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To Paul, 
The sunflowers are for you. 






Chapter One


“Pick you up in three days?” Tariq asked.  
“Thank you,” Thali said. While she hadn’t been able to convince her parents to let her sail alone, Tariq, her best friend, and the prince of the island of Bulstan—famed for its jewels—had convinced her parents to let her sail with him to her three-day conference. 
Tariq hugged her tight, but at the same time, he patted her loose cotton shirt back and leather-vested sides before reaching for her boots with the toe of his shoe. 
“Unless you want me to tell Bree that your hands have wandered all over my body, you better step away from me.” Thali put her hands on her hips. She knew his intended, Bree, wouldn’t be untrusting of Tariq but would scold him for having touched a lady in so many places. 
“She wouldn’t care. You’re like my sister,” Tariq retorted, though he did step away. 
“And how often have you hugged Rania like that?” Thali asked. He wouldn’t ever dare hug his very proper sister the way he just had her.
Tariq paled. They both knew his argument would not stand in the court of Bree. He jutted his strong chin out rebelliously anyway. “Maybe I’ll start.” 
“Good luck,” Thali said, grinning, her gray eyes shining with mirth. She’d like to see the rage on Rania’s and Bree’s faces if he tried. “You know, you could just ask if I have all my weapons on me. And the answer is yes. I’m not a total idiot.” 
“I’d still really like to go with you.” 
“No way,” Thali replied. She tried to imagine Tariq taking on a room full of princes of thieves. “I’m a guest. We might both be killed if I let you come.” 
Tariq stuck out his bottom lip in a pout. “Can’t I go as your servant or something?” 
“You’d never in a million years pass as a servant.” Thali purposely roved her gaze down Tariq’s brightly-colored, gold-embroidered tunic that only served to highlight, not disguise, his athletic physique. “Besides, you have to actually go pick up what you told your father we’d pick up.” 
Tariq’s pout deepened, quite at odds with the dark skin and eyes that usually made him look so imposing. 
“If I need you, I’ll send Lari,” Thali said to hopefully ease his worry. Lari, Tariq’s falcon, always traveled with Tariq and was now on loan to Thali for the prince-of-thieves conference she’d been invited to.
It was Tariq’s turn to put his hands on his hips. “And that’s the only reason I’m letting you go in there by yourself,” he said. 
Thali glanced upward as she tucked a long lock of dark hair behind her ear. The falcon circled above the ship and perched on top of the mast. Bree had found it laying hurt on the shores of Bulstan and raised it while Thali had been away at school. Now, she took a look at the bird’s yellow thread—her mental attachment to the creature, just as she had with all living creatures—a little wary of any thread that sparkled after the events that had nearly taken her life a few weeks ago on Star Island. But this falcon had a plain old yellow thread and was very fond of Bree and Tariq. “Lari. It’s a stupid name for a falcon,” Thali said, coming back to the present. The sparkling threads that emanated from Star Island still tickled the back of her mind, unnerving her as usual. 
“I know, but you know I can’t say no to Bree,” Tariq said. 
“Can I go now?” Thali asked. Their ship was docked, and Thali was anxious to see Garen again. It had been weeks since she’d last seen him, or touched him, or— 
“Fine,” Tariq said, narrowing his eyes. “Three days. Don’t do anything stupid. Actually, don’t do anything exciting.” 
Thali nodded. Tariq whistled and Lari flew down to his arm. “Watch her closely,” Tariq implored. “I know you don’t understand me, but please, watch over my best friend.”
Thali just rolled her eyes.  




Chapter Two


Thali would have three days by herself before Tariq returned. Taking a deep breath, she reached down to pet her tiger and usher her dog forward. Remembering that she'd left her tiger, dog, and even snake behind with Tariq, she took a deep breath to calm her nerves. It would have been too obvious had she strolled through this market with her animals. She reviewed Garen’s instructions on how to get to their meeting. That done, she calmed her butterflies with some time in the market looking at all the wares they had to offer and taking notes on stone sculptures so she’d have something to send back to her family. Then, she steeled herself and made her way to a booth that sold spices, specifically the one with the sunflower-yellow canvas stretched above. Pulling up her mental checklist of steps, she saw she had the right place and person: the man with a sea-blue hat and shoes. 
“Do you stock dragon earwax?” She pretended to look at the various spices as she spoke. 
He raised a single eyebrow, surprise crossing his face before he schooled his expression. “You need to look deep in its heart to find what you’re looking for.” He motioned to the back of his shop with his eyes. 
Thali meandered to the back of the shop, slowing her steps. After carefully checking behind her, she pulled a dirty old potato-sack curtain aside. Walking in, she found a courtyard stacked with crates. It was a pseudo-storage room with a tiny garden in one corner and a few benches. A respite from the frantic market. In the farthest corner of the courtyard, next to one of the benches, a freshly placed wooden door lay in the ground. Checking around and above her, she opened it and walked down the stairs. It was dark and she let her hand trail the rough stone wall for what felt like hours. The passageway finally flattened, and she walked further yet around various bends and turns before a stairway finally led back up. 
