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Leuna and Sati burst out of their rooms at almost the same moment and stood, staring at each other in the hallway.  Sati’s gleeful adaption to some parts of city life was abundantly evident in the frilly, lacey nightgown she wore, while Leuna’s no-nonsense soft britches and shirt marked her as the country doctor she was.  And had been, for the past ten years. 

“Is the house afire?” Sati asked, still rubbing the sleep from her eyes.

“I don’t smell any smoke.”  Leuna shook her head and looked downstairs to the front door, which rattled under a fresh barrage of knocking.  Spotting herself in the hallway mirror, she grimaced.  She was modestly dressed, but she’d foregone her nightly braid and her brown hair stuck out every which way.  

“Should we answer it?”  Sati eyed the door with trepidation.  

“At this time of night?”  Xelebre, Leuna’s grandfather, stood in the doorway to the master bedroom, pulling the sash tight around his dressing robe.  “Never.  Let the servants get it.”  

Gently, he took the young women by the shoulders and pulled them back to where they couldn’t be immediately seen from downstairs.  Merezi, his wife, was just joining them when whomever was pounding on the door began shouting as well.

“Jaurle Izan!  Open in the name of King Txoko!”

Leuna’s chest constricted painfully and her hands dropped to her sides from where they’d been smoothing her hair.  Up until five days ago, she’d known the Marroi ‘King Txoko’ as Neba, her amnesic patient with intense golden eyes.  His dark skin had been their only clue as to his identity when he turned up on the outskirts of Herrixka, her town and arguably the middle of nowhere.  

“Open in the name of King Txoko!” 

“He’ll rouse the entire quarter,” muttered Xelebre, formally known as Jaurle Izan.  He didn’t have to look at a clock to know it was dark outside and that all sensible people were fast asleep.

“Darling.”  Merezi caught his hand, stopping him from going down.  “What if it’s a ruse?”  As one of the more practical jaurles in Ibilia, he drew both admiration and ire from those who worked with him.  

“To what end?”  Xelebre squeezed her hand gently.  “The few enemies that I have are all too smart to call this much attention to themselves.”

Leuna winced as the door shook again, almost coming loose from its hinges.  Stepping forward, she swung onto the stairway banister and slid down to the house’s first level.  Some of the tension left her as she saw a bleary-eyed footman approaching from the servants’ quarters.

“Open it,” she instructed, pointing at the door when he hesitated.  Moving back into the plentiful shadows of the house’s sitting room, she waited to learn what was going on.

“Enough of that racket!” barked the footman as he swung open the door.  

Ignoring the footman, the knocker shouldered his way inside.  “Jaurle Izan!  Show yourself!”

Leuna allowed herself a moment to assess the messenger.  Dark-skinned and on the burly side, he nevertheless carried only a short dagger at his belt.  No other weapons were in evidence and he was breathing heavily, as if he’d run all the way from the Marroi embassy.   

“How dare you come here in the middle of the night and demand audience with the jaurle?”  She stepped out of the shadows, letting him get a good look at her.  Not that there was much to see.  To her extreme surprise, the man had barely gotten a glimpse before he dropped to one knee.

“Doctor Oneko.”  His right arm across his chest, he lowered his eyes.  “Prince Zain begs you to come at once.”

Leuna’s eyebrows raised so far so fast that she almost didn’t have to look up the stairs to see her grandfather and the others descending.  She flung up a hand to stop them. 

“Why?”  The one-word question brought his eyes to her face.  

“The king is not well.”

“Has the embassy no physician?”  His lips tightened and Leuna got the distinct impression that she was dangerously close to being tossed over his shoulder and taken to the embassy whether she liked it or not.  

“You have been called for.”

She sucked in a breath, easily reading between his words.  As Neba, King Txoko suffered from incapacitating mind fevers.  That was part of how she’d come to diagnose his condition, to realize his mind had been intentionally manipulated.  His old memories had recently been restored by the logura, or doctor of mental health.  In the process, he’d lost all of his new memories.  So unless King Txoko was up in the middle of the night calling for a woman he’d barely met, some small part of Neba’s memories must’ve surfaced.  

