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The new shelf wouldn't sit flush against the wall no matter how Edgar shimmed it, and he'd been swearing at it quietly for the better part of an hour when Mrs. Talwen came in with her basket of Xaran spice jars and caught him mid-curse.

"Still working like a laborer," she said, setting the basket on the counter without being asked. "Not like a man who owns the place."

"If I stop working like a laborer, who's going to convince people this shop is worth trusting?" He wedged a folded scrap of leather under the shelf's back leg, and this time it held. He straightened, wiped his forehead with his sleeve, and eyed the thing like he didn't quite believe it was fixed.

Mrs. Talwen laughed, the short, dry laugh of someone who'd been coming in every week for six months and had run out of new things to say about the shelves. She unpacked her jars while Edgar rang up the order,cardamom, dried chili, something dark red he still didn't know the Xaran name for,and by the time she left, the bell over the door had settled into its mid-morning rhythm, ringing every few minutes for someone new.

Bridge vendor didn't have an official name. Someone in the market had started calling it that months ago,the Bridge Shop,and it had stuck the way names do when they're accurate. Cyokoan and Xaran traders came through the same door now, set their goods on the same counter, and nobody flinched at the accents anymore. Six months ago Edgar had watched two merchants circle each other for a full minute before either would put a hand on the scale, each one certain the other would cheat him. Now the same two men argued about the price of cinnamon like old friends who enjoyed the argument more than the cinnamon.

He was still elbow-deep in a crate of Cyokoan silk samples when Asher came through the door with two bowls balanced against his chest, steam curling off both of them into the cool morning air.

"You're going to drop those," Edgar said.

"I have never once dropped a bowl of soup in my life." Asher set them down on the counter with the exaggerated care of a man proving a point, then immediately knocked one an inch too far and had to catch it before it went over the edge. He didn't acknowledge this. "Told you. Never."

They still ate together most mornings, though they hadn't shared barracks in half a year. Asher had rooms above the tailor's two streets over; Edgar slept in the back room of the shop more often than not, on a cot he kept meaning to replace. Neither of them had ever said out loud that they missed the old routine enough to keep pieces of it going. It simply kept going, the way certain habits do when nobody bothers to examine them.

"I heard you turned down Havel's offer last week," Asher said, blowing across the surface of his soup.

"Where'd you hear that?"

"Everywhere. He's telling anyone who'll listen that you're a fool." Asher grinned. "I told him you'd always been one."

Edgar took his own bowl and leaned against the counter. "He wanted exclusivity. Cyokoan traders only, at a price that would've covered a year's rent in one payment."

"And you said no."

"I said no."

"You could be rich if you were a little more practical about things."

"I'm rich enough with what I've got." Edgar looked around the shop as he said it,not grand, nowhere close, shelves he'd built himself standing a little crooked no matter how many times he reset them, a floor that still smelled faintly of the sawdust from installing it. But it was his, built with his own hands, and it had nothing to do with a uniform or a rank insignia or anyone else's idea of what he owed the world. There had been a version of him, not so long ago, who couldn't have imagined wanting this instead of a command. That version felt like someone he used to know rather than someone he'd been.

Asher settled into the chair by the window, the one that had become his by unspoken agreement, and watched the market wake up fully as the sun climbed. "Delegation's coming in from Cyoko this week. Trade agreement renewal. Word is Aelita's leading it herself this time, not just standing beside her father."

"I know." Edgar kept his eyes on the crate in front of him, but he couldn't quite keep the smile off his face, and Asher,who had known him long enough to catch exactly this kind of thing,didn't bother pretending not to notice.

"You've been counting the days."

"I have not been counting the days."

"You have. You get a specific look. You had it just now."

Edgar didn't answer that, which Asher seemed to take as answer enough. He drank the rest of his soup in silence, watching the street, and for a while neither of them said anything at all. It wasn't an uncomfortable silence. Most of their silences weren't.

It was Asher who broke it, and when he did, his voice had lost its usual lightness.

"I keep meaning to bring this up and then not bringing it up," he said. "Sera's still in Zeph. Staying with her aunt, past the grain market. I saw her name on a delivery slip last week and it," He stopped, turned the empty bowl over in his hands. "We told Kael we'd tell her. It's been six months, Edgar."

Edgar set down the bolt of silk he'd been folding. He didn't need to ask which promise. There was only one that had gone this long unspoken, sitting at the back of his mind the way certain debts do, accruing weight rather than shrinking with time.

"I know," he said. "I've walked past her aunt's house twice. Both times I told myself I'd come back when I had the right words."

"There aren't going to be right words."

"I know that too." Edgar rubbed the back of his neck. "I keep thinking if I wait long enough I'll figure out how to say it without it sounding like I'm handing her a stranger's version of her own brother."

Asher didn't say anything to that. He didn't need to. He stood, set the two empty bowls by the door for the boy who collected them each morning, and looked at Edgar with an expression that wasn't quite a question.

"Now?" Edgar asked.

"You've got a customer lull. I checked the street before I came in,slow morning." Asher shrugged, the gesture doing more work than it should have. "It's not going to get easier if we wait for the delegation to come and go first. There'll always be a next thing."

Edgar looked at the shop, at the half-shelved crate of silk, at the shelf he'd only just managed to fix. None of it needed him in the next hour. He flipped the little wooden sign in the window from OPEN to BACK SOON, an object Farin had given him on the day he took over the shop, worn smooth on one corner from years of someone else's thumb.

They walked together, not talking much, past the grain market where the smell of milled flour hung thick in the air, past a group of children playing some game with chalk marks on the cobblestones that Edgar didn't recognize and Asher apparently did, because he stepped carefully around a square he seemed to know was important. The aunt's house was small, whitewashed, with a low fence that needed mending and a garden that didn't. Someone had been keeping the garden with real attention.

Edgar knocked before he let himself think about it too long.

