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        Nadia

      

      

      Nadia fled the castle with only the clothes on her back and the amulet hanging from her neck. Tavitha was dead, and all of Nadia’s plans to escape by ship to Imminia had fallen on the battlefield along with her.

      And the witch war went on.

      In the distance, the lights of battle illuminated the night across Gallingway Moor. Flashes of green, amber, and bright blue. A burst of red here and there.

      Neither side was winning. Only the Omens of Death and Discord won here. Nadia could practically picture the dark forces stalking hand in hand over the country.

      Tears stinging her eyes, Nadia raced toward her last hope of escape: the grove of standing stones at the top of nearby Barlowe Tor. The amulet should be powerful enough, but she wasn’t as sure of her own abilities.

      War lights flickered over the faerǔn hill, steering her tired legs upward. Normally, on high holidays, Nadia ascended the hill by way of a long ceremonial path that wove up and around it in a gentle spiral. But those days of casual reflection were long past.

      Panting, she crested the hill and slipped between two monoliths, an immediate sense of power rushing over her. Her head swam. The power from each of the thirteen standing stones pulled on her from all directions, each stone representing a different Omen.

      As she watched the blue and amber lights collide over the moor, Nadia clutched her amulet tightly. I wish I was somewhere safe, somewhere far from here.
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        Gala

      

      

      A thorn scraped Galantina Grant’s thumb as she clipped another wild rose from the bush.

      “Omens,” she cursed, putting the finger to her mouth. She glanced down at her basket. It already held enough wild roses for the day anyway. Extracting herself from the thorny hedge, she straightened up. The wild roses grew in the woods outside of Melodïgha, not far from her small cottage. They made a delightful addition to her teas.

      Gathering up her basket, Gala headed back to her cottage at the edge of the wood, which she could see through the trees. She strode up onto the creaky porch and pushed her way inside, the door swinging open on its new shiny brass hinges.

      But someone was already inside.

      “What in the name of the Omens!” Gala exclaimed, dropping the basket and spilling roses all over the floor.

      The faerǔn girl whirled around, her straight silver hair cut at a dramatic angle—the same shade as Gala’s. She was maybe half of Gala’s thirty-one years—just a girl, really—dressed in an elegant dark blue gown with black lace lining the hems and an ornate blue gemstone pendant hanging from her neck. The stone winked in the reflected light from the hearth. The girl’s eyes were filled with tears.

      Gala took an uncertain step forward, her face furrowed in worry. She didn’t know of any other faerǔn who lived around here. Many had fled Villikry because of the war, but Melodïgha wasn’t the nearest port by far. “Are you…lost, dear?”

      The faerǔn girl nodded, dashing the backs of her hands across her eyes to gather the tears. “I…I’m so sorry for intruding. Where am I?”

      The girl looked around the cottage as if searching for a clue. Gala kept it tidy since friends and customers often stopped in to buy tea. On the right side of the cottage, two matching settees faced each other on a soft rug in front of the hearth where she entertained friends.

      On the left was her tea collection. Gala reflexively took a deep breath, filling her lungs with the devastatingly delightful scent of the cottage: herbs, flowers, and tea leaves mixed together. It was a haven of comfort, that bouquet of scents. An assortment of blue and amber glass jars filled the shelves. The cobalt blue jars contained ingredients: rose petals, wintergreen leaves, and even the twisty green jaalong tea leaves from far off Honzu. The amber-hued jars lining the top shelf held the blends that she’d mixed for herself or different customers so often that she’d even taken to naming them. Three Dragons, Sleep Sound, Flower Garden, and Bright Morning. She’d even done the calligraphy on the labels herself.

      “You’re just outside Melodïgha, of course,” Gala told her.

      “Melodïgha? And…uh… Where’s that exactly?” The girl had a lilting Villikrian accent.

      Gala bent down to retrieve her roses, gently tossing them back into the basket. She set aside her brewing theory that someone from the village had sent the girl here for one of Gala’s teas.

      “So you didn’t come from the village?” Gala countered as she placed the last rose in the basket, still wondering why the girl had let herself in. Gala had only stepped out for half an hour to pick the late-season roses and hadn’t bothered locking the door. “Where are you headed, then?”