“Sati.”  She looked up at her former apprentice.  “Please bring me my medical case.”  

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Xelebre asked Leuna.  He frowned and came down the stairs, ignoring the glare of the massive messenger.  Xelebre had never met the Marroi king, but he’d liked Neba—for the two or three days that he’d known him.  

“At the moment, I probably have a better understanding of the king’s situation than any doctor in Ibilia,” Leuna reminded him gently.

“More than a logura?” Xelebre countered quickly. 

“Perhaps not,” Leuna amended, smiling at Sati as she accepted her medical case.  “But under the circumstances,” they’d all promised the prince that they’d keep the bizarre events of the last lunar quiet, “I’d like to examine him myself before I recommend bringing in another doctor.”

“If you are ready?”  The messenger’s words were half-question, half-command.

Leuna saw her grandfather’s face begin to settle into a familiar, stubborn expression, and hurried to wrap him in a hug.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she promised.  

“Wear this.”  Merezi caught up her cape from where she’d left it for cleaning after the concert they’d gone to.  The tiny smudge of dirt on the hem didn’t seem important as she slipped the cape around her granddaughter’s shoulders.  

“Thank you.”  Leuna hugged her as well, then followed the messenger out the door, where, much to her surprise, a dragon waited.  

“I’m told you’ve flown before?”  The messenger tossed the words over his shoulder as he stepped aboard.  

“A little.”  Leuna hated how timid she sounded, but this wasn’t Sparks or Presa, the dragons she was used to and had even—sort of—helped to train.  

“Nothing to it.”  Anxious to be away, he offered her his hand.  “Just hold on and we’ll be at the embassy before you can blink.”

She tried to smile bravely as she clambered onto the back of the black and gold striped dragon.  Its spiked tail rattled against the stones of the street for an instant; then, as soon as she had her arms wrapped securely about the messenger, they were off!  

The creature’s massive wings beat so furiously that they raised columns of air about its sides, buffeting her until she hid from them against the unperturbed man’s back.  She seemed barely to have gotten her breathing under control before the muscles and scales underneath her stopped moving.  Her arms tightened spasmodically around the man, though not yet enough that her hands could touch.  Were they going to fall out of the sky?  How many of Ibilia’s fine buildings would be crushed under the weight of the dragon?  Would the dragon be alright or was there some small chance it would be injured in the crash?

“We’ve arrived.”

Leuna jerked upright and looked around, blinking. Her cheeks burned as she realized that they hadn’t just arrived, there was a small audience in attendance.  Most of them wore knee-length batas with the royal crest on each sleeve, indicating their role as house servants, but that didn’t make it any less embarrassing.

“Thank you.”  Forcing herself to let go of him, she decided to slide off the dragon’s back as she would have either Spark’s or Presa’s.  Only this was a much longer, much bumpier ride.  This dragon must’ve been kneeling or lying down at her grandfather’s, because it hadn’t seemed nearly so far up as it now was down.  

“Are you alright?” asked a woman, separating herself from the others and coming closer.

“Close enough.”  Leuna winced, then sighed, her legs and back thoroughly bruised from her experiment.  She didn’t miss that the woman spoke in slightly stilted Lurrakian instead of Marroi.  “Can you take me to my patient?”  A tall, thin man with a long, thin nose, stepped forward.  

When he spoke, his words were deliberate and heavily accented, as if he spoke Lurrakian only grudgingly.  “I will take you to the king.”  The short Lurrakian woman’s messy hair and the battered medical case on her hip did nothing to reassure him about the prince’s decision to send for her.  A sleeping tonic would have soothed the king’s frenzied mind just fine.  He bowed stiffly.  “Follow me.”