The woman who opened the door was younger than he'd pictured,he realized, standing there, that he'd never actually pictured her at all, only avoided the question of what she might look like. She had Kael's coloring, the same dark hair, though her face was rounder, softer at the edges in a way that made the resemblance ache rather than comfort. She looked between the two of them for a moment before recognition caught.

"You're Edgar," she said. Not a question. "And you're Asher. Kael talked about you both."

"Sera." Edgar's voice came out steadier than he expected, though something in his chest had gone tight and stayed that way. "Do you have a few minutes?"

She studied him a moment longer, and whatever she saw in his face answered whatever question she'd been carrying since she opened the door. She stepped back to let them in.

The house was small and neat in the particular way of someone who kept busy with her hands to keep from sitting still with her thoughts. Herbs hung drying from the kitchen beams. A half-finished piece of embroidery sat on a chair by the window, needle still through the fabric. She offered them tea out of habit more than hospitality, and they both accepted it out of the same habit, though neither of them drank much of it.

"You were there," Sera said, once they were seated, before either of them had found a way to start. "At the tower."

"We were," Edgar said.

"I know he's dead. I've known for six months." Her hands were steady around her cup, though her knuckles had gone pale where she gripped it. "Nobody's told me how. Not really. The official letter said 'in defense of the western watchtower,' and that was all."

Edgar glanced at Asher, and Asher gave him the smallest nod, the kind that meant you knew him best, you tell it.

"He pulled two Xaran soldiers out from under a collapsing support beam," Edgar said. "Then went back for one of ours who was pinned. He got the last one clear. He didn't get clear himself." He kept his voice even, not because the memory had gone easy with time but because he'd learned, in the retelling, that easy words served her better than raw ones. "It was fast. I want you to know that. It wasn't," He stopped himself before he reached for a comfort he wasn't certain was true, and started again, plainer. "I was close enough to see. It was fast."

Sera nodded slowly, looking down into her tea. When she looked back up, her eyes were wet but her voice held. "He always said he'd rather die doing something than die waiting for orders. I used to hate hearing him say it. I thought it was the kind of thing men say to sound brave, not the kind of thing they actually believe until it's tested."

"He believed it," Asher said quietly. It was the first thing he'd said since they sat down. "I fought beside him longer than Edgar did. He wasn't performing that. Whatever he was in a fight, that part of him was never for show."

Sera was quiet for a while. Outside, a cart rattled past on the road, and somewhere in the garden a bird worked through the same three notes over and over.

"There's something else," Edgar said finally. This was the part he'd rehearsed and un-rehearsed a dozen times walking past this house without stopping. Now that he was here, none of the rehearsed versions felt right, so he set them aside and said it the way it had actually happened. "Before he went back for the last man,there wasn't much time, but there was a moment. He asked me to tell you he never regretted it. Being a soldier. Whatever else went wrong, whatever the war cost, he wanted you to know that part wasn't a mistake to him. He said you'd worried about that. That you'd asked him once if he wished he'd chosen differently."

Something moved across Sera's face, some old argument surfacing and settling at once. "I did ask him that. Years ago. He never really answered me, just changed the subject the way he always did when he didn't want to lie and didn't want to tell the truth either." A short, wet laugh escaped her. "That sounds like him. Answering it after he couldn't be argued with anymore."

"I'm sorry it took this long," Edgar said. "I should have come sooner."

"You came." She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, brisk about it, the gesture of someone used to managing her own grief without an audience. "That's more than most people manage to do with the truth. Most people just send the letter and let you fill in the rest yourself."

They didn't stay much longer after that. There wasn't a clean way to end the visit, no tidy closing to the kind of conversation that doesn't really close, only stops for the day. Sera walked them to the door, and at the threshold she caught Edgar's sleeve, briefly, the way someone does when there's one more thing they weren't sure they'd say.

"Thank you for staying with him," she said. "Whatever it looked like, I'm glad it wasn't strangers."

Edgar didn't have an answer for that either, so he just nodded, and she let him go.

They walked back toward the shop in the kind of silence that follows a hard thing done rather than a hard thing avoided,not lighter exactly, but settled, the way a wound feels different once it's been cleaned instead of left to fester under a bandage. Asher didn't make any of his usual jokes. He walked with his hands in his pockets, looking at the ground more than the street.

"That was harder than I thought it'd be," he said eventually.

"It was supposed to be," Edgar said. "If it had been easy we'd have done it months ago."

Asher huffed something that wasn't quite a laugh. "Fair."

They flipped the sign back to OPEN when they reached the shop, and the afternoon carried on the way afternoons did,a Xaran weaver arguing good-naturedly with a Cyokoan buyer about thread count, a boy sent by his mother to collect a jar of the red spice Edgar still didn't know the name of, the late-day light coming through the front window and catching the dust turning slowly in the air. Asher left around midafternoon, off to whatever business he still conducted for the merchant guild that had absorbed most of what used to be army logistics. Edgar stayed, restocking shelves, straightening the crooked one out of habit even though he knew it would tilt again by morning.

When the shop finally emptied out for the evening, he sat for a while on the step outside, watching the gate lanterns flicker on one by one as the light went out of the sky. Six months of a life that had nothing to do with orders or rank, built with his own hands out of wood and stubbornness and the trust of people who'd once looked at a Cyokoan uniform with open suspicion.

Four more days, now. He didn't bother lying to himself about it the way he'd tried lying to Asher.

Four more days until the delegation from Cyoko crossed into Zeph, and Aelita walked through that gate for the first time in six weeks, leading a negotiation on her own, no longer the girl who used to slip away from the palace unnoticed. He wondered what that would look like on her,the full weight of the crown, worn openly, with nowhere left to set it down.

