Father gets every time your future comes up. And I'm afraid that one day the tiredness turns into something worse."

The words hit harder than anything their father had said to him the night before. He looked at her properly, maybe for the first time in longer than he wanted to admit, and noticed the faint shadows beneath her eyes,the mark of nights spent reading reports that should have been his to read.

"I didn't know you were doing all this," he said quietly, the usual teasing gone from his voice.

"Because you never asked." She picked her pen back up, though her hand shook slightly as she did,the one small crack in the composure she otherwise kept so carefully in place. "I'm not blaming you for all of it. I know becoming king was never something you wanted. But sometimes I wonder what happens to this kingdom, to these people, if you keep putting it off until it's too late."

For a moment neither of them spoke. The only sound was paper against paper as Seraphine returned to her stack, as though she could hide behind the routine she'd already mastered.

Kamizu looked at the documents in front of him,the same kind that usually sent him fleeing toward the training yard, or the forest, or anywhere that wasn't this table. This time he picked one up, opened it, and began to read.

Seraphine glanced at him, startled, though she tried to hide it behind a flat expression. She said nothing. She only returned to her own work, but the corner of her mouth lifted, just slightly, into something that looked almost like hope.

King Halvor entered half an hour later and stopped in the doorway at the sight of his two children sitting side by side, both bent over their reports in silence. For a moment something he hadn't felt in a long while,a relief close enough to hope,crossed his face before he tucked it back behind the calm expression he wore as king.

"I'm glad to see the two of you here," he said, taking his seat at the head of the table.

"Don't get too happy, Father." Kamizu didn't look up from his document, though something of his old teasing had crept back into his voice. "I still don't understand half the terms in this tax report."

"That's because you skipped three straight years of crown economics." Seraphine didn't look up either, but there was a dry humor buried beneath her precision.

Kamizu glanced sideways at his sister, and for the first time that morning, they laughed together,small, involuntary, enough to ease some of the tension that had been hanging in the room.

Halvor watched them, and though he said nothing, there was a warmth in his eyes that had been rare lately,the warmth of a father who, for just a moment, believed that his kingdom might be safe in his children's hands, even if their path to it looked nothing like what he had once imagined.

The warmth didn't last.

The council doors opened without a knock, and a soldier came in at a run, breathing hard, his face pale with whatever news he carried.

"Your Majesty." He bowed too quickly, words tumbling ahead of the bow itself. "Forgive the intrusion. There's an urgent report from the southern border. A band of raiders attacked a merchant caravan three days ago. Several wounded, badly. The goods were stripped clean."

Halvor stood, his face going serious in an instant. "How many casualties?"

"Two dead, Majesty. Several more are recovering in the nearest village."

Kamizu set down his document, his eyes sharpening,an expression that rarely surfaced except when something had actually touched him. "That's the third attack on the southern border this month. Why hasn't the garrison there been reinforced?"

"Because we're still waiting on the council's approval for additional funds." Halvor's frustration showed plainly in his voice. "Several nobles are refusing to raise taxes to pay for more soldiers."

"Then let me go." Kamizu stood fast, as though he'd finally found the thing he'd been looking for without knowing it,a reason to move, to do something real instead of sitting with a report he barely understood.

"Kamizu,"

"Father, I can help secure that road while the council decides on the funds. I'm no policymaker. But I know how to protect people." There was a seriousness in his eyes that rarely showed itself, so far from the reluctance that usually clung to him in that room.

Halvor studied his son for a long moment, weighing it. He knew exactly how dangerous it was to send the crown prince into a region already under attack. But he also saw something in Kamizu's face he hadn't seen in some time,a determination that had nothing to do with escaping his responsibilities and everything to do with finally choosing one.

"All right," he said at last, though the worry hadn't left his voice. "But take a proper escort, and don't do anything reckless."

"I promise." Kamizu's smile was more honest than any he usually gave in that room.

Seraphine looked at her brother, and though concern still showed on her face, there was something close to relief in it too,watching Kamizu finally find a way to care about the kingdom on his own terms, even if it wasn't the way a future king was supposed to.