      The girl suddenly shrugged, her narrow shoulders heaving up, drawing Gala’s eyes to the girl’s large pendant. It was an egg-sized blue sapphire in an ornate Villikrian silver setting. Even from here, Gala could see the incredible metal-wrought runes and flourishes framing the crystal. “I was just trying to get out of Villikry.” The girl’s voice sounded hoarse.

      “I see,” Gala said. “Well, you’ve made it. You’re as safe in Melodïgha as anywhere else in Viridia, I reckon.”

      The girl’s eyes widened, and she blinked at Gala.

      Gala paused. “A cup of tea is in order, I think.” She bustled over to the hearth and poked the hot coals with a stick, tossing on a few more logs until she had a merry fire going. Autumn was fast approaching, which lent a chill to the air.

      Once the kettle was warming, she headed for the kitchen. When her parents had given her the cottage about ten years ago, all her teas had fit on the shelves in the little kitchen nook under the loft. But after years of collecting—gathering herbs by hand, growing a few in her garden, and trading with the traveling merchants—the collection had eventually spilled out into the main room, where they took up an entire wall. The shelves in the kitchen nook now held her teapots and cups. Plants filled the space in front of the window; planks of wood hung with rope held the many pots of herbs and flowers she grew indoors. Some were decorative, but others were herbs she used frequently like rosemary and basil.

      “Lavender and rose, I think,” Gala announced as she poked about the jars she kept in the kitchen for daily use. “Calming for the nerves. Why don’t you sit down—oh, and what’s your name, dear? I’m Gala—Galantina Grant if you want the whole thing.”

      The girl continued to stare.

      Gala gestured welcomingly to the large worn kitchen table over by the tea collection. “Well? Go ahead.”

      Finally, the girl nodded, saying quietly, “I’m Nadia.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Nadia. I’m known around Melodïgha for making a fine cup of tea, so let me do this for you, my dear, and then maybe I can help you get where you need to go. It’s not often I have visitors just popping into my cottage.”

      Nadia ducked her head. “I’m really sorry about that. I was confused is all…” She trailed off, fiddling with her pendant. It didn’t escape Gala’s notice when the girl tucked it away under her bodice. “This is a tea shop, right?”

      Gala nodded. “The only one in Melodïgha.” She bustled about the kitchen nook, measuring the dried rose petals and lavender flowers into the strainer of her favorite green teapot. Her mother had sent it with a traveling merchant for Gala’s birthday last year.

      She retrieved the kettle of boiling water from the hearth and poured it over the leaves, letting them steep for a few minutes. Most herbal teas could steep indefinitely without getting bitter, and she thought Nadia needed as strong a cup of relaxation as she could get, so she set about processing the freshly harvested roses while she waited.

      Nadia watched interestedly from the table, and Gala was glad to see her eyes were no longer damp.

      “I’ve got to get these hung up to dry,” Gala explained. “I’ve got an appointment at—oh, Omens, I almost forgot!”

      The sudden appearance of her visitor had tossed all thoughts of the appointment out of her head. Gala rustled about the small shelf in the kitchen where she kept important papers stuffed in an old, wide-brimmed teapot. She discarded scrap after scrap of scribbled tea recipes looking for the invitation. Finally, the heavy envelope presented itself. Gala pulled out the paper, reading the first line with haste:

      
        
        To Mistress Galantina Grant:

        Your presence is requested at the Melody estate by Duchess Dervisha Melody, this Sylsday at noon…

      

      

      “Oh, thank all the gods and Omens,” Gala muttered. “I’ve got some time. I’ve got to be in the village by noon to meet with the duchess, and I better get these roses hung up before I go. Your tea will be ready in a few minutes though.”

      Gala got to work, pulling a spool of twine and some scissors from a kitchen drawer. Methodically, she tied a piece of twine to the end of each rose and hung them from hooks she’d set in the ceiling at the edge of the loft for this very purpose, effectively making a wall of hanging roses between the rest of the cottage and the kitchen nook. She smiled at her work when she’d finished. She’d even managed to remain unscathed by any more thorns. She glanced at Nadia in surprise. She’d been so entranced in the roses, she’d nearly forgotten the girl was there.