He locked up the shop a little after dark, checked the shelf one more time out of a habit that had stopped making sense weeks ago, and walked back to the small room behind the counter that he still hadn't gotten around to calling home, though it had been exactly that for longer than anywhere else he'd lived since the war.

Four days.

He could wait four days.

Calys had learned to walk half a step behind and still keep pace, a skill Aelita suspected had taken more practice than either of them ever admitted out loud. This morning she was reading from a scroll as she went, which meant she'd also learned to navigate the east corridor without looking at it.

"Delegation confirms Thursday," Calys said. "Same terms they sent last week, no changes. Your father wants the council briefing finished before midday so you have the afternoon free."

"Free for what?"

"Elder Mirei. She sent word she's arriving early." Calys glanced up from the scroll. "You look like you already know that."

"I could hear the messenger from my window." Aelita kept walking. The stone under her slippers was cold in the way it always was before noon, before the sun found its way properly into the east wing, and she'd stopped noticing it the way she'd stopped noticing most of the palace's small discomforts. Six months of early mornings did that. "How bad is the tax proposal from the merchants' guild?"

"Bad enough that your father wants you to have opinions about it before you're asked for them." Calys rolled the scroll closed with the briskness she used when she was about to say something Aelita wouldn't enjoy hearing. "He also wants to remind you that this time, you're not standing beside him. You're standing where he used to stand."

Aelita didn't answer that right away. They'd reached the doors to the council chamber, and the two guards posted there straightened when they saw her, the small automatic courtesy she'd stopped being surprised by only recently. It had taken her most of the six months to stop flinching slightly at being deferred to like this. She wasn't sure when exactly it had stopped feeling like a costume.

"I know where I'm standing," she said.

Calys studied her for a moment, the way she did when she was deciding whether to push further, and then didn't. She simply opened the door.

Her father was already at the long table when she entered, Ophelia beside him, and three advisors Aelita still thought of as the new ones even though they'd held their posts for five months now, long enough that the label was starting to feel unfair to them. Minister Halven, gray at the temples, precise in a way that made her think of a man who double-checked locks he'd already checked. Lady Verrin, younger than the others, sharper-tongued, appointed specifically because she'd been openly critical of the old advisory structure before the war ended. And old Tomas, who'd served three decades under her grandfather and had somehow survived the purge of Zokusei's associates without a mark against him, which either meant he was entirely clean or entirely careful. Aelita hadn't decided which, and had stopped trying to force the question, because forcing it felt like something Zokusei would have taught her to do.

She noticed the thought arrive and set it down without examining it. That was becoming a habit too.

"Aelita." Her father rose slightly as she took her seat, a gesture he'd started doing since the announcement and never explained, though she suspected it wasn't for her benefit so much as for the room's, a small, repeated proof to everyone present that the recognition had been real. "We have less time than I'd like before Thursday. Sit, and tell me what you think of the export quota as it currently stands."

She'd read the proposal twice the night before, once for the numbers and once for what the numbers were quietly asking of her. "Fifteen percent above last year's textile allowance is generous. Too generous, if we're being honest about it, it reads like an apology dressed as trade policy, and Cyoko's delegation will notice that even if they don't say so." She kept her hands folded on the table, the posture Ophelia had drilled into her years ago, useful now for entirely different reasons than her mother had intended. "I'd rather offer twelve, with the difference redirected into the distribution corridor through Zeph. It costs Cyoko less on paper, but it strengthens something that benefits both of us for longer than one trade cycle."

Lady Verrin's eyebrows lifted a fraction, the closest thing to approval Aelita had learned to read from her. Minister Halven made a note. Her father said nothing for a moment, which she'd also learned was not disapproval, it was simply how he thought, turning a thing over before committing to a response.

"You're not wrong," he said finally. "Though I'd want to hear how you'd explain the twelve to a guild that's already expecting fifteen."

"I'd remind them what a burned warehouse costs, compared to three percent." The words came out flatter than she meant them, and she caught the flicker of surprise on Tomas's face before she softened it. "There's no warehouse burned. I only mean, trust has a cost too. We're not just negotiating textiles. We're negotiating whether people believe the peace holds."

"Spoken like someone who's already leading the room," her father said, and there was something in his voice, not pride exactly, or not only that. Something closer to relief, the relief of a man setting down a weight he'd carried a long time and finding someone capable of carrying it in turn. "That's the tone I want Thursday. Not softer. Not harder. That."

The meeting went on for the better part of two hours, quotas and corridors and a disagreement about port fees that Lady Verrin and Minister Halven argued through twice before her father let it settle unresolved for later. Aelita listened more than she spoke, the way she'd learned worked better than the reverse, though when she did speak the room had started, in these last months, to actually wait for it.

It was near the end, while Tomas was reading through a summary of the previous agreement's language for consistency, that it happened.

He read a clause aloud, something about "measured reciprocity, extended in good faith, revocable only by joint council", and the phrasing snagged on something in her, an old cadence she hadn't heard spoken in this room since before the war ended. She knew, with a cold, specific certainty, exactly whose drafting habit that phrase belonged to. Zokusei had written half the language in the original ceasefire documents. Of course some of it had survived into the current draft. Of course no one had thought to strip it out, because no one else in the room had spent eleven years listening to him choose his words with that particular, deliberate patience.

Her hands, still folded on the table, tightened without her permission.

It wasn't grief. She'd already sorted through that months ago, in the exhausted, unglamorous way grief actually got sorted through, not resolved, just filed somewhere she could stand to keep it. This was something else, arriving without warning and without an obvious door in, something with heat in it. She thought of eleven years of tea brought exactly the way he liked it. She thought of him standing in this room, in this chair, telling her father which words would hold and which would break under pressure, all while feeding half of what he learned to men who'd tried to burn the tower down with her inside it.

"Your Highness?"

Tomas was looking at her. So was her mother, more carefully than the others.