Just as she thought maybe she should have brought water, she saw a wooden door and opened it. Her jaw dropped as she walked out into a wall of humidity. Thali had walked into a dense, lush forest. Trees and vegetation occupied every inch of space as far as she could see, and Thali turned around and around to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. 
A yellow leaf on a tree caught her eye, and she followed Garen’s explicit instruction to head the opposite way that the leaf pointed. After, thankfully, a short walk this time, pushing branches out of her way as she went, she trekked through some more greenery until she came to a waterfall. Taking a break to drink some water and splash her face, she looked for the next yellow leaf, which ultimately pointed to a path away from the waterfall and up the hillside. She readjusted the bag on her shoulder and headed a little doubtfully in behind the waterfall. There, she saw a white marble door and turned the silver knob, only to walk into the most exquisite white marble lobby she could have imagined.  
As if she had walked from the jungle right into a royal hall, the floors, ceilings, and walls were all smooth white stone. Open squares within the ceiling let the jungle peek through, softening the harsh sunlight to create a warm glow in the cavernous space. She’d never seen anything quite like it. A tall woman with brown skin and black hair wearing a dress made of … leaves? … bowed to Thali, catching her attention. The exotic-looking woman offered Thali a beverage in a white stone cup and guided her down the lobby before pointing her toward a third set of stairs to her right. 
She didn’t drink from the cup immediately but followed the woman as she ascended the stairs and found a wooden door with a familiar symbol in the middle. Garen’s symbol—a J with two bars above it. Opening the door, Thali didn’t believe she’d ever seen opulence to this degree before. The entire room was made of white marble laced with brown roots as if stone and tree had intertwined. Luxuriously carved tree trunks served as couches in the sitting room. She dropped her bag on one of the low tree-stump tables before continuing to explore the other rooms she could see branching off from the sitting room. In one, she found an intricately carved four-poster bed, with each post a living tree creating a canopy of real leaves, and a bathing room with an actual mini waterfall feeding into a tub and then through the latrine before disappearing. 
At the other end of the room was a balcony. The doors were open, and Thali grinned at the familiar lines of the person leaning on the rail. She put her cup down and padded onto the balcony. She leaned over and gasped. Below them was not only a luscious jungle filled with exotic birds and animals but gargantuan reptilian creatures with impossibly long necks and tails that trudged through the flora. 
Garen turned toward her, his face fashioned first in astonishment then annoyance, “Joren really went out of his way this time.”
Before she could utter a reply, Thali was enveloped in Garen’s arms as they soaked each other in. She buried her face against his chest, taking a deep breath. 
“I missed you,” he whispered into her hair. 
“I missed you too,” she said. 
A falcon’s cry startled them both and Thali grinned. In her mind, she showed the falcon where they were, and moments later, Lari landed on the rail. 
“New friend?” Garen asked. 
“Tariq’s actually,” Thali said, “To get here, I sailed with Tariq, but he wouldn’t let me go alone. So, Garen, meet Lari.”
Lari turned her head to gaze at them, but her sharp beak and black beady eyes kept Garen standing where he was. With thanks, Thali sent Lari into the forest.
Thali turned only her head to look at the incredible sight before them, as did Garen. They were unwilling to let each other go. After a few moments, Garen leaned away from Thali and raised an eyebrow that only accentuated his deep sea-blue eyes, looking again at the gargantuan reptiles and then back at her. 
“Can you …?” 
Thali understood. She closed her eyes, opening the door in her mind and looking for threads. She saw some unfamiliar luminescent green threads and gently slid her mind along one until she connected to the animal. He was a simple beast, huge, slow moving, but gentle. He relaxed as she brought thoughts of soothing and safety to his mind, and she soon found he was quite happy to go back to munching on the leafy greens around him. For a moment, she explored his thoughts of what it was like to move around: He was heavy and moving took a lot of effort for such a large body. 
The strangeness of the strands quietly reminded her of the sparkly strands she had encountered just a few weeks earlier on Star Island when she had been taking her final sailing exam. Thali still had no idea what she’d inadvertently done then, even though she instinctively felt it was monumental. She wondered if the person who might be responsible for sending her to Star Island, when that hadn’t been hers—and her fellow students’—destination in the first place, was here. 
“Garen, how much do you trust Joren?” Thali asked, turning to look into his magnificent eyes. Garen had spoken of Joren at times but always with tension in his face. 
“Some, but not much. Of all the brothers, I probably trust him the most though. Why?” 
Thali looked again to the monstrous reptilian roaming the jungle below and raised an eyebrow meaningfully. 
“I considered it too, but this one’s been living here his whole life. And as big as he is, Joren says he’s no danger. Plus, Joren raised him himself.” 
Thali closed her eyes, slipping back along the green luminescent thread. She gently followed the thoughts, dove into his memories, and saw he had indeed grown up here. 
She meandered along the threads of memories, seeing the abundant foliage and an extravagantly dressed man, who she assumed was Joren. He took remarkably good care of them, so that earned him some respect in Thali’s eyes.
“So?” Garen had turned away from the great beasts and faced Thali. 
“I’ve never met Joren, but they did grow up here, and I saw someone lavishly dressed taking care of them.” 
“Joren does like to dress in bright colors.” 