      “Your tea should be perfect by now! Here.” She retrieved two teacups from the shelf—green with gold filigree around the edges—and poured each of them a cup. Then, ducking under the wall of hanging roses, she set both cups on the table.

      Gala dropped into a chair angled across from Nadia with a sigh and picked up her own cup, blowing across the surface and making the steam rise in little swirls above the pinkish-purple liquid. She needed to calm her own fluttering heartbeat. Duchess Dervisha’s invitation sat on the kitchen counter looking very official. The duchess had summoned her, a simple tea maker at the edge of the wood. Gala wasn’t sure whether to feel honored or terrified.

      “Go ahead, dear,” Gala urged the girl. “Drink. It’ll do you some good. Would you like to walk into the village with me? Is that where you’re lodging?”

      Nadia shakily picked up her cup and inhaled the scents in the steam. Her eyelids fluttered, and she took a tentative sip. “Y-yes, I’ll do that.”

      “All right, then,” Gala said. She tried to study the girl as they drank their tea in silence. Nadia didn’t look like a runaway—not with her well-sewn dress and that pendant. Her straight silver hair was neat, pointy faerǔn ears poking up through the straight strands. But there was something off about her and her sudden arrival here.

      “When did you arrive from Villikry, dear?”

      Nadia set her cup down, eyes darting from side to side. “Just recently. I’m…er…still trying to figure out where to go. I—I’m really sorry I barged into your cottage by the way.”

      “It’s all right,” Gala found herself saying. “Melodïgha’s a fine place to live, if I do say so—even if I live on the outskirts.”

      “Are you—are you in trouble with the duchess? Do they…not like faerǔn here?” Her face was pinched in worry.

      A surprised chuckle burst from Gala. “Oh no, Nadia. Nothing like that! I suspect the duchess simply has need of a special tea or some such matter. The faerǔn are treated like anyone else here in Viridia. Dwarf, orc, human, gnome—we’re all folk, aren’t we?”

      Nadia stared at her. Finally, she nodded. “Then I was right to come here.”

      Gala lowered her voice. “Was it so bad in Villikry?”

      Nadia bowed her head.

      “I’ve never been there myself. My parents moved to Viridia before I was born, you see. Before the war even broke out.” Gala picked up the teapot and topped off both cups. Nadia accepted the refill gratefully.

      “I stayed there longer than I should have,” the girl said.

      Gala had heard rumors that the fighting had worsened. Sometimes the traveling merchants brought news of the war, which had broken out a few years ago. Villikry used to be a place of wonder, and even magic. But for some reason the faerǔn had started fighting each other, and the other inhabitants of the country had labeled all faerǔn dangerous, turning against them all and their magic

      She studied Nadia for another minute. “If you need any help getting settled—if you decide to stay in Melodïgha—you let me know. Us fae’ have to stick together, aye?”

      Tears welled again in Nadia’s eyes, and Gala gave her what she hoped was a reassuring smile, despite the ache forming in her chest at the girl’s obvious distress.

      “Now, how about you tell me what that magical pendant does before we head into town?”

      Nadia’s eyes bulged, and she stood, abruptly pushing back her chair. Gala steadied her teacup as the table shifted, then took another sip.

      “I’m not going to take it from you or anything,” Gala said as gently as she could. “But I can’t very well walk you into town without knowing what it’s capable of. You might level half the town if I sneeze on you!” She’d never seen any such artifacts before, but she’d read enough descriptions and heard about them from her parents enough to know what one would look like.

      An ungainly snort came from Nadia, and she continued to stare wide-eyed at Gala. “It’s nothing of the sort,” she admitted. “Just a common spell. Nothing destructive, I promise. I don’t know if it even…if it still works.”

      Gala eyed her and finished off her tea. “Very well, my dear. But if you get me booted from the duchess’s estate, I’ll be very cross.”
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      As the two were readying to leave—Gala donning a purple shawl to ward off the slight autumn chill—a knock came at the door.