"It's fine language," Aelita said, and heard her own voice come out steady, flat, controlled in the exact way she'd trained it to be controlled. "Keep it as written."

The meeting closed a few minutes later. She was the first one out of the room.

Calys caught up with her in the corridor, matching her pace without comment for the length of two hallways before she finally said, "You went somewhere, in there. Near the end."

"I'm fine."

"I didn't ask if you were fine. I asked where you went." Calys's voice had none of the teasing it usually carried when she pushed at Aelita like this. "You had that look. The one from right after, "

"I said I'm fine, Calys."

They walked the rest of the way to the east wing in silence, and Aelita felt, distantly, the guilt of having been sharper than she meant to be with the one person who'd never once deserved it. She didn't apologize yet. She wasn't sure the words would come out right if she tried, not with whatever this was still sitting hot and unresolved somewhere under her sternum.

Calys let her go at the training room door without pushing further, which was its own kind of gift, and Aelita stood for a moment with her hand on the frame before she went in.

Elder Mirei was already seated in the plain wooden chair she preferred over anything more comfortable the palace had offered her, her staff propped against the wall within reach, her spine curved with an age that had never once made her seem fragile. She looked up when Aelita entered and took in whatever was still showing on her face with the unhurried attention of someone who'd been reading people for far longer than Aelita had been alive.

"You're carrying something," Mirei said. Not a question.

"I'm carrying a council meeting that ran long."

"That's not what I asked." Mirei gestured at the mat across from her chair, an old habit from the earliest weeks of training, when she'd insisted Aelita sit at her level rather than stand over her. "Sit. Whatever it is, it'll still be there after. Might even be quieter."

Aelita sat. The floor was cool through her skirts, and for a moment she simply breathed, the way Mirei had taught her, not to calm herself, exactly, though it did that too, but to notice what was actually there instead of the story she was already building about it.

"It was Zokusei," she said finally. "Something he wrote, years ago. It came up in the treaty language today, and I," She stopped, tried again. "I thought I'd already dealt with this. Calys used to warn me it would come back at an inconvenient time, and I told her I didn't think it would, because I'd already been through the worst of it. The betrayal, the eleven years, all of it. I thought I was past being ambushed by him."

"Grief doesn't finish on a schedule," Mirei said. "Neither does anger. You buried the second under the first because the first was easier to explain to yourself. Betrayal is a wound you can name. Anger at a man you once trusted, for choosing what he chose over eleven years of small kindnesses that were apparently never real, that's harder to hold without feeling as though you're the one being unreasonable."

Aelita said nothing. It was, uncomfortably, exactly the shape of it.

"It will keep surfacing," Mirei went on, not unkindly. "Probably at moments you don't choose. That's simply what anger does when it isn't given anywhere to go. You don't need to solve it today. You need to know it's there, so it doesn't take you by surprise again in a room full of ministers." She reached for her staff, used it to lever herself half upright, then settled back with a small grunt that Aelita had learned not to fuss over. "Now. Show me your hands."

Aelita held them out, palms up, and closed her eyes the way she'd practiced nearly every week for six months. She reached, the way Mirei had taught her to reach, not toward the old, familiar current of inherited blood, which she still felt sometimes as an absence, a phantom ache where something used to sit, but toward something newer and stranger, a thread she was meant to be growing rather than remembering.

It came slowly. It always came slowly. A faint warmth first, low in her chest, and then a thin thread of light gathering in her palms, pale and unsteady, like a candle flame in a room with the window cracked open.

"Steadier than last week," Mirei observed.

"It's barely there." Aelita kept her eyes closed, kept the thread alive by sheer stubbornness. "I used to be able to,"

"You used to be able to empty a tower's worth of inherited power into a gate and nearly die doing it," Mirei said, plainly, without cruelty. "That was never something you built, Your Highness. It was something you were given, and something you spent, and it may never come back to you, and you have made your peace with that more than once in this room. This is different. This has to be grown, the way anything real is grown, slowly, out of nothing, without a guarantee it survives the season."

"How long?" Aelita asked, though she already knew the answer she'd get, because she asked it almost every week and got the same one every time.

"I don't know. No one has ever walked this path before you. You're the first." Mirei's voice softened, just slightly. "I know that isn't a comfort. I wish I had one to give you."

The light in Aelita's palms guttered and went out, not from any failure of concentration but simply because it had reached whatever small limit it had that day. She opened her eyes and looked at her own empty hands for a moment before letting them fall into her lap.

"Some days I don't know why I keep trying," she admitted. "It would be so much easier to simply accept that whatever I had is gone, and let that be the end of it."

"Would it, though?" Mirei tilted her head, the gesture of someone who'd asked the question of herself many times over a very long life. "You don't strike me as a woman built for easier."

Aelita almost smiled at that. Almost.

"You said something similar the day we started this," she said. "That I was the first person to try it. I remember thinking that sounded like a compliment. Some days it sounds more like a warning."

"It can be both," Mirei said. "Most things worth doing are."

They worked another quarter hour past that, small exercises, small failures, one moment where the light held for nearly ten full seconds before dying, which Mirei called real progress and Aelita privately thought felt like standing still while the world moved forward without her. By the time Mirei rose to leave, gathering her staff and the shawl she wore even in the warmest months, the light outside the tall windows had gone the gold it turned in late afternoon.

"You'll do well Thursday," Mirei said, at the door. "Not because you're ready. Nobody is ever entirely ready for the thing that matters most. Because you keep showing up to try anyway, in the council chamber and in this room both. That's worth more than readiness, in my experience."

She left before Aelita could find an answer for that, which was, Aelita suspected, exactly Mirei's intention.

Aelita sat alone in the training room a while longer, the mat cool beneath her, watching dust drift through the last of the light. She thought about the treaty language and the eleven years and the ordinary cruelty of grief that refused to arrive in any order she could plan for. She thought about her father's voice saying that's the tone I want Thursday, and the strange lightness under her ribs that had followed it, not quite pride, something closer to being finally, fully seen.

