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  Chapter 1

[image: ]

I stand alone in the dingy common space of my new apartment, ready to leave for the tea shop if for no other reason than I can perhaps feel more settled there. 
“I’m heading out,” I venture toward Risteri’s door.
It’s a compromise we’ve reached in the last few days. I don’t like announcing my comings and goings, because it makes me feel beholden in my own home. I’ve had more than enough of that.
But I like less how Risteri, who has had to pay such attention to the presence of others in her home to sneak around her father’s plotting for years, watches me so closely. 
So I’ve agreed to verbalize my movements, and she’s agreed to make an effort to not scrutinize every one of them.
Her habits of secrecy are deeply entrenched, though, so these announcements are one-sided and more often than not leave me speaking to an inanimate piece of wood.
A clatter sounds from the kitchen, reminding me I am not, in truth, alone in the apartment, despite Risteri’s absence.
I sigh and turn to see what mischief my tea spirit familiar has managed this time.
Our apartment is small, so I’m able to cross quickly enough to catch the next plate Yorani bats off the counter with her tail.
Caring for Yorani takes its own adjustments.
The tiny blue dragon bounces on the counter, delighted—with my attention or her success in breaking another plate, I’m not certain. 
It’s not that we aren’t neat, but I’ll have to remind Risteri that leaving anything delicate out where Yorani can access it—which is everywhere, because she is small and devious and can fly—will soon see us with no dishes left.
No sooner do I set the rescued dish back atop the pile than Yorani’s tail swipes out again. Because of course now this is a game.
I pick up the whole stack and open cupboards—only barely, because Yorani is following me and huffing annoyed whorls of smoke over my shoulder—until I find one that can accommodate the dishes. I’ve not yet managed to block Yorani effectively from entering the cupboards to wreak havoc, so instead I secure her under one arm while I shepherd the dishes to safety. 
By the time she wiggles out of my hold, I’ve succeeded. 
She flies in front of my face and puffs smoke into my eyes.
“No, little one.” I crouch to gather the ceramic pieces off the ground. “We do not break things for fun.”
Unfortunately, what exactly tea spirits can safely do for fun remains a mystery. 
The Te Muraka tried gifting her with a lovely set of colorful marbles. Yorani proceeded to systematically break them in unique ways: using one to shatter a window, cracking open another, melting a third. 
Given how the marbles were forged Sa Nikuran was particularly impressed by the last, which fortunately meant she wasn’t offended by the rampant destruction.
“Let’s at least get you a change of scenery.” I snag Yorani out of the air by one foot as she flies circles around my head, and wish my motivation was solely for her sake.
Holding onto Yorani, I gather my tea kit from the common area. Although there’s a bedroom each for both Risteri and me, the apartment’s increased number of walls was its key selling point, and the principle there still discomfits me.
I’ve been assured the existence of such walls makes it one of the nicest apartments in the neighborhood we moved into. We stayed near the Gaellani night market by her family estate, mostly out of fondness for and a semblance of familiarity with the community, as neither of us has lived on our own before. 
But we also hope my presence—even on the outskirts, as we don’t wish to force ourselves upon the Gaellani or worsen their space constraints—might serve as a form of pressure to the council.
I will know as near to firsthand as possible how the council’s decisions impact the community’s everyday lives, and perhaps pressure from a tea master will help improve conditions that should long since have been addressed.
And yet, while I understand the apartment is comparatively spacious, inside I feel—unreasonable though I know it is—boxed in. 
I’m sure it will feel cozy once I’ve adjusted. Risteri and I only moved in about a week ago. 
I still find our setup mildly distressing when I think about it too hard.
I would have preferred to take my time, filling my space carefully with pieces that speak to me, and us, and deliberately make this a home. 
But life did not allow for such deliberation: we needed to move immediately. So our apartment is full of cheap furniture we hope to replace as we do find time and funds, as well as gifts passed along from acquaintances, a mismatch of clashing patterns and incomplete sets and adaptations to tide us through.
In a way, that in and of itself makes it a home: a product of our reality, a reality we both chose and strove toward, as well as a product of our community. I am humbled by our community’s generosity, by their excitement to welcome us by helping us set up however they could. 
I remind myself of that, when I feel less content, because I don’t deserve to be.
Humbled, too, to be able to have the freedom to even try to make my own way. The spirits blessed me with a path to be myself, complete with opportunities to be of service, people I want to deepen connections with. 
Settling in, feeling comfortable with my space here, will come if I step back and give myself time. To listen, to reflect.