“They don’t see in color, so I don’t know if it was him.” 
Garen shook his head, “You’ll meet him this evening.” 
“Where do you think he would have gotten these creatures?” 
“That’s a question only for him.” Garen pulled her closer, silently telling her he’d like to stop talking. 
Thali had been anxious about this weekend, but now she was intrigued by Joren. Well, that and she was excited she’d get three whole days with her beloved Garen now after all the time she’d spent away from him recovering at home. 




Chapter Three


Garen 
“Are you almost ready?” Garen, his hands clasped behind his back, stood in the hallway waiting for Thali before heading out to introduce her to the other princes. Nervous about how they might greet her, he began to pace. Was he blinded by his love for her? Would they see her the way he did? He had brought her to the conference as a way to proclaim his love for her and show her exactly how dedicated he was. He wanted to share his world with her, show her something she had never seen or experienced before. Thali had traveled so much as a merchant’s daughter, she was rarely surprised or amazed. That’s why it had been such a beautiful thing to experience those giant reptiles with her for the first time and see her awed. 
“Yes, I think I’m ready. What do you think? Is this appropriate? You said like a ball but not quite as formal.” When she came around the corner from the bathing room, Garen was momentarily stunned silent. 
Thali stood there like a green goddess in a forest-green tunic dress. Its square neckline and full, flowing sleeves that matched the hem of her hi-low skirts made her look like a leaf gliding on the wind. 
“Thali, you look beautiful.” 
She fidgeted with a sleeve. “Really? It’s one of Mia’s new dresses. I’m always her guinea pig.” 
“Well, you are the most breathtaking guinea pig I’ve ever seen.” With that, Garen swept Thali up in his arms, dancing them down the hall to the entrance. 
A knock interrupted them. 
Thali flattened her dress with her palms as Garen answered the door. 
He opened the door and revealed no one. 
Garen rolled his eyes. “Joren is getting impatient.” He turned back to Thali and offered her his arm. They strolled out and down the short hallway to the stairs. The click click click of her shoes on the marble floor had her squaring her shoulders, making him puff his chest out. 
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As they came to the end of the last hallway, Thali’s eyes bulged as they took in the main lobby. Just as their balcony overlooked a jungle, the lobby had been transformed into an evergreen forest. Giant, hundred-year-old evergreen trees filled the room. The entire space was filled with countless shades of green pine trees. As they descended the stairs, a thick layer of moss muted her footsteps. Thali couldn’t help herself, so she slipped off her shoes so her toes could feel the soft greenery. They followed the plush pathway to a round clearing. There, two other men and one woman gathered in the middle around a firepit. Except inside this firepit wasn’t fire but a great column of swirling fireflies, all twisting around each other like flames might lick the air.  
All present stood as Thali and Garen walked in along one of several paths leading off the main clearing. 
“Always looking to make an entrance.” The man Thali had seen in the reptile’s memories melted out of the trees. Thali had to remind herself to keep her face as neutral as possible as she took in Joren, who wore a lime-green tunic over bright-orange puffy pants with pine-green shoes that curled over themselves at the end and a transparent robe of shimmering silver belted with a lemon-yellow sash. A scarf the color of his shoes covered his head, completing the ostentatious—but lively—outfit. 
Joren had not only adorned his body with wild colors, but had also given his face the same expressive treatment. His skin was painted white, with bright-blue triangles for eyebrows, red octagons on his cheeks, and an orange heart on his lips. It was the most ridiculous outfit she ever could have imagined. So Thali did the only thing she could think of: She curtsied.
“Joren, it’s good to see you.” Garen grasped Joren’s right wrist, as Joren did in return, and they patted each other on the shoulders. It was a warmer greeting than Thali had expected. Thali’s merchant eye caught Joren’s black sleeves with their red hearts, noting that the hearts were embroidered—expensive. “Joren, this is Thali.” 
Thali was about to dip into another curtsy when Joren grabbed her right hand. 
“My dearest lady. You grace us with your beautiful fashion.” Joren bowed low over her hand and kissed it. Then instead of letting go, he spun her and tucked her hand into the crook of his left elbow. “Please, allow me to introduce you to the rest of our humble party.” 
Thali turned to look at Garen in time to see him almost imperceptibly raise an eyebrow and cock his head before he hurried to Thali’s left. 
Joren said, “Ming, come meet Garen’s Thali.” 
A fit man with jet-black hair and skin the same color as Thali’s mother turned to them. He was dressed in red silk robes embroidered with swirling golden dragons. He bowed low over her hand. “It is an honor, Miss Thali.” Then turning to Garen, he said, “Garen, it is good to see you again.” Ming shook wrists with Garen. However, Thali noted that they did not pat each others’ shoulders. 
[image: image-placeholder]In total, Thali met one more man, Henrik, the Prince to the Frozen North, and one woman, Makena, Princess to the South and East, who represented the princes and princess of thieves from all over the world. Each introduction had been identical, and Thali could feel there was significance to the way the introductions had all been conducted. She wondered if it was a good thing or a bad thing that Joren had been the one to escort her around the room. 