Mostly, without quite meaning to, she thought about four days from now, and a gate she'd walked toward a hundred times as a girl slipping out unnoticed, and would walk toward this time as something else entirely, Crown Princess of Xara, leading her own negotiation, with no one standing in front of her to catch what she might drop.

She found she wasn't afraid of that, exactly. It was closer to the feeling of standing at the top of a staircase she'd climbed before, in the dark, trusting her feet to remember the steps even when she couldn't see them.

Calys found her there eventually, leaning in the doorway without announcing herself first, and for once didn't ask what Aelita was thinking about.

"Dinner's getting cold," was all she said.

"I know." Aelita didn't move yet. "Calys. I'm sorry. Earlier, in the corridor, I was short with you, and you didn't deserve it."

"I know that too." Calys pushed off the doorframe, crossed the room, and held out a hand to pull her up from the mat, the same gesture she'd been making since they were both small enough that the palace corridors had seemed impossibly long. "You've been carrying a lot today. I'd rather you were short with me than carrying it alone."

Aelita took the offered hand and let herself be pulled to her feet. Outside, the gate lanterns of the palace grounds were beginning to catch the dusk one by one, the same slow lighting that would be happening, four days from now, on the other side of a border that used to mean something different than it did now.

Four days. She found, walking beside Calys toward the dining hall, that she was counting them too.
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The road into Zeph had been swept twice since dawn, which was how Edgar knew Farin had gotten involved. No one else in the merchant district cared enough about the dust that gathered along the eastern approach to send a boy out with a broom before the sun was properly up.

"You didn't have to do that," Edgar told him, when Farin appeared at the shop a little after seven, already sweating through his collar despite the hour.

"I didn't do it for you." Farin set a crate of dried citrus on the counter without being asked, the way he'd started doing months ago once he'd decided Edgar's shelves were his business too. "I did it because the Cyokoan trade minister remembers everything, and I intend for her to remember that Zeph keeps a clean road."

"She's seen worse roads than ours."

"She's seen worse roads in wartime. This is peacetime. Different standard." Farin straightened a bolt of cloth that didn't need straightening, an old habit that had outlasted the war it started in, he'd run supply lines for both armies at different points, depending on which side paid better and which side was less likely to shoot him for it, and Edgar had stopped holding that against him sometime around the third month of watching the man work harder for Zeph's reputation than anyone who'd actually fought for it. "You're not opening today."

"I'm opening for an hour. Then I'm going to the hall."

"You're going to the hall regardless of what the sign says. Don't pretend the hour matters." Farin looked at him with the squint he used when he thought Edgar was being sentimental and found it tolerable. "Go on, then. I'll mind the shop. God knows I've minded worse."

Edgar didn't ask what worse meant. There were things about Farin's years running goods across a hostile border that he suspected were better left where they were.

He walked to the hall with the sun still low and orange over the eastern wall, past stalls only half set up, past a woman airing blankets from a second-story window who called down a greeting he returned without quite hearing it, his mind already four hours ahead, in a room he wasn't important enough to speak in but important enough, apparently, to be allowed to watch.

Invited merchant-representative. That was the term on the letter Calys had sent, in her careful, upright hand, and Edgar had read it three times before he understood it wasn't a courtesy extended to Bridge vendor as a business. It was a courtesy extended to him, specifically, because someone, he suspected Aelita, though the letter didn't say so, had decided he should be in the room.

He wasn't sure yet whether that felt like an honor or a leash.

The Zeph hall had been a granary once, in the years before either kingdom had cared enough about the border town to build anything permanent in it, and something of that history still showed in the bones of the place, the high beamed ceiling, the deep-set windows meant originally to keep grain cool rather than to let in light for diplomacy. Cyoko and Xara had rebuilt it jointly after the ceasefire, each contributing masons, each insisting on details the other found faintly ridiculous, Xaran carved lintels over Cyokoan structural bracing, a compromise that somehow worked, the way most things about Zeph worked, by refusing to fully resolve into either kingdom's idea of itself.

Edgar found a seat along the merchants' bench, a low tier set back from the main table, close enough to hear everything and far enough to be furniture. Around him sat the other invited representatives, a Xaran weaver whose cooperative had grown from six people to sixty in the last half year, a Cyokoan shipping agent Edgar recognized from the docks, an old man from the grain guild who fell asleep twice before the session even opened and woke each time with no apparent embarrassment.

The Cyoko delegation entered first, seven of them, led by a trade minister Edgar didn't know by name but recognized by reputation, sharp-jawed, gray-streaked, known along the border for negotiating tariffs the way other people negotiated hostage releases. Behind her came clerks with ledgers, a translator who turned out not to be needed since half the room spoke both languages fluently by now, and a young officer in Cyokoan blue whose posture told Edgar everything he needed to know about how new the man was to peacetime duty.

Then the doors at the far end opened, and Aelita came in.

She wore the Xaran formal blue, the deep, unadorned color reserved for a monarch or a monarch's heir rather than the ceremonial gold Edgar had seen her in exactly twice, both times for occasions she'd told him afterward she'd hated. Her hair was pinned back in a style that left her face fully visible to the room, nothing to hide behind, and she walked to the head of the Xaran side of the table with a straightness of spine that Edgar recognized, he'd seen her hold herself that way once before, on the day she stood in front of a gate she thought she might not survive.

She didn't look at him. He understood why. If she looked at him now, in front of the Cyokoan minister and the clerks and Calys hovering two steps behind her chair, whatever careful composure she'd built for this room might crack in a way neither of them could afford this morning.

He watched her sit. He watched her open the folder in front of her without glancing at its contents, the way a person did when they'd already memorized what was inside.