Surely.


      [image: ]“Miyara!” Lorwyn snaps as soon as I enter the back. “I’m not allowed to set this spirits-cursed mage on fire, and since it’s your fault I’m saddled with him you owe me.” 
“I’m not going to set him on fire either,” I say without particular concern. She’s greeted me with some variation of this every day since her magecraft training began.
“And it’s you who owes me,” Ostario tells Lorwyn. “Specifically, you owe a stable version of the spell I assigned you to master.”
“I’m working on it,” Lorwyn growls, absently intercepting Yorani when she heads straight for the restored tea pet and pointing her instead at a pile of sticks—probably what Lorwyn’s supposed to be using for the spell. I’m overcome with envy at how effortless redirecting Yorani is for her. “I’m not exactly overflowing with free time.”
“I never told you this would be easy,” Ostario says. “I just told you to make it work.”
Lorwyn scowls, and as she tosses her hair with the motion I notice how messy it is, when she always looks so put-together.
And then that she’s wearing the same clothes as yesterday.
“Did you sleep here last night?” I ask.
“More like half the night,” she grumps. “I need more tea. Will you collect your tea spirit before she jumps in the kettle again?”
I sigh, but it’s not Lorwyn’s job to dragon-sit Yorani. “That’s the third night this week.” I steel myself for Yorani’s ire when I interrupt her enthusiastic gouging into the sticks.
Perhaps I should find a pile of sticks to bring back to the apartment, but Yorani will probably consider them boring if she thinks I can bear their destruction with equanimity.
“Well, I couldn’t do anything useful at home without interference, and it’s not like anyone would be here,” Lorwyn says.
Ostario says, “You’re going to need to learn how to maintain focus and control in chaotic environments. The best way to do that is from the beginning.”
Lorwyn rolls her eyes. “Have you ever shared a bedroom with five younger sisters? No? That’s what I thought.”
Yorani darts out of reach as I go to grab her. I close my eyes briefly. “I admit practicing among chaos seems like a worry for a time when you’re both more certain of her control.”
Mildly, Ostario says, “I’m certain it’s none of your business.”
I flush, and bow. He’s right.
Lorwyn sighs, somehow managing to get a hold of Yorani and passing her to me without even trying. “Honestly though, it’s actually worse than usual, even for my family, what with all the people moving into town.”
“You mean the Te Muraka?” I wince as Yorani scrambles onto my shoulder, her claws digging in with so little finesse I suspect she’s poking me on purpose.
“No, lots of foreigners, actually,” Lorwyn says.
“Really?”
“There’s some kind of event maybe? I haven’t exactly had time to pay attention.” She glares at Ostario.
I’d noticed the increased traffic, but it hadn’t occurred to me it wouldn’t be related to the Te Muraka—tourists coming to gawk, bureaucrats coming to work on their transition.
My sisters.
Ostario says, “Miyara, if you wouldn’t mind, my apprentice and I should continue this lesson privately.”
I bow once more, shallowly due to Yorani’s perch, and take my leave.
The chaos that sisters will bring is for another time. Spirits be thanked, today my greatest challenge will be to be content with my place here.


      [image: ]I perform the tea ceremony for a customer for the first time since the dramatic events of recent days, and I revel in it. 
This, at least, feels right. Using my skills, and the position I earned, to serve my community. To be working toward something sure.
I’ll face tests in the future. But for now, this is one piece of my life that has fallen into place.
It helps that, thankfully, Yorani seems content to sit quietly for this: she’s curled up on the cushion I’ve placed in the corner for her.
So I lose myself in the movements of the ceremony, in the catharsis of drawing forth the parts of myself and building the bridge the customer needs today. I look up at the customer as I pour, although their attention has focused on the cups.
Which means I’m the only one who sees the steam rise out of the teapot as I pour.
I’m the only one who sees the strange wispy animal shape it forms, just for an instant, before it shimmers away.
Did that truly just happen? 
I blink and glance down. The steam floating out of the dragon teapot looks utterly normal now, but it occurs to me this is the first time I’ve made tea with it since I made Yorani.
She’s not looking either, having apparently settled in for a nap.
I turn my attention back to the customer, to serving them, and wonder what I just saw and what it means—or whether I imagined it entirely.


      [image: ]When the customer and I emerge—Yorani, to my surprise, is content for the moment to continue napping—I discover Tea Master Karekin waiting. 
I bow.