She did her best, though he made no effort to adjust his stride to hers.  The marble rooftop where she’d landed gave way to a marble staircase—no banister.  Gritting her teeth, she placed one hand on the wall and tried to ignore the way the man’s embroidered, silk bata swirled around his knees as he rapidly descended, making it seem almost as if the steps were in motion.  Finally, on the third level down, the man turned to walk down a hallway where every window that would’ve let in fresh air and sunshine during the day was shuttered, the only light coming from the firestones embedded at intervals in the walls.  That seemed odd given that the first of Jatorri’s three moons was entering its full stage and its soft, orange light would’ve lent the dim hallway a cheerful air.  

Her step faltered at the first sound of shouting.  A glance at her guide showed that his face had gone even blanker and stiffer than before.  The voices continued to rise and she recognized one of them.  It was coming from behind a heavy door, which a muscular guard opened at a signal from the man beside her.  She started to rush in, but the man spoke.

“Wait here.”  The man was resigned to announcing her, but he hoped to make one more argument against her interference. 

Hearing the almost-sneer in his tone, her lips tightened.  Brushing past him, she dodged the startled guard’s grasp, and plunged into the room.  She stopped abruptly, taking in the scene before her.  There was a fire burning in the large fireplace on the far side of the room.  Luxurious chairs were strategically scattered throughout, their elegant brocade and stiff backs clearly of Lurrakian design.  Perhaps that was why the room’s only two occupants, remained standing.  

“I told you!”  Fully clothed, Txoko half-stood, half-leaned against a wall to her right.  “I want nothing to do with that cursed stone!”

“Your Majesty.”  Prince Zain ran his fingers through his hair, the action causing the muscles in his bare back and side to visibly ripple.  “You’re right.  That stone is worthless.  Less than that.  It should be destroyed.”

Leuna’s eyes followed Zain’s gesture to where a small, gray ash stone sat in state on a marble table.  A brick sat beside it, ready and waiting to smash the stone, releasing the secrets stored there by Jabea Burua.  It was an old trick of logura, or mind manipulation.  

“He’s right.”  They both swung around to look at her as she came further into the room.  Something medically unnamed flared in Txoko’s eyes, almost knocking her back a step.  

“Ah, Doctor.”  Zain smiled tightly, unhappy at having to involve a stranger.  “Kolo found you.”

“Leuna.”  It was more sigh than word, and Txoko was suddenly in motion.  Vaulting over a table that stood between them, he crossed to her in an instant.  She barely had time to raise her hands to the height of his chest before he’d taken her in his arms.  Without waiting for permission, he kissed her.  Tenderly.  Possessively. 

Leuna forgot about the others in the room as she curled her fists in the soft, silky material of Neba...Txoko’s shirt to keep from wrapping her arms around his neck.  The same arms, the same lips.  She’d only had the pleasure once before, but her senses screamed that it was Neba, though she knew it wasn’t.  Her heart, still grieving her loss of Neba, threatened to explode in rebellion as she struggled not to kiss him back.  

The pain that pulsed through her with every erratic heartbeat was reflected in his golden eyes as he slowly released her. 

“Don’t you love me anymore?”  He didn’t understand.  Not her, not himself.  Kissing her had seemed as natural as sunlight.  He’d expected more of a response, though.  Had he misunderstood his memories of their trip together from Herrixka?  Why was she staring at him like he was a stranger?

Confused and disoriented, Leuna willed her hands to unwind from his shirt so she could step back, breathe a little Txoko-free air.  I have to remember he’s Txoko, even if he doesn’t!  She had to clamp her lips shut to keep from saying, I loved Neba.  And he wasn’t real.  

“Thank you for coming so quickly.”  

She swung around to find Prince Zain staring at her, his thick, dark eyebrows drawn in so far that they looked like a single, fuzzy caterpillar.  Licking her traitorous lips—for she had kissed Txoko back, at least a little—she nodded.  

“Of course.”  Maybe she was still reeling from the effects of Ne...Txoko’s kiss, but she had to remind herself that Prince Zain was Txoko’s cousin.  They were so similar!  Zain’s piercing amber eyes were only a shade more orange than Txoko’s.  He had the same firm jaw and straight nose.  Even the way that he stood, shoulders back and hands quiet at his sides reminded her of Txoko.  