After they had made their rounds, Joren led her to one of the couches around the firefly fire and gestured for her to sit. Garen sat down next to her, putting an arm protectively around her shoulders. The public display made a smile creep across her face as warmth bloomed in her body, and she sat a little straighter. It felt strange but wonderful. A drink appeared in his hand then, and he gave it to Thali. 
Garen had warned her that the first drink would be alcoholic. She looked up at him and gave him a quick wink. Garen smiled back at her, and she leaned into his side. Eyes flicked in their direction, but it felt right. She felt like they could take on the world together. 
Thali felt how charged this first meeting was. It felt like every eye in the room was on her, even though no one was overtly watching them. Thali wasn’t a stranger to symbolically intense situations, so she kept her breathing steady and sipped her drink slowly, waiting for the awkward silence that had settled on their evening to melt away. 
“Time for some entertainment.” Joren clapped his hands twice and dancers with bright, rainbow-colored scarves glided in through the trees. They kept their distance from each guest as they swayed, leaped, and twirled, their colorful scarves and outfits waving through the air. 
At the end of the performance, the group applauded. Then Thali was surprised to see Ming approaching her from the side. He moved slowly, but his path led directly to her. “Garen.” Ming nodded in his direction and spoke loud enough for Garen to hear but low enough that no one else in the room could hear. “Miss Thali, I feel I ought to tell you that I know your grandmother. She was a friend of mine in my youth, and I owe her a great deal. If there is ever anything you need, please allow me the honor.” 
“You know my grandmother?” 
Thali’s family on her mother’s side was one of the most famous warrior families of Cerisa. She had three uncles and an aunt—all famed warriors. Her own mother had been renowned until she had been disinherited and disowned by her grandmother when she married Thali’s father. Thali had only seen her grandmother a few times, and always under tense circumstances. 
“May I?” Ming gestured to the seat next to Thali. 
“Of course,” Thali said. 
He sat down, careful not to touch Thali but close enough for both Thali and Garen to hear. “When I was a toddler, both my parents died and I wandered the streets, looking for garbage to eat. Your grandmother found me one day when she was just a girl. I was very sick. I would have died, but she took me to her family’s barns. She hid me there and snuck me food for two months before her father found me and threw me out. After that, she would always accidentally drop a coin when she saw me in the street. I never forgot her kindness. I’ve made it my business to watch over your family since then.” 
Thali was suspicious of his story. From the handful of times she’d seen her grandmother, kindness was not one of the top attributes she’d give her. And what were the chances that this prince of thieves had had a run in with her grandmother? Cerisa was a big place. 
When Thali said nothing, only nodded her head in acknowledgment of his words, Ming rose, bowed, and left them. Thali sucked her lips in as she hid a chuckle, both at the unlikeliness of his story and at the possibility that her merchanting, fighting family could possibly have this link to the highest echelon of thieves. 
Garen raised an eyebrow, but Thali shrugged and resumed her watchful gaze around the room. She watched as various princes walked around conversing quietly with each other before moving on to another prince. 
Thali looked at the firefly fire for a moment. She concentrated on them and searched her mind. Insects were usually the smallest and thinnest strands within her ability, and she wondered how Joren was able to get them to fly in such a consistent pattern for so long. She followed the thin strands and discovered they were following a scent that had been drawn in that pattern. They followed it as it circled and dipped and dived. Shaking off the strands, she focused on the real world again, squinting into the swarm of fireflies and trying to see the source of the scent they were following. Then she saw it: a tiny flower petal swirling in figure-eight patterns within the column of fireflies. 
Just as she wondered how a petal could float in such a specific way, Joren appeared behind them. “So tell me, how did you two lovebirds meet?” 
Garen smiled and explained, “Over an untied boot, actually.” 
“Oh? How quaint,” Joren said with an overly wide smile.
Thali smiled at the memory. They’d been watching each other for weeks without the other knowing—until Garen had forced a situation to meet her face-to-face. “How did you get all these trees in here?” Thali asked suddenly. 
Joren raised an eyebrow, “Garen didn’t tell you?” 
“It’s not for me to tell.” 
Joren’s face slowly spread into an even wider grin, if that was even possible. “Oh, brother, you spoil me.” Joren’s grin grew so wide, a mad look appeared in his eye. “Thali, do you have a favorite flower?” 
“Bird of paradise.” It wasn’t actually her favorite flower but was the most difficult to procure. 
“Indeed.” Joren pursed his lips as he watched Thali’s face carefully. Garen sat grinning next to Thali. 
Suddenly, in front of Thali’s eyes, the moss next to her feet cracked. A sprout shot up and grew rapidly until it became an actual bird of paradise that bloomed right in front of her face, the orange petals fanning out before her eyes. 
Awe and amazement shone in her eyes when she looked to Garen. 
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“Joren has a … talent with plants.” Garen could barely contain his grin as he thought about how Thali had a talent with animals. If she chose to reveal it to Joren, he wanted to be there to see his face. 
Joren wasn’t shy about his talent and loved showing it off any way he could, while Thali always kept hers a secret. When Thali had told Garen about her gifts, he had thought of Joren. If he hadn’t already seen an ability like that for himself, Garen would have been in disbelief, but having seen the jungles and forests Joren could command, Thali’s news hadn’t shocked him. 