But when I straighten and see his careful expression, my chest tightens in sudden warning.
Something has happened.
“Tea Master Karekin, it is my honor as always. How may I serve you today?”
“Would you join me?” He gestures at the empty seat at his table. “We have matters to discuss.”
My heart rate accelerates. “Of course. Please give me just a moment to check on the shop.”
He nods assent, and I do a quick round of the front, trying not to panic before I have any information, but that in itself worries me.
I know how fast change can happen. I’ve proven it, these past weeks.
But how did something change fast enough I had no inkling it was coming?
Meristo is on shift today, so at least I don’t have to worry about leaving the front in his care. I let him know I’ll be meeting with the tea master, offer up a silent prayer to the spirits, and return to the table with a tea tray.
As I busy myself with serving, I say, “I admit I didn’t expect to see you again quite so soon. How have you been?”
Karekin snorts. “Busy and put-upon, as you might expect. I’ve been fielding a lot of questions from our colleagues, and I have news for you.”
I hoped doing something with my hands would help calm my thoughts, but this is not the case. I set down the teapot.
“I notice you don’t specify whether the news is good or bad,” I say.
A smile flickers across his face. “Indeed. But I’m sure you can guess the subject.”
I take a bracing sip of tea. “My mastery is provisional. You told me to expect further evaluation at a later date, but I’d assumed it would be a somewhat later one.”
“So had I,” Karekin says. “But our colleagues think it best to expedite the matter.”
I study him. “Is this because of Yorani?”
“In part,” he says. “A tea spirit hasn’t been seen in generations. The sooner we can induct you completely into the tea guild, the better, and that requires more than a provisional mastery. We guard a great deal of knowledge, and as you’ve brought some of it to the forefront of public consciousness, my colleagues wish to be sure there is no question of you.”
“Because I was a princess,” I say softly, “and the tea guild must be known as impartial even if that information becomes public knowledge, too.”
“I wish I could reassure you that isn’t part of it,” Karekin says frankly. I grip my teacup tightly, able to focus on his next words only because I know he has never cared about my history. “But it’s possible your background may come out one day, and it will behoove you to have demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that there can be no question in the public’s eye that you have earned your position. Given your dramatic ascension into our ranks, there will be challenges to the validity of your appointment and the neutrality of the tea guild’s judgment. It is not to anyone’s advantage to allow that to fester.”
He’s right.
But at the same time, this is also a rationalization, and as I meet his eyes silently, I see we both know it.
The tea guild has centuries of an unassailable reputation for clear judgment. They could choose to stand behind me and affirm my appointment without putting me through further testing, without making me prove to them or anyone else, again, that I belong.
That is not what they have chosen.
I sip my tea again, letting that understanding pass through me and the emotions it causes with it, and when I speak again my voice is carefully even.
“I take it,” I say, “a testing opportunity the tea guild deems satisfactory has presented itself.”
Karekin’s eyes narrow, noting my word choice. He has referred to “our colleagues,” because he wishes me to feel as though this is part of service to a common cause.
I will call them “the tea guild,” separate and impersonal, because that is how they are treating me.
And Karekin makes a choice with his next words as he says, “We have.”
Not they.
I may have his respect, but he will not treat me as a tea master in truth until the rest of the guild does.
Perhaps I should have expected that, but I did not.
The degree to which that stings, though. That does not surprise me in the slightest.
Saiyana did always say my trust in people would hurt me. As a tea master, I thought I could demonstrate the opposite.
Perhaps I am not a tea master in truth after all.
Perhaps my place here is assailable.
This time, when I pick up my teacup, I raise my walls the way I learned long ago, disciplining my movements into smoothness.
Tea Master Karekin will see no more of myself than I wish him to, now.
I ignore the note of regret in his expression. I could manufacture such an expression if I thought it would help my cause, and so can he. His regret does not change that he is standing by what he has chosen. “Tell me about the test.” 
And this I say not as a supplicant.
Karekin nods thoughtfully. “Are you familiar with the Top Tea Specialist Tournament?”
I blink. “I’ve read profiles of the winners, though I don’t know much about the actual competition.”
“Then let me summarize the salient points briefly,” Karekin says. “The competition is an international, annual event ostensibly to determine the best tea specialist from among the continental nations.”
“The Isle of Nakrab is not invited to participate?”
“The Isle of Nakrab has disdained the very suggestion of participation,” Karekin says, “though they are free to change that position at any time. Throughout the history of the tournament, the tea guild has also been invited to participate, and has declined to.”