      A little thrill ran through her as she heard the whinny of a familiar horse outside. She bounded over to open the door, a grin sweeping across her face.

      “Hugo!” she cried. Warmth filled her chest at the sight of him. She had to stop herself from throwing her arms around the cheery bearded man. “It’s been two months!”

      “Aww. My favorite customer missed me, eh?” he replied with a grin, his eyes crinkling in mirth.

      Gala ducked her head, her own face warming with a slight blush. She had missed him. “Did you find it?”

      He hung his head sadly, and Gala frowned. Then a corner of Hugo’s mouth quirked into a smile as he lifted his head, pulling a small packet from a coat pocket and presenting it to her.

      Her heart surged, and then she really did throw her arms around him. “Oh, Hugo! Where? Wherever did you get it?”

      Her cheeks flushed even hotter as she pulled away. She held out a hand to take the packet.

      Peach Bloom was written in a tidy scrawl on the outside of the brown paper packet with a little sketch of the unique tea underneath. Gala had never tried one before, but she’d heard of the special “blooming” tea from Hugo during his last trip to town. Supposedly the large balls of tea put on quite a transformation when they steeped. She couldn’t wait to see it for herself.

      Hugo looked pleased with himself. He ran a hand over his beard and grinned. “Oh, anything for you, Miss Gala. Went all the way north to Fennryswood.”

      “You didn’t,” Gala said, concern melting away her grin. “You didn’t have to go all the way there just for⁠—”

      Hugo waved a hand. “I was headed there anyway, don’t you worry.”

      “What do I owe you?” Gala dug in her skirt pocket for her coin purse, cheeks still aflame.

      He shrugged, peering over Gala’s shoulder at Nadia. “We can talk about a barter later, maybe. Who’s that, then?”

      “Oh, this is Nadia. Nadia, this is my dear friend Hugo. He’s a traveling merchant. Brings me plenty of spices and herbs I can’t get locally or grow here.”

      Gala turned again, including Nadia in the conversation. She always got so flustered whenever Hugo came around. “Nadia is heading into the village with me. I…” She lowered her voice in seriousness, “I got invited to see Duchess Dervisha today.”

      “By the gods,” Hugo said, eyeing her with an impressed look. “An honor, I hope?”

      “I hope so too,” Gala said, her voice growing smaller.

      “I’ll walk you into town,” Hugo volunteered. “I’ve got some business in Melodïgha anyway.”

      “Of course,” Gala replied with a grin. “Lots of supplies and fascinating trinkets to sell, I imagine?”

      Hugo nodded rapidly, his eyes lighting up, and the three of them set off. This time, Gala made sure to lock the cottage door behind them, tucking the key into her dress pocket. She didn’t want any other visitors just popping in. She still found it strange and a little suspicious that Nadia had walked into the cottage without an invitation. She’d dispelled her initial assumption that the girl was there to steal from her—after all, she was just standing there crying when Gala had walked in. But she didn’t have any other reasonable explanation either. Usually if someone came to buy tea and she wasn’t in, they would wait on the porch or come back later.

      The trio approached Hugo’s wagon, which was parked on the grassy path that served as a road for this untraveled section of the countryside.

      “So, how long do we have you here?” Gala asked Hugo.

      The chestnut horse hitched to the wagon waited patiently. There was only room for one passenger atop the cart, which was decked out in all manner of compartments, drawers, and hatches to carry the items he peddled up and down the country. Crates overflowing with goods hung from hooks on the sides, utilizing every inch of space. Produce filled the other crates, from loose turnips and carrots to sacks of grain.

      Hugo clucked a command to his horse, who began walking alongside them without any further instruction, expertly pulling the compact wagon along.

      Nadia fell behind, and when Gala glanced back at her, she caught the girl staring at the countryside in wonder. She looked out of place in her expensive-looking blue dress.

      “Planning on a week here in Melodïgha,” Hugo said. “Plenty of time for folk to browse my goods and take care of my scheduled deliveries.”