Txoko stared back and forth between them for an instant before he strode to the marble table, his handsome features twisting in anger.  Snatching up the brick, he brought it down hard on the ash stone.  Abruptly, he was wholly absorbed in what he’d just done.  Lifting the near edge of the brick, he peeked at the dust underneath it.  Slowly, he straightened, his free hand rising to cover his eyes as he swayed.  The brick slipped from his fingers and bounced twice before coming to rest on the plush carpet.   

“No, no, no!”  Leuna rushed forward, catching him about the waist and easing him onto the couch behind him.  “Get his feet,” she ordered.  

To his credit, Zain leapt to obey, lifting Txoko’s sandaled feet onto the expensive brocade without hesitation.  

“What is wrong?” he asked in flawless Lurrakian. 

“So many things,” she muttered under her breath.  She reached for her medical case, but it wasn’t there.  Zain must’ve followed her bewildered gaze to where she’d dropped it in the middle of the floor, because he retrieved it before she could ask.  

“Stand aside,” ordered the tall, thin man, appearing at her elbow.  

Leuna didn’t even look up from what she was doing.  She’d completely forgotten the man existed and wasn’t about to give place to him now.  

“Hold these.”  She handed him three glass bottles from her case.  The next time he spoke it was in rapid-fire Marroi and she only caught the gist of it.  Something about how he was the royal physician and how dare she—she missed a few of the adjectives he used to describe her—presume to do what she was doing?

“He called for her.  Not you.”  Prince Zain’s response was delivered in a perfectly calm tone, but still in Marroi.  

Leuna surreptitiously wiped a tear from her cheek and bit her lower lip to keep it from trembling.  Neba’s transition to Txoko had happened so quickly and so completely once he began regaining his memories in Ilun that she’d never expected to see him again.  His face would taunt her from every Marroi coin that passed through her hands, but the man she’d come to know and love?  Replaced by a stiff, formal stranger.  So what could possibly have happened to make a few weeks of memories take precedent over a lifetime of identity?  

“Mind fevers are dangerous,” she said aloud.  “If you know more about them than I do,” she lay a square of gauze flat on Txoko’s chest, “then stop stalling and get to work.”  She took the bottles back from the physician and shoved her chin in the direction of the door.  “If not, we need water.  Quickly.”

Deftly she poured a drop each from two of the bottles onto the gauze.  Much to her relief, Prince Zain remained while the physician stomped off to get water.  Deliberately, she worked the oils together until they had soaked through the gauze.  It had all taken less than a minute, yet she was worried as she held the gauze to Txoko’s nose.  Patting his open-front bata until she found a handkerchief tucked into the wide gerri he wore wrapped around his waist, she began gently dabbing at the sweat that had broken out on his face.

“How can I help?”  Zain dropped to one knee beside his king’s head and looked up at her.

She almost dropped the bottles she was corking.  The resemblance between the two men was absolutely uncanny.  

“Hold these?” she suggested timidly.  He smiled as he took them and she tried to focus on the gauze.  “If we’re lucky, this,” she nodded at the gauze, “will force a redirection of his thoughts and King Txoko will resurface.”  

Zain frowned.  “I had no idea that smashing the stone might harm him.”

“I don’t think it did.  He was already behaving strangely, remember?”  Then, answering the genuine regret she’d heard in Zain’s voice, she tried to smile.  “Logura is as much an art as a science.  Perhaps if he hadn’t been so upset,” she felt a slow heat rising from beneath her shirt collar and did her best to ignore it, “it would’ve gone much more smoothly.”

Zain’s eyes dropped to her neck, widened almost imperceptibly, then rose to meet hers again.  He knew so little about her.  Much more now that he’d witnessed the passionate exchange of a few minutes before.  He admired her efforts not to participate, sensing strength if not fully understanding it.  All he was sure of at the moment was that this Lurrakian doctor was very different from King Txoko’s first wife, Nire.  

“You know the logura who did this to him.”