"Minister Halven sends the council's regards," Aelita said, and her voice carried the length of the hall without effort, pitched for a room rather than a conversation. "He's occupied with a matter in the capital and has asked that I lead in his stead."

The Cyokoan minister studied her for a moment, not rudely, but with the frank assessment of someone deciding how seriously to take the person across the table. "Your Highness. I understand this is your first negotiation without your father present."

"It is."

"I understand also that you drafted the counter-proposal we received last week yourself."

"I did."

"Then let's begin there." The minister opened her own folder. "Fifteen percent felt generous when we sent it. Your twelve percent feels considered. I'd like to know which of your advisors talked you into the difference, because I intend to steal them for my own delegation."

A ripple of something, not quite laughter, but its polite cousin, moved through both sides of the table. Aelita's mouth curved, brief and genuine.

"No one talked me into it," she said. "I looked at what a burned trade corridor costs, compared to three percent on textiles, and the math wasn't difficult."

"No," the minister agreed. "It rarely is, once someone bothers to do it honestly."

Edgar watched the negotiation unfold across the next two hours with a quiet astonishment he was careful not to let show on his face. He'd known Aelita capable of this, he'd known it since the first time she'd stood in a war room and argued a point no one else in the room had wanted to hear, but there was a difference between knowing a thing and watching it happen in full daylight, in front of strangers who owed her nothing and would judge her only on the strength of what she actually said.

She didn't perform authority. That was what struck him most. She simply used it, the way a person used a tool they'd finally grown into the size of, reaching for the distribution corridor proposal at exactly the moment the conversation needed redirecting, letting a silence sit two seconds longer than comfortable when the Cyokoan shipping terms needed pressure rather than argument, conceding a minor point on grain tariffs with enough grace that the concession read as strength rather than surrender.

The old grain guild man beside Edgar woke from his second doze just as Aelita finished laying out the corridor proposal, blinked twice, and murmured, half to himself, "That's a canny one. Didn't expect that from a princess."

Edgar said nothing. He found, watching her, that his chest had gone tight in a way that had very little to do with pride, though pride was somewhere in it too, something closer to the ache of loving someone whose life had gotten larger than the room he could stand in with her.

The session broke a little before the afternoon heat set in, delegates rising in the unhurried way of people who'd been sitting too long and were pretending otherwise. Edgar stayed on the bench until the room had mostly emptied, unsure whether approaching her was within the bounds of whatever role invited merchant-representative actually permitted, and then saw her step through a side door toward the hall's rear courtyard, alone for the first time all morning, and decided the bounds could accommodate it.

She was standing near the old well at the courtyard's center when he found her, one hand resting on the stone rim, her shoulders down from where they'd been held all morning, the stillness of someone finally allowed to stop performing for a moment.

"You watched the whole thing," she said, without turning.

"Every minute of it."

She turned then, and the smile that broke across her face erased, for a second, every trace of the Crown Princess who'd just spent two hours dismantling a Cyokoan tariff proposal with surgical patience. This was the other one. The one who used to slip out of the palace to sell fruit she'd never actually earned the right to sell.

"I'm told I led admirably," she said, crossing to him.

"You did more than that." He looked at her properly, now that no one else was watching, the faint shadows under her eyes that hadn't been there six weeks ago, the new, careful control in the set of her jaw, the small furrow of tension between her brows that hadn't fully released even now. "I could hardly believe it was the same girl who used to lose her nerve at the Zeph market."

"I still lose my nerve." She laughed, low, private. "I've just gotten better at not letting it show."

They walked together toward the quieter end of the courtyard, past a stand of young trees the joint council had planted the same week the hall's roof went up, symbolic in the obvious way and, six months on, actually beginning to provide shade. It was the kind of walk they didn't get often anymore, no guards in immediate earshot, no ministers waiting to reclaim her, just the ease of two people who'd run out of things to prove to each other a long time ago.

"How is it with Elder Mirei?" Edgar asked, and watched her face shift, the smile settling into something more honest and more tired.

"Slow," she admitted. "Frustrating, most days. I spent eleven years with power that simply arrived because of who my blood was. Building something from nothing, a thread at a time, I wasn't prepared for how much harder that actually is than I imagined it would be."

"But you haven't stopped."

"I can't stop." Something steady moved behind her eyes, the same steadiness he'd watched carry her through the negotiation an hour before. "I don't know when it will be needed again. I only know, I need to be ready when it is."

He didn't have an answer for that, not one that wouldn't sound smaller than what she'd just said, so he didn't try to give her one. He let the sentence sit between them instead, the way he'd learned to let things sit rather than filling every silence with reassurance she hadn't asked for.

Calys found them a few minutes later, apologetic, already talking before she'd fully crossed the courtyard. "Your Highness. The Cyokoan delegation would like a word before they retire to their quarters."

"Of course." Aelita's spine found its straightness again, the transformation almost instant, though her eyes stayed on Edgar's a half second longer before she turned to go. "Four days felt like a long time to wait," she said, quiet, just for him. "It went faster than I thought it would."

"So did the four days before it," Edgar said, and watched her go, the Xaran blue of her formal dress catching the courtyard light, thinking that he could probably watch her walk away from him for the rest of his life and never quite get used to the ache of it.

The delegations retired for the evening not long after, Cyokoan officials to the guesthouses along the eastern quarter, Aelita's small Xaran party to rooms the council had set aside near the hall, close enough, Edgar noted, that he could have walked to her door in under ten minutes, and far enough that neither of them would pretend that was the plan for tonight. There would be another full day of negotiation tomorrow, and she needed rest more than she needed company, whatever either of them might have wanted otherwise.

He returned to the shop to find Farin had closed up properly, the till counted, the shutters latched, a note in Farin's blunt hand reading sold the last of the citrus, kept the coin honest, go to bed. Edgar smiled at that despite himself, pocketed the note instead of throwing it away, and had just started banking the small stove in the back room when the knock came at the front door.