"Be careful, Brother." Her voice was gentler than usual. "This kingdom still needs you back in one piece, even if you'd rather be anywhere but this room."

Kamizu nodded and set a hand briefly on her shoulder before walking out with a steadier stride than the one he'd come in with.

Baron Theo was waiting near the stables when Kamizu came to collect his gear, arms crossed, one boot resting against the low wall the way he always stood when he already knew what was coming.

"Your father sent word," he said, before Kamizu could speak. "Three attacks in a month, and the council still arguing about coin while people bleed for it."

"You're not going to tell me to stay."

"Would it work?"

"No."

Theo almost smiled at that, though it didn't quite reach his eyes. He handed Kamizu his sword belt himself, the way he'd done since Kamizu was young enough that the belt had needed an extra hole punched in it. "Then I'll tell you something else instead. Out there, the fear doesn't go away just because you're the one giving orders. It gets louder. Don't let it make the decisions for you."

Kamizu buckled the belt, feeling the familiar weight settle against his hip. "Any other wisdom, Baron?"

"Come back," Theo said simply, and for once there was nothing dry in it at all.

By the time Kamizu reached the border village, three days of hard riding behind him, the smoke had already thinned to a bitter smell clinging to everything,wood, cloth, the inside of his own throat. He stood among the ruins of what had been the market row, watching villagers pick through the wreckage with the particular exhaustion of people who had already stopped hoping to find anything worth saving.

An old woman sat alone among the debris, cradling a small wooden box against her chest, the only thing left of her stall.

Kamizu crouched in front of her, his voice losing every trace of the teasing that usually lived in it. "What can I do, Auntie?"

She looked up, eyes still wet with tears she hadn't had time to wipe away. "My son. My boy,he tried to fight them when they set the stall on fire. He," Her voice broke, and she couldn't finish.

Something hot moved through Kamizu's chest, nothing like the irritation he usually felt toward council papers,this was real, with a face and a name attached to it.

"I promise you," he said, low but certain, "I won't let this happen again. I'll find the people who did this."

One of his guards approached and leaned in close. "Your Highness, we found tracks leading into the forest to the west. Likely the same group that hit the merchant caravan before."

Kamizu rose, his face hardening into something far from the lazy reputation that usually followed him. For the first time, he felt the thing he'd spent so long avoiding in that council chamber,not the weight of documents and numbers, but the weight of faces that were actually depending on him.

"Ready the men," he said. "We ride before nightfall."

A thousand miles to the south, in Vindy, Azakari sat in a corner of the palace library she rarely visited, surrounded by old ledgers,tax records, trade records, the kind of paperwork that had always bored her until her conversation with Kaelan had made her wary of every page.

She turned them one by one, searching for anything that might explain the sudden rise in the price of wheat the old merchant had complained about. Her eyes stopped on one page,an unfamiliar signature beneath a new tax decree, dated three weeks earlier.

"Mira." Her loyal maid, who had been sitting nearby with her sewing, came at once.

"Yes, Your Highness?"

"Do you know who signed this decree for the northern trade road?" Azakari pointed to the signature, her brow furrowed.

Mira studied it for a moment, uncertainty crossing her face. "I'm not sure, Your Highness. But shouldn't every tax decree require His Majesty's own approval?"

"It should." Azakari closed the ledger slowly, her thoughts moving fast now. "But my father has been ill for a month. If someone signed this in his name without asking him directly,"

She didn't finish the sentence, but Mira could see the change in her mistress's face,curiosity sharpening into something warier, the look of someone who had just realized the floor she'd been standing on wasn't as solid as she'd believed.

"Do you suspect someone, Your Highness?"

Azakari didn't answer right away. She stood and walked to the library window, looking toward the tower where the Prime Minister kept his residence, not far from where she stood.

"I don't want to accuse anyone without proof, Mira. But something isn't right. People are suffering because of taxes that rose overnight, and no one seems to know exactly where the order came from." Her hands tightened against the windowsill, her knuckles going pale. "If someone is using my father's illness for their own gain, I won't stay silent."