And while Joren’s gift with plants was useful and dangerous, Thali’s gift with animals was even more dangerous and beautiful. 
As Garen continued his musing, Joren grew a bouquet of birds of paradise next to Thali’s left foot. Thali opened her mouth and closed it. Garen had often wondered if she’d ever met anyone with an extraordinary gift even remotely like hers. He guessed she was likely dumbfounded that Joren would make himself so visible and show off his gift so openly. Thali had been taught to hide it, never to reveal it or even explore it. Garen personally thought it was a shame and possibly even dangerous. 
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“How do you … how did you do that?” she finally stammered. 
She saw the entire room with new eyes as she realized just how much Joren had been showing off: The entire room, the entire building, the jungle and evergreens were all his creation. Thali couldn’t begin to imagine how much effort it must have taken. She wondered if he connected and communicated with plants like she did animals or if he could just grow them with some sort of magic. 
“Dance with me?” Joren offered his hand as music started in the background. 
Thali placed her hand in Joren’s, and he led her to the open area in the clearing, gently leading her around the big space. He held her a little closer than she was comfortable with but whispered in her ear, “In my mind, each plant is like a light. I can fuel it to burn brighter, guide it to another place, or guide its growth in the ground.”
“All this … do you have to continually fuel the light?” She looked around the clearing. 
Joren cocked his head as if looking at Thali in a new light. “No, once I’ve encouraged it one way or another, it resumes its natural life until I come back to it.” 
Thali was worried that she seemed too interested, so she changed the subject. “So, have you known Garen very long?” She knew it was an abrupt change, but Thali was too frazzled to think of a more subtle way to discourage more attention and expose her own gift, so she moved on to lighter topics. 
Garen, as if sensing her concern, was at her side before Joren could answer. “May I cut in?” 
“Of course, dear brother.” Joren bowed, handing Thali’s hand to him. “Thali, I will dream of only you until the next time we meet.” 
Thali couldn’t help the heat that flushed up her neck as Garen rolled his eyes. 
They danced a few songs, Thali calming with the steady rhythm of Garen’s breathing. She had so much to think about, so much she wanted to ask, so much she wanted to talk to Garen about but knew they had to wait until tonight. And even then, she wondered if Joren could spy on them through his plants as she could eavesdrop with animals. Suddenly, a cough echoed behind her, capturing her attention. 
“Miss Thali, if you would do me the honor?” Ming bowed low to Garen. 
“It seems you’re a hot commodity tonight, my darling.” Garen sighed as he handed Thali over to Ming. He had warned her earlier that if there was dancing, she would probably be on her feet all night since there weren’t many women among them. 
“That dress is at its most advantageous when you’re dancing,” Joren piped in as he waltzed by with an imaginary partner. 
Thali ended up dancing the whole night with each member of this underground court. They were all expert thieves, so they were all incredibly light on their feet, allowing Thali to truly enjoy the dancing. 
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When they finally made it back to their room, Garen carried a sleepy Thali up the stairs and down their little hallway, her shoes balancing on his pinky fingers. 
“Why didn’t you tell me about Joren?” She snuggled her head into his neck. 
“It wasn’t my secret to tell.” 
Thali scoffed into his chest after a big yawn. “It’s a secret?” 
“Joren might like to show off, but outside of this court, no one knows.”
“Oh.” Thali dozed off against Garen as he eased open their door. He knew she’d be full of questions when she woke up, so he gently placed her on the soft bed and covered her with the—of course—mossy-green comforter. He crept to the couch and pulled a blanket over himself before falling asleep. 
When he woke up, he realized Thali must have woken up in the middle of the night and changed because she was now in her cozy cotton pajamas, lying snoring softly on top of him. 
Garen laughed silently and rolled her gently to the side so she was wedged between him and the couch. He kissed the top of her head and sent a silent thanks to Joren for making the couches extra wide. 




Chapter Four


Thali and Garen woke to the smell of the breakfast on their table as they rolled off the couch.  
Garen rose and brought the tray over. “Thali, there’s coffee.” 
She smelled it as she pulled herself up on the couch. “This is the best coffee I’ve ever had.” 
He poured her a cup and handed it to her before pouring one for himself. “He does have a way with coffee beans.” 
“It must be so useful.” 
“It is. And it’s beautiful too.” 
“Can he hear through them?” Suddenly, Thali was self conscious about the plants that surrounded them as she remembered last night’s thought. 
“I’m not sure.” Garen nodded, thinking. “It had never occurred to me to consider the extent to which Joren could use his plants or if he could use them as spies.” 
“Can we talk about last night?” Thali asked. 
“Sure. What do you want to talk about?” 
“Joren introducing me, was that a good thing or a bad thing? I always thought you’d be the one to do it.” 
Garen sat down, crossing his legs on the couch, so he faced Thali. “It was a really good thing. I’m surprised actually. Joren was showing everyone not only that he approved of you, but also that you’re his honored guest as much as mine.” 
“That’s good?” Thali asked. 
“I know Joren looks like a buffoon, but he’s smarter than he looks, and more powerful than me, probably second only to Ming. If he likes you, it’ll make everything a lot easier.” 