      A thrill ran through Gala, making her forget her vague suspicions of Nadia, and she blurted out, “Then do you want to come for a cup of tea sometime?” Her heart thudded as soon as she said it, but there was no taking it back now. She worried that her voice had come out louder than she’d intended. But Hugo didn’t normally stay so long.

      Hugo ducked his head, smiling. “‘Course! I’d love that. More than anything.”

      Gala’s happy smile seemed frozen in place as they continued to walk together, her mind racing. Which tea would she serve him? It would all depend on the time of day he visited, of course. Her favorite afternoon tea blend of late was Orange Sunset, an original blend with orange peels, rose hips, and lemongrass. But perhaps he would like something bolder. She knew he enjoyed drinking espresseaux, so he might want something less sweet…

      She continued sifting through tea blend ideas as they approached Melodïgha proper, which was enclosed by a low white stucco wall. The village was a pleasing swath of stucco buildings in all manner of soft colors. The cream, coral, and even mint-colored buildings appeared like dabs of oil paint against the gentle rocky outcropping. The morning was clear, so the ocean was visible just beyond the village, stretching dark and blue into the distance.

      They passed by shops and a cafe, with two-story houses mixed in along the main cobblestone road. Gala found she quite liked walking by Hugo’s side.

      Finally, the duchess’s estate, a grand two-story building with a large columned veranda in the front, came into view. It stood at the end of the main street just before a railing that overlooked the sea. The estate had a large front lawn, decorated with various topiaries, statues, and flower gardens, but the roses looked nothing like the wild ones Gala had collected that morning. They were organized by color, red or white, and pruned into perfect spherical bushes. Small dabs of bright pink lined most of the flower beds, marigolds offering a burst of color.

      Just as she was about to ask Hugo if he’d like to come round for tea that afternoon, a scream rent the air.

      Nadia gasped, and Gala whirled around. The scream hadn’t come from her, but Nadia looked panicked, her face ashen and her eyes wide. She was frozen in place but looked ready to bolt.

      Gala lunged over and took her wrist gently, saying, “I’m sure it’s nothing, dear. You’re all right.”

      Nadia was practically panting, staring hard like she wasn’t really seeing anything around her. Gala put an arm around her shoulder, repeating, “You’re all right. You’re safe.”

      Hugo’s brow furrowed as he frowned. “I think that came from the duchess’s estate. I’ll go find out⁠—”

      Just then, the duchess herself stormed out of the estate and down the front lawn. She wore a form-fitting white gown that fluttered into puffy fabric at her knees, and her silky, almost-black hair hung in perfect soft curls. Her signature red lipstick shone from her pale face as she screeched, “Gordan! The white roses are dying! We must do something about it!”

      A dwarf gardener turned from the bush he’d had been quietly tending to look at the duchess, worry plain on his face.

      From their spot in the street, Gala let out a nervous chuckle, giving Nadia’s shoulders a gentle squeeze. “See? Nothing to worry about.”

      The duchess was already storming back toward the estate, her gardener running to keep up with her long strides as she monologued loudly at him, gesturing wildly as the skirts of her long dress whipped behind her.

      Nadia swallowed hard, her throat bobbing, and nodded, muttering, “Sorry, erm—thanks, I⁠—”

      “Nothing to it, dear. Unfortunately, that is my destination, however.” Gala gave a little shudder. “I’d understand if you want to head somewhere else while I have my meeting with the duchess. Maybe Hugo can take you to wherever you’re lodging and⁠—”

      “No,” Nadia blurted out, panic flitting across her eyes. “I’d rather stay with you, please.”

      Gala nodded. “Very well. I’ll be glad for the company, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. Hugo?”

      He held up his palms and took a step back, “If it’s all the same to you… Sooner I deliver these packages, the more time I can spend bartering over your teas later…”

      “Oh, fine,” Gala said with a chuckle. “Then I expect you to stop by at the fourth chime for tea today. That is, if I survive my appointment with the duchess.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it.” Hugo’s wink made Gala’s heart leap.