"Your Highness should be careful," Mira said, real worry in her voice. "If your suspicion is right, whoever did this must hold real power in this palace. Accusing them without solid proof will only put you in danger."

Azakari turned, and for a moment the tiredness she usually hid behind a friendly smile showed plainly on her face. "I know, Mira. That's why I need proof, not just suspicion." She let out a long breath and looked back out at the tower. "I'll find out. Quietly. Without letting anyone know I've started to notice."

Mira nodded, though the worry in her eyes hadn't fully gone. "I'll help however I can, Your Highness. But please,don't do this alone."

"I'm not alone," Azakari said, offering a thin smile that hid a resolve far harder than it looked. "Not while I have you and Kaelan."

That night, in his private chambers, Varos received a report from Zuzai, his usual composure beginning to slip.

"Princess Azakari has started asking about the northern tax decree, my lord," Zuzai reported, his voice careful, the voice of a man delivering bad news to someone who could turn dangerous without warning. "One of the library servants saw her reading old tax records all afternoon."

Varos stopped mid-stride, his body going rigid for a moment before he turned, and the calm mask he wore in front of the king had already begun to slip.

"How could she know about that decree?" His voice was sharper than usual, his fingers curling at his sides.

"I don't know, my lord. Perhaps from complaints in the market."

"Of course it was the market." Varos hissed the word, pacing now, his steps quick and uneven,nothing like the perfectly controlled movements he usually allowed himself. "That girl spends far too much time in the streets, listening to complaints that are none of her concern."

Zuzai stood still, watching his lord carefully, not daring to speak until Varos spoke again.

"My plan isn't ready yet," Varos muttered, more to himself than to Zuzai. "If she finds proof too soon, everything I've built could fall apart before I've finished preparing." He stopped at the window, staring out with his jaw set. "We need to move faster. I won't let that stubborn girl undo years of work."

"What would you have me do, my lord?"

Varos turned, his eyes glinting with something far colder than ordinary anger,calculation, sharpened by a panic he wasn't willing to admit to.

"Find someone who can produce false evidence. Letters, testimony, anything that can tie Princess Azakari to treason against the crown." His voice settled back into something calm, though the calm was more unsettling than the anger had been. "If she's too clever to be left digging for the truth, then we'll give her a lie convincing enough to bury it."

Zuzai looked at his lord for a long moment, and for the first time, the doubt he usually kept hidden showed plainly on his face. "My lord, if it's discovered that we forged the evidence,"

"It won't be discovered," Varos cut in sharply, "as long as you do your part correctly." He stepped closer, his voice dropping to a threat that needed no volume to sound dangerous. "You're already in too deep to turn back now, Zuzai. Remember that."

Zuzai swallowed and gave a quick nod. "Yes, my lord. It will be done."

After Zuzai left, Varos stood alone in his chambers, staring at his own reflection in the darkened window glass. For a moment something that resembled doubt flickered in his eyes,and then he pushed it away, reminding himself of the years he'd spent climbing the palace hierarchy, only to find himself threatened now by a young woman too well loved by her own people.

"You're not the problem, Azakari," he murmured to his reflection. "You're only an obstacle. And obstacles can always be removed."
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The council hall had never felt so loud while everyone in it was trying so hard to be quiet.

Azakari sat in the chair that had been her father's for twenty-three years, her spine held straight the way Kaelan had taught her when she was eleven and kept slouching through her lessons, and listened to a steward drone through the wheat yields of three southern districts. It should have been the dullest hour of her week. Instead she could feel every eye in the room the way she used to feel the sun on the back of her neck during summer processions,a warmth that had turned, sometime in the last few days, into something closer to a burn.

Count Reynard sat near the head of the table, close enough that she'd grown used to the sound of his voice cutting in with a joke whenever the reports ran long. He had known her since she was small enough to hide behind his cloak during thunderstorms. This morning, when her gaze crossed his, he inclined his head,correct, precise, the exact bow protocol demanded and not a fraction more,and looked back down at his hands.

She kept her own hands folded in her lap and did not let herself watch him again.