Thali nodded and let that sink in. “Do you think Ming was telling the truth? That he knows my grandmother?” 
Garen tilted his head. “That caught me off guard. But I’m sure it’s the truth. We may be the princes of deception, but we don’t lie to each other. Redirect truth maybe, but not lie. Not here.” 
“So, I’m walking into this with more friends than I thought?” Thali asked. 
“In a way, yes. Though I wouldn’t trust anyone. They all have their own motives.” 
They quietly contemplated the previous evening while they ate. 
“Thali, did you notice the lack of partners last night?” Garen asked. 
She nodded and looked up from her pastry to see Garen’s steady gaze on her. It melted her insides a little, and she had to stop herself from swooning on the couch. 
“It’s very rare for any of us to take a partner. We are all a prince of thieves, and when we take a partner, they become our equal. We share everything with them, and they become just as powerful as we are. In council, they even have equal power in discussion. Therefore, the entire court must approve of the partner before they are accepted.”
Thali put her pastry down, knowing this was a momentous occasion that would be better without jam-covered fingers. 
“Thali, some of us have a lot of fun and a lot of short relationships but will never take a partner, Joren for example. He always has a new plaything, but it’s never serious. You’ll never see him bring a significant half to these conferences and surely not to any event of any import. But my plan has always been to bring you here to participate, as my equal partner.” 
Thali swallowed the last bite in her mouth. She sometimes felt out of her depth with Garen. She didn’t understand why he offered her so many grand things. What made her worthy of all this, of his depthless love?
Garen continued. There was apparently much he had wanted to say. “I know out there…” he waved his hand as he spoke the word before going on, “…we have our complications and we have to be careful about not being seen together because of your family. And as much as it pains me, I understand and accept that. I only want what’s best for you, for your happiness. But here, if you want to become my princess, you can. If you wear the medallion I gave you to the first meeting this morning, it will state unequivocally that you would like to be my princess, to be my partner and my equal.” 
All Thali wanted to do was say yes. But her logical side wasn’t sure. “What exactly would that mean?” 
“A prince can only take one partner. Ever. Some have been renounced, but it’s rare. If you agree to be mine, then I will trade a favor for a sponsor, and they will put forth your nomination. The court will demand one-on-one interviews with you, then there will be a vote. If you win a majority, then you become a permanent member of the court. Even if I were to be … replaced, you could still come to the conferences. You would also be recognized as my princess among everyone here. Some have even held celebrations in their home countries, but it’s not necessary.”
Garen reached over to lay a hand gently on hers. If she had felt out of her depth before, that was nothing compared to how she felt now, like she was drowning in responsibility she wasn’t sure if she was ready for yet. She gulped.
He noted her gulp but continued anyway. “You would also be sworn to secrecy. All the faces you’ve seen here, you are not to acknowledge them if you run into them in the real world, but all our folk would recognize you by the medallion you wear and are bound to treat you as they do us.” He paused and took a breath. “I love you, Thali. I’ve known that since the day I met you. I want you to be part of this world, and I’ll do anything to help you. Being my princess would mean you are forever protected by my people.” 
Thali couldn’t help thinking about the plethora of sparkling threads she’d seen reaching out from Star Island. Ever since she’d unknowingly taken part in a ritual instead of performing her final exam last year, she felt like something big was about to happen and she knew she wouldn’t be able to handle it alone. But would this court be able to help her? 
“Do you think Joren knows anything about Star Island?” Thali asked. 
“I’ve asked. He hasn’t replied yet, so that tells me he’s still gathering information.” Garen said. He waited patiently for all her questions.
That gave her the courage to continue. “Do you think he would help me? Would the court help me if I needed them?” 
Garen nodded. “They would be obligated to.” 
Thali nodded back. Given the inexplicable forces she’d faced on Star Island that had nearly killed her during her final exam, she knew she was going to need help—a lot of it. Joren was the only magical person she knew, and he would have to help her. Was it wrong of her to join because she might need them?
“What does it mean for us when we get back?” Thali asked. 
“I’m not sure, Thali. I could handle the business side of it while you go to school. My people would want to know you, honor you, though. Of course, they wouldn’t ever touch your family’s business, meaning their ships would never be plundered again. But as far as what you want to do, it’s up to you. I won’t influence or judge you one way or the other. Nor will I—or they—ask you to do anything you don’t want to do.” 
Garen reached for her hands and the warmth of them steadied her. “I love you, Thali. Whatever you want to do, I’ll respect it. I’ll help you. You can be as involved in my business as you want. If you wanted to skip this meeting and think about it, I’m all right with that too. I know it’s a lot to take in so quickly.” 
Thali looked at their joined hands. She had pushed her guilt to the back of her mind yesterday, but it came roaring back now. Merchanting and her family were everything to her. It was the only future she had ever wanted until she’d met Garen. Her parents would have accepted and welcomed anyone else. Anyone but a thief. She vividly remembered once when she had been helping her papa pack up some of their textiles. He had grabbed a young boy who had tried to pick his pocket. She’d never seen her father so angry. He’d marched the boy over to the city guards and handed him over. Crab had said the boy was lucky to be a child because if he had been an adult, her father would have gutted him on the spot. 