      She straightened her shoulders and headed for the estate gate.
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      Nadia had no other option but to follow Gala toward the large white mansion. It was still a terrible shock to find herself in another city—let alone another country far across the sphere from where she’d always lived. It was comforting to have another faerǔn by her side though. Gala was quite nice, if a little blunt. And like she’d said, Us fae’ have to stick together.

      The magic had worked a little too well; she was as far away from the witch war as possible—she was on the other side of the sphere! By all the gods and Omens, she was safe here—far enough from the reach of the war—but she wasn’t quite ready to venture off on her own. After all Nadia had seen in Villikry, the idea that Melodïgha’s biggest problem was a duchess needing a tea blend from Gala was downright laughable. And Nadia could use a little joy right now.

      With all the bad going on in the world, finding a little joy was everything to her.

      She paused to admire the large white columns at the front of the mansion as Gala hurried toward the large open doors where a stoic butler stood at attention. The mansion was two stories but extended over a lot twice the size of the castle back home. The gardens were meticulously kept—which was no surprise since no fewer than four gardeners were present.

      “I’m here to meet with Duchess Dervisha,” Gala announced to the butler.

      Nadia felt a little bad popping into Gala’s cottage out of the blue, and she was sure the tea maker suspected something was off, but Nadia hadn’t had much control over the magic. She’d only gotten her amulet two days ago.

      Then she’d made a wish, and…the faeglâce amulet did what it wanted. She wasn’t sure if this was how the amulets normally worked, or if she had just been given a particularly…sassy one. She hadn’t had time to ask.

      And that was how Nadia had appeared right in the middle of the quaint little tea cottage, immediately assailed by a thousand enticing scents. Gala had come along not a moment later. It was lucky she hadn’t seen Nadia actually materialize into the room.

      “The duchess is in the east sitting room,” the butler informed Gala. Nadia jogged to catch up to the pair, having lagged behind, lost in her thoughts.

      The tea maker turned to check on Nadia, giving her a comforting glance and gesturing for her to come along.

      Nadia followed, her steps feeling more confident the more time she spent in Melodïgha. It truly was another world—nothing like Villikry. A light humidity hung in the air, with the soft sound of the ocean waves rolling in and out nearby. Scents of foreign foods and flowers wafted toward her from all directions, and violin music floated in from somewhere in the mansion.

      She had left the witch war behind.

      A sudden euphoria bubbled up, and she whispered to Gala, “So what kind of tea do you think the duchess wants?”
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      It seemed, however, that even the duchess didn’t know what kind of tea she wanted.

      The woman lounged with her long legs over the armrest of her throne-like chair dictating several directives to Gala, who stood in the middle of the sitting room, nodding along with the words. The duchess’s sharp features shifted expressively as she talked, as did her many hand gestures.

      Nadia was surprised when Gala didn’t take down any notes. If it was her, the instructions would have gone in one ear and out the other. In her increasingly exhausted state, she was having a hard time following along.

      “…and then, Mistress Grant,” the duchess went on loudly, “the signature tea will be available for the guests to drink right there at the Autumna Omina festival. I’d need you to package it individually for each guest, in addition to brewing the drink. Is that something you can handle? Because the cafe didn’t seem at all confident in something like this.”

      “Oh,” Gala said, “that’s not a problem at all, Duchess. I can easily package sample amounts of your signature blend for the guests to take home. We’ll just have to come up with your flavor profile first and quickly. Autumna Omina is in two weeks, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” the duchess said, her eyes growing wide with excitement. “And I just had the idea for a signature beverage the other day. How soon can you bring me some blends to try?” She looked over Gala expectantly, as if the tea maker might pull out a tea pot and start brewing one right now.

      Gala shifted, a hand on her hip. “Tomorrow morning? That should give me sufficient time to select and blend several custom options for you to choose from.”

      “You’re hired!” the duchess said. “You and your adorable little assistant. Or is this your daughter?”

      Nadia ducked her head. She’d been hoping to remain unnoticed as she lurked behind Gala. Reluctantly, she stepped forward.