Not the knock of a customer. Customers didn't knock after dark, and they didn't knock the way this one did, three sharp raps, evenly spaced, the rhythm of a man who'd spent years signaling to soldiers through walls too thick to shout through.

Edgar opened the door to find Varka standing on the step, still in his working coat, the insignia of joint defense advisor stitched where his old Cyokoan rank used to sit. He looked older than Edgar remembered him looking even a month ago, not in any single visible way, but in the accumulated fatigue of a man who'd stopped sleeping enough and hadn't told anyone.

"Commander." Edgar stepped back to let him in, surprised at the hour and the visit both. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong. Yet." Varka came in, waited for Edgar to shut the door, and lowered himself into the chair by the window without being asked, the same chair, Edgar noticed, that Varka had claimed as his own during every visit for six months, as though the shop had quietly assigned him a seat. "I need to talk to you. Not as your former commander. As someone who trusts your judgment."

"That sounds like the start of something I won't enjoy."

"Probably." Varka rubbed a hand down his face, the gesture of a man buying himself a second before he had to say the thing out loud. "There have been reports. Border patrols, mine and Xara's both, though I've only seen the Cyokoan side directly. Movement that doesn't match any known pattern. Footprints that don't belong to either army's standard patrol routes. Small camps found abandoned but still warm, as though whoever was using them heard the patrol coming and chose to vanish rather than be seen."

"Smugglers," Edgar said, though even as he said it he could hear how thin it sounded.

"That's what the Cyokoan Military Council called it, when I brought it to them. Not significant enough to investigate properly." Varka's jaw tightened. "I don't believe that. I haven't believed it since the second report came in, and I've learned, after everything with Threll, not to talk myself out of that particular feeling."

Edgar sat across from him, the old tightness settling into his chest that he recognized from before, from the months leading up to the war he'd once thought was simply weather, the way small ignored things had a habit of becoming large ones nobody could ignore.

"You're not sure it's real," Edgar said. "But you're not willing to bet it isn't, either."

"You and the Princess found the truth once when the official channels refused to look at it," Varka said, meeting his eyes directly. "I want to know if the two of you would be willing to look into this. Quietly. Before I take it further and risk being called paranoid by a council that's grown comfortable with six months of quiet."

Edgar was silent for a long moment, turning it over the way he'd watched Aelita turn things over that morning before committing to an answer, weighing what it would cost against what it would cost to ignore it.

"I'll speak with Aelita," he said finally, his voice steady even as something old and wary stirred back to life beneath his ribs, a wariness he hadn't fully felt since the peace had settled in, six months of quiet that had, apparently, been quiet enough to let him forget how quickly it could end. "If there's something threatening what we've built, we're not going to sit and wait for clearer proof to arrive on its own. Not if waiting means letting something larger grow where we can't see it."

Varka nodded, some of the tension easing from his shoulders, though the worry in his face didn't fully lift. "I hope I'm wrong, Edgar. But six months of peace, after years of hostility this deep, it feels too short a time to trust that every threat has actually passed."

Neither of them said anything else for a while. Outside, the gate lanterns of Zeph burned low and steady against the dark, the same lanterns Edgar had watched every night for six months from this same window, the ones that had come to mean, more than any signed treaty, that this place had actually become his.

After Varka left, Edgar stood alone at the window a long time, looking out at the town he'd built a life in, the shop, the shelf that wouldn't stay straight, the people who no longer flinched at a Cyokoan face behind the counter, and thought that a place like this, built this carefully out of people who'd once tried to kill each other, might now have to be tested again by something that hadn't yet shown its full shape.

He didn't sleep well that night. He didn't expect to.
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Farin's warehouse still smelled the way it always had, dust and old rope and the sourness of grain sacks that had sat too long in one corner without anyone getting around to moving them. Edgar had spent enough nights in this room, back when it meant something else entirely, that the smell alone was enough to put him back there: the maps spread across the crates, the two of them speaking in the low voices of people who weren't sure yet whether they trusted each other.

They trusted each other now. That much, at least, hadn't needed relearning.

"You look like you didn't sleep," Aelita said, already seated on the same archive box she'd claimed the last time they'd met here, months ago, back when this room had been a hideout instead of a habit.

"I didn't." Edgar shut the door behind him, checked the latch out of a reflex he hadn't managed to unlearn even now. "Varka came by last night. Late."

"Farin told me there'd been a visit. He didn't say what about." She studied him, and Edgar had the familiar, faintly unsettling sense of being read rather than looked at, a skill she'd had before the crown had made it official policy. "Tell me."

He told her. The patrols, the abandoned camps still warm when the soldiers reached them, the Cyokoan Military Council's verdict of not significant enough. She listened without interrupting, which was its own kind of answer; the old Aelita, the one who'd argued with him in this same room the first time, would have cut in twice by now.

"Varka doesn't come to you at night over smugglers," she said when he'd finished.

"That's what I told him. He didn't disagree."

"So it's not smugglers." She said it flatly, the way she said most things she'd already half-decided before hearing the evidence, and then caught herself, exhaling. "I don't know that. I'm doing what Wren does, deciding the shape of a thing before I've seen enough of it to be sure."

"You're allowed instincts."

"I'm allowed instincts I can defend." A small, tired smile. "Wren would say the same, if I quoted her to her own face. She'd also deny ever having taught me that, which would be a lie, but a consistent one."

It was the kind of exchange they'd fallen into naturally over the past six months, not quite banter, not quite strategy, something in between that let them approach a hard subject without walking directly at it. Edgar had noticed, without remarking on it, that she did this more since the crown had become hers in full: circled a worry twice before naming it, as though naming it made it a decision rather than a feeling, and decisions were the things a Crown Princess was required to own.

"We don't have anything solid," he said. "Not yet. Footprints, cold camps, a council that doesn't want to look. If we go to Wren with that, she'll want more before she moves, and she'd be right to."