But this was Garen. Her Garen. He was the only person she could talk with until the sun rose. The only person she was excited to see, to share and trust life’s little details with. He was the pillar of strength she could depend on to offer sound advice, that would catch her if she fell, that she wanted to be better for. He was the one she wanted next to her when she took over her own fleet of merchanting ships. They would work it out. They had to. “I love you too, Garen. Yes, I want to be your partner,” Thali tried to say with more bravery than she felt. 
Garen reached across the couch to cradle her face in his hand before pressing his lips to her face. He kissed her in the way that made her bones melt and her fingertips feel fuzzy. 
Once they finally parted for air, Thali asked, “So … do I get a ring or anything?” 
Garen laughed. “Do you want one? We’re a little more subtle than that. You just wear your medallion around your neck this morning when we walk into the first meeting.” 
He rose and pulled her upright before picking her up and swinging her around in his arms. Then, he gently placed her on her feet, gave her one last swoon-worthy kiss, and said, “Now, go get ready because if we’re late, Ming won’t be pleased.” 




Chapter Five


Thali had chosen her outfit carefully when she had packed for this conference. In truth, Mia had chosen the outfit. She hadn’t told Mia about the exact occasion, but she had asked about an outfit to impress in a trade setting. What Mia had come up with was a combination of a billowing navy skirt, a pale-blue long sleeved silk tunic trimmed in purple with panels draping to the floor with her skirt. On top of it all was a rich brown leather corset.  
It was definitely an outfit she hadn’t seen before, but she trusted Mia, and Garen had grinned his appreciation. 
Now, she walked with her hand in the crook of Garen’s arm as they followed a mossy path to a set of the biggest trees she’d ever seen. As they approached, Thali was stunned to see that they were actually one tree that had been split in two and acted as doors. When they pushed one open, she saw it opened onto another plush mossy floor. The walls were lined with vines abloom with small white flowers. It was a relatively simple room in comparison to the others she’d seen so far, but it too was elegant. A large, round, white stone table occupied the middle of the room, and around it was an undulating tree root, creating seats around the table. 
Thali saw a flicker of surprise on a couple faces as she walked into the room with Garen’s medallion prominently displayed on her chest. 
Joren sashayed up to them wearing an orange-and-blue jester’s hat, a purple ruffle, a green tunic, orange-and-blue pants that puffed out beyond logic, red knee-high socks, and golden pointy shoes. It looked like Joren had picked the most outrageous clothing choices of the past and put them all on at the same time.
“Where did you get that spectacular ensemble?” He took his time eyeing Thali from bottom to top. 
Thali looked to Garen.
As usual, he knew exactly what she was thinking. He nodded a fraction of an inch. 
“My best friend is a seamstress.” Thali held her head up with pride. 
“She’s quite the fashion genius. Would you twirl for me?” Joren was truly studying her vest dress and its barely noticeable embroidery. 
“Joren, we have more important matters at hand.” Ming had entered the room and stood now at the table. 
Joren’s eyes flashed to the medallion on Thali’s neck as he sighed overdramatically. “I guess we might as well start.” Without so much as taking a breath he declared, “I name myself Thali’s sponsor.” Joren waved his hand lazily as he gazed at the rest of the table through half-lidded eyes. 
Thali felt Garen tense for a moment. He put an arm around her and leaned in close to her ear to explain. “I’m not allowed to be your sponsor, so as I mentioned earlier, I was planning to exchange a favor for your sponsorship. This is highly unusual.” 
Thali nodded her understanding. 
“I will support this sponsorship,” Ming added. 
Garen’s steadiness told her he had expected as much.
Then, Makena, the only woman in the court coughed. Her dark skin was well complemented by a beautifully fabricated orange dress with the most intricate geometric designs drawn onto the fabric. She even delicately balanced a hat that was easily twice the size of her head as she glided across the room. “My brothers, we are being hasty. Please, let us each have our time with her before we come to a vote.” 
Now it was Thali’s turn to stiffen for a moment until she heard Garen’s voice in her ear. “It’s customary for each of the court to have ten minutes with you to judge for themselves. It will be within my sight, but I will be out of hearing. You are not required to answer any of the questions, but do not lie,” Garen whispered. 
Thali nodded. Joren parted the vines opposite the doors they had entered through, exposing a wide stone balcony. He waved his hand and two tree roots blossomed from the middle of floor, where he gestured for Thali to take a seat. Then the leaves of a tree grew and extended like an umbrella so she would sit in the shade. 
“Can’t have the sun ruining your complexion, now,” Joren said. 
Garen walked Thali over and guided her to the seat on the left. “I’ll be right over there.” He motioned to the other side of the vine curtain, which would remain open. 
Makena was the first to sit down opposite her. 
Thali bowed her head in respect. 
“Thali, it would be awfully nice to have another woman around. But what is it you want?” 
Thali had no choice but to answer truthfully. “I’m not sure I know what I want.” 
“Love or money?” The princess of thieves carefully studied Thali’s face, watching every twitch and muscle movement. 
“Love.” 
“Did you have a happy childhood?” 
Thali thought about it a moment before answering carefully, “Yes.” 