Two seats down, a pair of young nobles she barely knew leaned their heads together over a shared cup of watered wine, voices dropped to the pitch people used when they wanted to be overheard just enough. She caught only pieces.

",handing out crown coin like it's her own to give,"

",wonder what she's really building toward,"

The steward's voice went on about grain stores. Azakari did not turn her head. She had learned that much from three days of this,turning toward it only fed it, gave the whisperers the satisfaction of a reaction,but her jaw had gone tight enough to ache, and beneath the table her folded hands had curled into something closer to fists.

It wasn't the money. Two silver coins to a merchant whose wheat had spoiled in a wet spring, a physician's fee for a boy with a fever his family couldn't afford to break. She'd done smaller kindnesses a hundred times without anyone in this room blinking. It was the shape the story had taken on its way through the palace, growing teeth it hadn't had when it left her hand.

When the session finally broke, she was on her feet and moving before the last noble had finished his bow, her skirts snapping against her ankles with the speed of it. Kaelan caught her at the corridor's mouth, his long strides eating the distance between them, worry sitting on his face in a way he'd stopped bothering to hide days ago.

"Your Highness. You heard them."

"I heard them." She didn't slow. The corridor stretched ahead of her, familiar as her own hands, lined with portraits of ancestors who had never had to sit through a council session wondering which of the men bowing to them wanted her ruined. "Three days now. Every time I walk into a room, I feel it,like they know something I don't."

Kaelan fell into step beside her, and for once his voice didn't carry the dry patience she was used to. "There's a rumor moving through the palace. That you've been giving out crown funds to buy the people's loyalty. That you mean to take the throne early, while your father's too ill to stop you."

She stopped so abruptly that a passing servant nearly walked into her back. She turned to face him fully, and whatever composure she'd managed to hold through the council session cracked wide open.

"Take the throne?" Her voice climbed before she caught it, dropped it fast when she remembered the two guards posted at the corridor's far end. "I gave a coin to an old man whose wheat had gone to rot in his cellar. I paid for medicine for a child with a fever his mother couldn't afford to break. Since when does that become a plot to steal a crown?"

"I know the truth, Azakari." He rarely used her name without the title in front of it, and when he did, it always meant the ground had shifted somewhere beneath them. "But a rumor doesn't need truth to spread. It only needs someone willing to believe it, and someone clever enough to whisper it into the right ear."

The heat in her chest cooled into something else,something that moved slower and saw further. "You think this was done on purpose."

"I'm certain of it." He stepped closer, his voice dropping until it barely carried past the two of them. "And I'm afraid I know exactly who benefits most from a kingdom that stops trusting you."

Neither of them said the name. There was no need. It hung in the corridor between them the way smoke hangs in a room after the fire's already been put out somewhere else, evidence of a thing neither of them had watched happen.

In his private chambers, Varos stood before the tall mirror he kept for exactly this purpose,not vanity, though the servants assumed as much, but the discipline of checking his own face before he wore it in front of men who'd spent their lives learning to read expressions for weakness. He straightened the fall of his ceremonial robe, meant for that afternoon's audience with the senior nobles, and found that his eyes, this once, refused to focus on the reflection at all. His thoughts had run ahead of him, sorting through the pieces of a plan that had begun moving faster than he liked.

The knock came soft. Nadira entered with a tea tray he hadn't ordered, her steps measured in the particular way of someone who has rehearsed her entrance in the corridor outside.

"I didn't call for you," Varos said without turning.

"I know, my lord. But I thought you should hear what I heard in the kitchens this morning." She set the tray down, and he noticed,because he noticed everything, it was the one habit that had never failed him,that her hands weren't quite steady. Not from the tray's weight. From something heavier she was carrying that had no shape he could see.

He turned at last, one eyebrow lifting with the interest of a man who has learned to enjoy bad news almost as much as good. "Tell me."

"Princess Azakari asked one of the archive clerks about the northern tax decree. She wanted to know who had signed it." Nadira kept her eyes on the tray, unable to hold his gaze through what came next. "The clerk told her he'd only found the royal seal. No signature from His Majesty."