"Then we get more." Aelita stood, brushing dust from her skirt with the brisk, efficient motion of someone used to court finery that wasn't built for warehouses. "Quietly, the way Varka asked. We don't need to be right in front of the council. We need to be right in front of ourselves first."

Edgar almost said something about how that sounded like the beginning of every bad decision they'd ever made together, and how it had also been the beginning of every good one, and how he'd stopped being able to tell in advance which kind this would turn out to be. He didn't get the chance.

The door came open hard enough to bang the wall, and Farin filled the frame, breathing like he'd run the whole way from wherever he'd been standing when the news reached him. His face had gone the color of the dust that coated the floorboards.

"There's been an attack," he said.

Aelita felt the words land somewhere behind her ribs before her mind had finished processing them, the cold that came from confirmation arriving faster than she wanted it to.

"Where."

"Western border. A Xaran checkpoint." Farin's voice shook, not from cowardice, she'd never once known the man to be a coward, not in six months of watching him run this town's practical affairs with more competence than half the council, but from the specific horror of being the one who had to say it. "Last night. Three guards dead."

"Who's responsible?" She was already moving, some part of her mind cataloguing exits, distances, how quickly she could reach the palace.

"That's the trouble." Farin looked between them, and something in his expression told Aelita the trouble was worse than dead guards, which was already trouble enough. "The weapons at the scene were Cyokoan make. One of the attackers died in the exchange of fire. He was wearing a Cyokoan military insignia."

The room went quiet in a way that had weight to it, the specific silence that came before people started making decisions they couldn't take back.

"That's not possible," Edgar said, and Aelita heard in his voice the same effort she felt in her own chest, the work of keeping panic from turning into something louder. "Cyoko has no reason to hit a border post now. Not in the middle of a trade agreement we finished negotiating a week ago."

"I know it doesn't make sense to you," Farin said. "But to people hearing this news without the context you have, it's going to look very convincing."

He wasn't wrong. Aelita had spent enough of the last year learning what convinced people, what a court needed to hear before doubt turned to certainty, to know exactly how this would read to anyone who hadn't spent six months in this warehouse learning to trust a Cyokoan soldier's word over paperwork.

"I need to get to the palace," she said.

Edgar caught her arm before she reached the door, not hard, just enough to make her stop and look at him. "Whatever you find there, don't decide anything alone."

"I'm not planning to." She meant it as reassurance. It came out sounding more like a promise, which she supposed it also was.

The palace corridors had a different texture by the time she reached them, the ordinary quiet she'd grown used to over the past six months replaced by something taut and watchful, advisors speaking in lowered voices with their heads bent close, soldiers moving with a tension she hadn't seen since before the ceasefire was signed. She'd forgotten, in six months of relative peace, exactly what fear looked like on people who'd only just started to unlearn it.

Wren met her at the council chamber door before she'd finished crossing the threshold, her face carrying the hardness she wore when she was working to keep something larger contained. Aelita had learned to read that face over a year of watching Wren wear it around her father, and later around her.

"Your Highness." Wren never used the address casually; when she used it now, formally, in a corridor rather than a chamber, it meant she was speaking as much to whoever might overhear as to Aelita herself. "We've received the official report. Three guards dead, and the evidence at the scene points clearly to Cyokoan involvement."

"I've heard." She kept her voice level, though her pulse hadn't slowed since Farin's door had banged open. "Has the evidence been fully verified?"

"Some council members are already calling for decisive action." Wren's tone was careful, but she caught the same unease beneath it that she felt in her own chest. "Formal protest to Cyoko. A few have suggested recalling the trade delegation we sent only last week."

She felt the irony settle into her chest like a stone, the treaty she'd fought to negotiate, the proof that peace could actually hold, now threatened with collapse inside a single day over one incident whose truth nobody had confirmed.

"I want to see the evidence myself," she said. "Before we take any action that could undo what's taken a year to build."

On the other side of the border, Edgar received the mirrored version of the news in a way that struck him even harder, because it came from the opposite direction than the one he'd braced for.

"An eastern Cyokoan checkpoint was hit at dawn," Varka said, arriving at the shop with the exhaustion of a man who hadn't slept since his last visit, as though he'd simply stayed awake through the hours between, waiting for the next piece of bad news to justify it. "Two soldiers dead. And the evidence,"

"Points to Xara," Edgar finished, his voice going cold with an understanding he wished he didn't have.

"How did you know?"

"Because a Xaran post was hit the same night, with evidence pointing to us." Edgar looked at Varka, watching the same realization settle into both of them at once. "Two attacks, two sides of the border, nearly the same hour, each one built to blame the other. That's not coincidence, Commander."

Varka exhaled slowly and lowered himself into the chair by the window, the same chair, Edgar thought distantly, that had by now become his by unspoken agreement, looking older than Edgar had ever seen him look. "I've suspected something like this since I first noticed the patrol patterns shifting. I didn't expect them to move this fast. Or this boldly."

"Who's 'them,' Commander?"

"I don't know for certain." Varka's voice carried the frustration of a soldier used to facing an enemy he could see, not a shape moving behind curtains. "But the pattern is too close to what Threll used to do, provocation built to manufacture tension. Except this is more coordinated than anything Threll ever managed. Both sides, at once."

Something old woke in Edgar's chest, an anger he hadn't felt this clearly since the last days of the war, anger at watching a peace this hard-won, bought with sacrifices he still dreamed about some nights, threatened by an enemy they hadn't even properly identified yet.

"We need to see Aelita," he said.

The emergency meeting went through Farin again, though this time the risk carried more weight than it had six months earlier, every unusual movement between Cyokoan and Xaran residents in Zeph now drew closer scrutiny, six months of steadily thawing suspicion hardening back into place within a single day.

They met in the same
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