      Gala gave her a genuine smile and put a hand on Nadia’s arm. “No, no, Duchess. Nadia is just, er…new to town, and⁠—”

      “I enjoyed Gala’s tea so much, I wanted to learn more about the business,” Nadia blurted out. It was true, the cup of rose and lavender the tea maker had made after Nadia’s terrifying flight from Villikry had calmed her nerves and filled her with a sense of peace she hadn’t experienced in a very long time.

      The duchess grinned slowly, and Nadia was reminded of a cat. “De-light-ful.” She pronounced every syllable, drawing the single word out. “I’ll expect you first thing tomorrow.” She waved her hand flippantly, then leaned back and pinched the bridge of her nose.

      Just as Gala gave Nadia’s arm a gentle push to head out of the room, a shriek made them jump.

      “Francesco? Bring me my tincture! I’ve got a roiling headache!”

      Nadia’s eyes bulged at the shout, but she kept walking, keeping her head down.

      As soon as the two burst from the mansion and were out of the hearing of all the butlers and gardeners, they exploded in a fit of giggles. And the laughter was an even better nerve balm than the tea had been.

      “She’s a character, that one,” Nadia exclaimed as they headed for the main street, where they could see Hugo talking with a group of customers on the next corner.

      “Indeed. I thank you for coming with me, dear. It was delightful to have the company. De-light-ful, you might say,” Gala added, lightly mocking the duchess’s enunciation.

      Nadia snorted a laugh. “It was the most fun I’ve had in a long time,” she said, the words coming out easily.

      “Why don’t you come back to the cottage for a cuppa? I’m going to brew up a whole slew of teas for the duchess, and I could use a second opinion.”

      “Truly? I should—I really should look for somewhere to stay, I—” Nadia patted her pockets absently and couldn’t mask the look of pure horror that must have stolen across her face. Her pockets were completely empty. She’d been so preoccupied with fleeing the castle during a rare moment of solitude, she hadn’t even had time to retrieve her small hoard of coins from their hiding place.

      Gala didn’t miss a thing. “Truly. Come try some teas, and if you stay too late, perhaps you can sleep on the settee.”

      Relief swept over Nadia, flooding through her very core. “I couldn’t possibly! A-Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely,” Gala said, taking her arm. “We can make a little party of it. And Hugo will be coming by for tea at fourth chime.”

      “Oh no, I wouldn’t want to intrude on your—er—date—with Hugo—” she blurted out.

      “Date?” A deep blush bloomed on Gala’s cheeks. “Oh, no, it’s not…” She halted her words at the look Nadia was giving her.

      “I saw the way the two of you were this morning! He likes you!”

      “I—He couldn’t—Well,” Gala stammered, “even if it is a date, he’s only in Melodïgha for a week.”

      “A lot can happen in a week.”
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      “All right, you try brewing this one,” Gala insisted, pushing the small wooden bowl of her newest blend across the table toward Nadia. The girl took it uncertainly, staring at the mixture of soft silver needle white tea leaves, red currents, dried apples, and candied orange peels.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It’s a white tea, so allow the boiling water to cool for a few minutes before pouring,” Gala instructed. “White teas are extremely delicate, and if you burn it, it’ll taste bitter.”

      Nadia gave her a panicked look, but set off for the kitchen nook nonetheless, the new blend in hand.

      Gala gave a small secret smile. She was set up behind her big table, dozens of jars laid out on the table, wrapped in the unique scents of the ingredients surrounding her. She carefully wrote the recipe down on a square card:

      
        
        equal parts:

        White Silver Needle

        Red Currant Berries

        Dried Apple Slices

        Candied Orange Peels

      

      
        
      

      
        a dash of:

        Seaberry Powder

      

      
        
      

      
        Steep at 175° for two minutes

      

      

      The duchess had spouted off too many flavor ideas to fit in one tea—some fruity, some savory, others floral or with sharp flavor profiles similar to espresseaux or chocolate.

      “There is no way this woman is going to pick one tea,” Gala said, shaking her head.

      Nadia chuckled from the kitchen nook, where she was tentatively pouring hot water into a red clay teapot with elephants stamped on it.

      Gala was beginning to suspect Nadia was either homeless or
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