Leuna closed tired eyes.  Now that she was semi-comfortably perched on a non-flying seat, it was all starting to catch up with her: the shock of being woken in the middle of the night; the unadulterated fear of riding a strange dragon; Txoko’s devastating kiss.  

“I know her name, yes.”  She opened her eyes and looked directly at the prince.  It might’ve been too bold; she had next to no idea how the Marroi culture worked, but she needed to know he believed her.  “As I told you before, I gave Jabea Burua some money and suggested she go to Herrixka, the town where I serve as doctor.  We were under attack from the poachers and she was afraid to return to Ibilia.”

“Because of her prior offenses.”

“While a student at the university, yes.  Her offenses, her logura experiments, were what drew my attention when I was trying to help him regain his memories.”  Absent-mindedly, Leuna put two fingers on N...Txoko’s neck to check his pulse.  It was still racing.  

“Yet you believed her when she said she only took his memories to protect him.”  Zain’s carefully modulated tone was the only thing that kept the sentence from being an accusation.  “Do you still believe her?”  He gestured at the king, then laced his fingers together and leaned forward slightly, one elbow propped on his elevated knee.  “Could this not be the work of an enemy?”

Txoko groaned and stirred.  “Enemy?” he rasped.  “Where?”

“Not here,” Leuna soothed, patting his chest.  Prince Zain watched her closely as she lifted the gauze from Txoko’s nose.  “Take a deep breath, please.”  The acrid scent of the mixed oils had roused him before he could slip fully into the mind fever and now he needed to clear it from his lungs.  “Good.  Another.”  Her hand, still on his chest, rose and fell with his breaths.  “How do you feel, Your Majesty?”

“Like I’ve been hit with the clubbed tail of a kisket dragon.”  Lifting his hands to his head, he blinked up at her.  “I...know you.”

“Not really.”  Leuna busied herself with returning the two bottles to her case.  Where was the physician with the water??  

Zain’s head tilted to the side as he watched her reaction when the king sat up.  Txoko didn’t actually touch her, but that was largely because she leaned clear of him while he moved.  Having seen the way she responded to the king’s kiss, Zain found that very interesting.  
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Txoko ran his fingers through his hair and tugged on his collar.  Why was he soaked with sweat?  What was he doing in the second floor reception hall?  Who was this woman?  Pinching the bridge of his nose between his finger and his thumb, Txoko tried to force his headache to ease.   

“The last thing I remember is sitting down to watch the sunset.”

“Two servants found you on the roof.”  Zain paused, choosing his words carefully and not just because of the pretty doctor.  He had no desire to trigger another ‘mind fever,’ as she called them.  “You were holding the last ash stone and mumbling to yourself about hunting schelch.” 

“Will this nightmare never end?”  Txoko came abruptly to his feet, then just as quickly sat back down, the room swimming before his eyes.  

The door opened and the physician sauntered in, a servant at his heels.  

“And where have you been?” Txoko asked the physician sharply, reverting to Marroi out of habit. 

“I sent him for water,” Zain hastily explained.  

“Here.”  Leuna pointed at the table and the servant obediently set the silver tray they were carrying down.  

“Will that be enough water?” Zain asked doubtfully, eyeing the tiny pitcher.  He lived in an arid section of Marroi and routinely drank three times that amount in a single gulp.  

Leuna decided then that she would keep her understanding of their conversation to herself.  There hadn’t been an overlap as yet, and she was a little miffed that they were excluding her so casually. 

“I trust the doll you took this from didn’t put up too big of a fight,” she told the physician, pointing at the water pitcher.  Opening the final bottle, she shook a little powder into the pitcher.  There was no spoon, so she poured the water into the waiting goblet, then back into the pitcher while the physician ranted in Marroi. 

“This will help with your headache,” she told Txoko, offering him the pitcher. 

His eyes narrowed as he reached out to take it from her.  It felt so familiar, as if he’d done this—or something like it—many times before.  He trapped her fingers beneath his own and stared into her eyes.  Her wide, hazel-green eyes.  