“Black or white?” 
“Gray.” 
“Sky, land, or ocean?” 
“Ocean. Always.” 
Makena raised an eyebrow at that. 
Thali gritted her teeth before she could say more. She was quite sure elaborating wouldn’t be a good idea.
“I am done.” As the princess rose, she leaned over and said, “I look forward to having another woman among us.”
The other mini-interview was just as strange. Henrik, who Thali recognized as someone from the frozen north of Takdinida by his thick wool tunic, had the heaviest accent of all on the council, but as with merchants, he spoke the common tongue fluently. Besides greeting her, Henrik spent the entire interview staring at her, looking deeply into her eyes.
Garen, Ming, and Joren were the only ones who did not sit with her. Finally, the curtain of vines closed on the five standing ceremoniously around the round marble table, leaving Thali outside on the balcony. It felt like a thousand years passed as she anxiously sat waiting. This would change the course of her life, and her relationship with Garen, forever. A jolt of doubt went through her before she shook it off as nerves. 
Finally, the vine curtain opened once again and Garen appeared. He offered Thali his arm. Pausing a moment to look in his eyes for some clue as to the outcome of the vote, she was impressed that Garen remained stoic enough to give nothing away. She nodded then and took his arm. 
Garen led her back into the room where they stood before the council. Thali took a deep breath when he turned to her and pronounced, “Lady Thali, welcome to the court of thieves.” 
Every council member outstretched their arms, palms up, symbolizing her welcome into their court. 
Then Joren flicked his wrist and another tree root bubbled up between his seat and Garen’s where once there had been an empty space. Thali’s eyes narrowed as she glanced at Joren. He had known this was going to happen and had planned for it. 
“Now that that is settled, Garen, I expect you and Joren to teach Thali all the ways of our court.” Ming nodded and the other two men nodded back. “But for now, let us begin.” He motioned for everyone to sit. 
[image: image-placeholder]Each thief sovereign reported on their territories in turn. They reported the current economic status, its predicted economic future—whether positive or negative—and the current tension level in their territories, whether that meant war was ongoing, being prepared for or planned, or if there were simply any tensions that might grow into something bigger. It was a lot to take in, but Thali found it infinitely interesting. It struck her as oddly similar to her father’s meetings with his trade partners in different lands. 
Nothing the council said truly surprised her since she’d heard whisperings of unrest from her father as well. The most interesting information came from Henrik, Prince of the Frozen North. “There are murmurs in the northwest. More activity, more supplies. Not supplies for human army. More meat. Hunters being paid for extra meat they can send north,” Henrik said. He was the least fluent but still more so than Thali would have expected. 
“What do you think it means?” Ming asked. 
Henrik scratched is head. “Maybe is nothing. Maybe more babies. Maybe more dogs. Just strange for more meat needed up north so sudden.” 
Ming looked around the table, but no one had any additional thoughts on that matter. 
When it was Garen’s turn, Thali carefully listened to the news he shared, though it was nothing she hadn’t heard before. 
Before Garen’s turn was over, Ming asked, “Garen, how is the new school working out?” 
Garen grinned and replied, “It’s great for our local crews. A sizable portion of the population busy learning new things means they don’t always have their best wits about them.” 
“The news of the school’s success has spread to even my people. One of our kings is quite curious about it.” Ming clasped his hands before him on the table, perhaps indicating he wished to know more. 
Thali wondered if Garen would tell them about her adventure at the end of last spring. Someone—someone with authority—from her school had purposely sent Thali and the rest of her crewmates to the wrong island for their final exam, and she had nearly died after the strange encounters and obstacles she’d faced. Still, no one knew why or who was responsible for it. Thali had her suspicions that her gift with animals may have opened a portal allowing mythical, magical animals through, but she wasn’t really sure of anything yet. She’d have to talk to Garen about it later. 
At a lull in the conversation, Thali shook her thoughts off. Though she quite enjoyed learning about the happenings in the world, her brain hurt from all the new information. 
Thankfully, Ming chose then to rise and declare, “All right, it’s time for a break. Let’s reconvene in fifteen minutes.”




Chapter Six


Thali was grateful for the break. Though the problems each territory experienced and how the council members pooled solutions and supplies globally was interesting to consider—once she’d gotten over the strangeness of it all—she was starting to feel overloaded. A small pounding was making itself known in the back of her head as a result. She glanced over to where Garen had wandered and found him in conversation with Ming. Garen must have felt her gaze because he glanced up at her and raised his eyebrows in a gesture she knew meant he was asking if she needed him immediately. She shook her head just slightly to signify she was good. He nodded. While he continued to talk, he kept his face turned so he could always see her with one eye, so she held her chin a little higher. She was proud to be his partner.  
Since they were going to be there awhile, she decided to get up and get some air. A change of scenery might ease her headache, even though earlier that morning, Garen had asked her to always stay within his eyesight. Whether that was partly because he was being his usual overprotective self or because he didn’t truly trust his court, she didn’t know. Still, she couldn’t just sit here anymore.
Garen still had his head bent in conversation with Ming, so she walked out onto the balcony, brushing her fingertips along the trees acting as columns. Thali
[image: image-placeholder]
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