For a fraction of a second his jaw set, and the hand smoothing his robe went still entirely. Then he exhaled, long and controlled, the sound of a calm he was manufacturing rather than feeling.

"That girl asks too many questions," he murmured, more to the window than to her.

"My lord." Nadira found something like courage, though her voice stayed low, uncertain. "Is it true the princess is going to be framed? I only,I want to understand what it is I'm helping do."

He turned sharply, his gaze narrowing over her until she had to fight the urge to step back. "Are you questioning my orders?"

"No, my lord. I only," She swallowed, her fingers twisting into the fabric of her skirt where he couldn't see them. "My family still owes His Majesty a debt of kindness from years ago. I only want to be certain I'm not doing something that will damn me for the rest of my life."

Something crossed his face that might have been tiredness, if tiredness could look that much like irritation,the particular fatigue of a man whose instruments had begun asking him questions instead of simply obeying.

"I'm not asking for your moral approval, Nadira." His voice dropped, cold and precise as a blade drawn slow enough to be heard. "I'm asking for information, and you've given it. That's the whole of your task. What I do with it isn't your concern."

She bowed her head lower, her face draining pale. "Yes, my lord. Forgive me."

"Go back to your work. And if you hear the princess asking further questions about that decree, I want to know before the hour is out."

After she left, Varos stood alone at the window, jaw still tight, watching the courtyard below without truly seeing it. Somewhere beneath the calculation, something that resembled doubt moved through him,the memory of a young woman's face, guilty of nothing worse than being loved too widely by people who weren't his to control. He set it aside the way he'd learned to set aside every doubt that had ever slowed his climb through this palace's hierarchy. There was no room in this game for a conscience that hadn't been paid for.

"You're not the problem, Azakari," he said to the glass. "You're an obstacle. And obstacles can always be removed."

He crossed to his writing desk and drew a fresh sheet of paper toward him, already composing the letter that would summon a man skilled in exactly the kind of forgery this moment required.

That night, Azakari sat at her small writing table surrounded by half-melted candles and a stack of her father's old correspondence she'd borrowed, without permission, from the archive room. Mira kept watch near the door, a needle and thread in her hands that she wasn't really using, her eyes drifting back to her mistress every few minutes with the particular worry of someone counting the hours since her last full night's sleep.

"Your Highness, it's late," Mira finally said, unable to hold her tongue any longer. "You haven't slept properly in two nights."

"I can't sleep, Mira. Not until something here makes sense." Azakari turned another page, her eyes red-rimmed but refusing to close. "These tax decrees, these expenditure records,they look proper enough on their surface. But there's a pattern I can't stop seeing. Every time my father's illness worsens, some small policy changes without any real explanation."

An hour earlier she had been certain she'd found it. A disbursement, larger than the others around it, marked only for "border garrison provisions" and dated within days of the same stretch that troubled her about the tax decree. Her pulse had jumped at the sight of it,here, finally, something she could hold up as proof. She'd spent the better part of that hour tracing it through the ledgers that followed, hunting for the place where the money should have vanished into nothing, into someone's private purse.

Instead she'd found a supply master's receipt, three pages later, accounting for grain and horses actually delivered to the southern garrisons the week after the raiders struck. The seal matched. The dates matched. Whatever else was happening in this palace, that particular sum had gone exactly where it claimed to go.

She'd sat back from the table then, disgusted with herself for the small, foolish hope that had risen and just as quickly collapsed, and for a moment let herself wonder whether she was seeing conspiracy in the shadows of ordinary bureaucracy,whether grief and suspicion had begun inventing patterns that weren't there at all. Mira had said nothing, only refilled her candle from the dwindling stub of the last one, and Azakari had made herself return to the stack, because the alternative was giving up, and giving up wasn't a thing she let herself do twice in one night.

She stopped on a single page, her eyes narrowing at a notation for "additional security expenses," the sum considerable, signed with the same faint, hurried mark she'd found on the tax decree days before.

"Mira, look at this." She held the paper out, her finger tapping the signature in the corner. "Compare it to this
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