“Who are you?” he breathed.  Her name seemed on the tip of his tongue, yet obstinately it refused to reveal itself.  

“She is a local physician,” Zain interrupted smoothly, grateful when the physician decided at last to be quiet.  “Highly recommended.”  He omitted the fact that it was Txoko who had ‘recommended’ her.

“Yes.”  Leuna cleared her throat, leaned back, and nodded.  “Leuna Oneko, at your service, Your Majesty.”

He transferred the pitcher to his free hand and continued holding the hand he’d captured.  Her white palm and fingers were rough with callouses, like his own.  

“I’ll escort you out,” offered Zain.  

Leuna tried to control her enthusiasm as she tugged her hand free and got to her feet.  The medical case settled into its place at her side almost on its own.  

“Please.”  She grinned to cover how unsettled she was.  “No dragons.”

Zain smiled back and offered her his arm in Lurrakian fashion.  A slight nod to the king and he quickly led her from the room.  Once the door had closed behind them, his walk slowed perceptibly.  

“I cannot thank you enough for your assistance,” he said quietly.  “Marroi owes you a great debt.”

“No, not at all,” she disagreed hastily.  “I’m a doctor.  Ne...um, he was my patient.”

“I see.”  He slowed his pace even more.  “I do not ask to pry, Doctor, but why didn’t you tell me your relationship was also romantic?”  It hadn’t occurred to him to ask such a question during their interview of a few days ago.   

She was blushing.  She could feel it.  How she envied Marroi women in that moment, with their darker skin color that hid their blushes.  

“I...we weren’t...”  She shook her head, trying to gather her thoughts, and realized they’d stopped near the door to Zain’s office.  She recognized it from her first—and she’d assumed, last—visit to the embassy.  Of course, he’d been wearing a shirt that time.  She’d been in such a hurry to leave the reception hall that she’d willingly overlooked Zain’s bare, broad chest.  Now she winced and averted her eyes.  She resisted the urge to rub her face in frustration and inadvertently squeezed his arm instead.  Embarrassed, she snatched her hand back.  

“Perhaps we could discuss it over a plate of fried bread and honey?” he offered.  That would also give him the chance to don a shirt and open bata, neither of which had seemed terribly important before.  He waited and, when she didn’t respond, observed gently, “You do not deny there is something to discuss.” 

She sighed.  She wished she could, but a half-nod later, she found herself inside the office.  Unlike the opulence of the Lurrakian furnishings she’d seen elsewhere, this room was quiet.  Restful, even.  A few simple reclining lounges were spread in a semi-circle before Zain’s desk, where they could be easily rearranged for formal or friendly visits.  Slightly faded shapes on the walls marked the places where pictures had been removed and replaced with Marroi tapestries and, in one case, a pair of curved, crossed swords.  

“Make yourself comfortable,” Zain invited.  “I will be only a moment in summoning the refreshments.”

Leuna almost took him at his word.  The lounge she longed to collapse into was a lot like the chair in her garden back in Herrixka, where she’d fallen asleep many times.  Instead, she rubbed the sleep from her eyes and pushed back one of the curtains.  The window where she stood had a commanding view of the public courtyard, where the only light still came from the moons and firestone poles.  Outside of the Marroi embassy, the rest of Jatorri slept on.  

Sinking down onto the lounge, she inhaled and exhaled slowly.  The strap on her case slid down to her elbow when she put her head in her hands.  She’d never experienced such exquisite agony as being in the same room with Txoko just now.  That kiss.  Her pulse raced just thinking about it.  Actually, the kiss had been all Neba.  Txoko hadn’t even recognized her.  Wearily, she wrapped her grandmother’s cape more tightly around her shoulders.  

She’d known there was a chance that his memories from their time in Herrixka might merge with his memories from before.  Might.  Jabea had mentioned it.  And that would’ve been fine with Leuna.  But instead, the two sets of memories seemed to be fighting for dominance.  A doctor of logura would probably know what to do.  She certainly hoped so, because her old professor had recommended one and she was finally desperate enough to seek their advice.  

“My apologies.”  Zain smiled as he re-entered the room, a tray in his hands and a long-sleeved wintergreen bata over his plain white shirt.  “The cook was asleep, so I’m afraid I just stole some of the breakfast bread dough and made these myself.”

Leuna couldn’t help laughing despite the ache in her chest.  “Cooking must run in your family.”

“Did he cook for you?” Zain asked conversationally, setting the tray on his desk. 

She watched for a moment as he drizzled generous spoonsful of honey over the lumpy, delicious-smelling bread.  

“Yes.”  She accepted the plate he handed her and spread a cloth napkin on her knee.  Leaning over the plate, she inhaled wisps of steam as they curled off the bread.  “He cooked for all of us on the trail between Herrixka and Gertuk.”  It had taken them days to reach Ibilia, more than two weeks.  “He’s especially adept at cooking with dragonfire.”

“Yes.”  Zain nodded and took the lounge opposite her.  Leaning one elbow on the back of the lounge, he propped his feet on the lounge for balance and set his plate on the seat in front of his hips.  He looked so comfortable that Leuna decided to try it, too.  “We began learning to cook over dragonfire at a very young age.”

Leuna’s desire to hear stories about Txoko’s youth were preempted by Zain’s sudden shift of topics.  

“Tell me, Doctor.  How long do you think this will go on, his switching from my king to your...friend?”  

Leuna grimaced at the thinly veiled question about their relationship. 

“A logura would know more about that than I do,” she answered honestly.  “And yes.  We were more than friends.”

Zain lifted a bit of bread from where it sat in a pool of honey and watched the honey drip back onto the plate.  He knew what he wanted to accomplish with this conversation, but had a hunch she would reject it if he proposed it directly.  He decided to try an ambush instead. 

“What do you know of his wife, Nire?”

Surprised, Leuna sucked in a breath.  “I heard him mention her once during a mind fever.  Though I had no idea who she was, I can assure you that our relationship was honorable by the traditions of both our cultures.”

Zain abruptly stuffed some bread in his mouth to hide a smile.  In the process, he got honey on his mustache, which he hastily tried to remove with his napkin.  

“Why am I here, exactly?”  She took advantage of his not being able to politely respond while chewing to continue.  “I’ve done what I can for him as a doctor, and frankly, I’m surprised that seeing me just now didn’t make the situation worse.  He’s smashed the last ash stone, which means his memories are completely restored.”  She noticed a slight twitch of Zain’s eyebrow at her mention of the ash stone.  “I’m returning to Herrixka in a few days, he’s going back to Marroi for the dragon festival soon, and we’ll never see each other again.  End of story.  End of romance.”  She sank back, feeling deflated.  

“A thousand pardons.  If I may be permitted to explain,” Zain somehow managed to bow while reclining on one side.  “I wished only to ascertain what you knew of the...politics of his first marriage.”  

Well, that knocked her back even further.  Politics?  First marriage?  Speechless, she shook her head.  

“Nire Baden was a beautiful woman.  Highly intelligent, strong and possessed of a wide array of skills.”  Zain shrugged.  “She was also the youngest daughter of a wealthy, powerful buru.”  

Leuna saw his eyes flick up to her face, but was too busy trying to unravel what he’d just said to worry about her expression.  

“A buru,” she repeated.  “That’s a...military position?”  She wasn’t sure.  While her education hadn’t spent much time on the finer points of Marroi politics, she thought she remembered that the Marroi culture had one king, and many ‘burus.’  

“Not quite.”  Zain smiled.  “They serve the king and yes, that includes providing military support in times of war.  However, a buru also acts as the king’s representative for their locale, maintaining order and seeing to the king’s justice.  Something like your magistrates.”

“Oh.”  While Lurrakian magistrates had nothing to do with the military, she thought she saw what he was driving at.  And though she didn’t understand how the buru of one city could pose a credible threat to the Marroi crown, she was no political expert.  Now, marriage versus unrest and possibly armed conflict?  That she could figure out easily.  So...what?  “Why are you telling me this?”

“To be blunt,” Zain laced his fingers together and looked at her steadily, “while Txoko may not remember your name, his heart cries for you.”  He watched her blink.  He didn’t know her well, so he could only hope he’d laid the right foundation.  “I fear for him, should we return to Marroi without you.”

Leuna couldn’t swallow around the painful, egg-sized lump in her throat.  Rising, she turned toward the door, her case banging painfully against her legs.  

“Wait!”  Zain leapt to his feet and touched her arm.  “You must listen to me.”

“Listen to what?”  She rounded on him, suddenly angry.  Too tired to care, she told him exactly what she was thinking.  “I loved Neba.  I would’ve married him,” her voice broke, “if...if he’d asked.  Except he never really existed, so I’m twice heartbroken.  And you have the unmitigated gall to suggest that...”

“That you stay at the embassy until we leave for the upcoming festival.”  Zain would have offered her his handkerchief if her damp, hazel-green eyes weren’t still spitting fire at him.  “Let him see you.  Be with you.  His memories must have the chance to knit together if he is to remain king.”  He finished in as grave a tone as he could muster. 

“Remain king?”  Confused, she shook her head.  “What are you talking about?”

“What happened tonight?”  Zain pointing toward the room where he’d hurriedly sequestered his cousin after realizing something odd was going on.  “A relapse like the one tonight would throw the court into an uproar.  Two such episodes and he could be judged unfit to rule.”

“What...” she spluttered.  “But it’s not his fault.  Jabea had to hide his memories from him so the poachers wouldn’t kill him.  And neither of them could have guessed they would be separated for so long.”

Zain cut her off with a slashing motion of his hand.  “Irrelevant.  Worse,” he threw up both hands, “he was supposed to be in mourning.  Instead, he comes to Ibilia and tries to uncover the poachers himself?  The Baden family will be offended if they learn of this.”

“What happened to Nire?”  Leuna couldn’t help the question.  Couldn’t help wondering why she hadn’t asked it before.  “How did she die?”

Zain’s arms dropped to his sides.  His chin lowered toward his chest.  

“I should not speak of it.”  He gestured for her to take her seat again.  “However, I can see that you need to know.”  He carefully smoothed the front of his knee-length bata as he took the seat opposite her once more.  “Nire was bored at court.  Her childhood was spent in one of the wildest areas of Marroi, her days full of flying and hunting and outdoor pursuits.”  He spread his fingers.  “When it was discovered that she was with child, she tried to convince Txoko to allow her to raise the child there, in the region of Gordinak.”

Leuna barely restrained an exclamation of horror.  Admittedly, she’d never been in a loveless marriage, but what would a suggestion like that have done to Txoko’s pride?  As a man, let alone as a king?!  Her arms found their way around her stomach as she tried to ward off empathetic devastation.  

“The entire royal family, myself included, tried to dissuade her.  Txoko’s mother went so far as to forbid it.”  He sighed heavily.  “Then one morning, Txoko awoke to an empty bed.  Uneasy, he sent for me and we discovered together that she had taken a dragon from the stables hours before dawn.”

“So you went after her.”  Leuna gently filled in the story when he seemed unable to continue.

“She made no attempt to hide.  Rather, she set out on the most direct route, and refused to respond to our hails.”

“Until we caught up with her.”  Txoko felt no satisfaction at their startled expressions as he looked back and forth between Zain and the physician.  He’d come to discuss the ash stone’s secret with Zain, to plot how to catch the poacher’s leader.  Never in his nightmares would he have expected this.  “I trust you with my life,” he addressed Zain in Marroi, stepping out from the secret passageway where he’d been listening.  “But this I will need you to explain.”

“Your pardon.”  Zain rose and bowed.  How much had Txoko overheard?  “The physician and I are concerned that you will continue to suffer from these mind fevers.”

“How will her knowing of my shame help with that?” Txoko demanded coldly.  

Leuna sat, frozen in place, on the lounge.  Before she could rally herself to answer him, Zain stepped closer
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