Ah. “Until now.”
“Until now,” Karekin agrees. “The guild typically offers an exhibition during the tournament or a private consultation to the winner to acknowledge this gesture, so as not to appear aloof to the many people who hold it in high esteem. But since the tournament’s foundation, the organizers have always reserved a spot for a tea master in the finals in the hope we will one day take them up on it. For the first time, the guild has decided to.”
The tournament organizers are clever, then—if the tea guild did offer to compete, not only would the tournament earn incredible publicity, it would be in a position to judge the tea guild’s worth, positioning the almighty tea guild as supplicants, their reputation subject to subjective challenge. Which is of course why the organizers could safely assume they’d never have to make arrangements to accommodate the tea guild and could instead use the courtesy of their relationship to wrangle legitimacy out of them.
But apparently the organizers are willing to make good on their offer after all.
“Have you already entered me in this tournament?” I ask.
Karekin shakes his head. “Not yet, no. With your agreement, we will. But we did arrange for the tournament finals to be held here in Sayorsen. Although you won’t have the sponsorship resources of the other contestants, the tournament experience, or the time to mentally prepare, the only new environment you’ll have to adapt to is the tournament itself.”
I let out a breath.
He’s not trying to make me leave. At least there’s that.
Under the circumstances I wonder if I would have left my place in this community for the sake of my place among the tea masters.
For the first time, they’re at odds, and that in turn makes me wonder if it will be the last time.
And although Tea Master Karekin may not be wholly behind me, he’s not abandoned me entirely either. That is something, though what, I’m not sure.
“That was very thoughtful of you,” I say. “If I refuse to join the tournament, what will the tea guild owe the tournament?”
“The tea guild’s commitments under that circumstance are not your concern, and I think it best you not have the option to consider them in making your choice,” Karekin says.
“I am not inclined to feel especially gracious toward the guild at the moment,” I say blandly.
He inclines his head, not disputing my interpretation of how this is playing out. “But you are gracious by nature, so nevertheless I will keep this to myself.”
I narrow my eyes. “So all the people who’ve been arriving in Sayorsen, then, are here for the tournament?”
“Spectators, officials, and the people who make up the tea specialists’ teams, yes. If you agree to participate, you’ll be facing the final three contestants in a series of challenges that will test your tea mastery in the public eye, where anyone and everyone can judge for themselves whether you merit the name of master. Do you understand the terms of the test?”
Oh, I understand enough.
I understand this is, at its core, a very common reality, and yet I find that makes it no less infuriating to face.
I understand I found a place for myself. I worked for it. And despite that, it can be taken away from me—by the people who could have supported me, who instead expect me to represent them but will dismiss who I am in the service of their goals.
Like my family. But that contest, at least, is still in my future.
Because if I want to keep my place, I will have to fight for it.
“To clarify,” I say, “will I be representing the tea guild in this tournament?”
Karekin tilts his hand this way and that as if to say, yes and no. “You will be representing yourself as a nominee by the tea guild,” he says carefully.
I look him in the eyes. “Which is to say, the tea guild won’t claim me as their representative unless I win.”
“Ah. Let me state explicitly perhaps the most important point. If you win, the tea guild will publicly claim you as a tea master. If you lose, your provisional mastery will be revoked.”
“And if I refuse to compete?” I know the answer, but I want him to have to tell it to me honestly.
“Also then,” Karekin confirms, his nose wrinkling in distaste.
Even if the reaction is feigned, I do feel better for seeing it on him.
“I dislike how you have maneuvered this, Master Karekin.” 
“As do I,” he says. “Nevertheless, these are the terms of the test. Do you accept this challenge?”
I am worried.
But I’m surprised that I am also angry, and the latter, at the moment, outweighs the former.
Nevertheless, I know how I will choose.
“I do, if you’ll answer one question,” I say.
His eyebrows lift. “Oh?”
“You didn’t bother to negotiate a consequence for the tea guild in case I refused the challenge,” I say, “did you.”
Karekin smiles faintly. “No. I knew you would not give up so easily.”
I nod. “And I will not.”
And with that, I am committed.
I have one chance to fight to keep the place I have made, the life I am making—every part of it.
One tournament will decide my course.






  
  Chapter 2
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Despite my rush to get to the tea shop that morning, I’m gone the instant my shift ends, carrying Yorani until she grumpily perches on my shoulder. 
One thing I’ve learned these last weeks is I can’t truly serve others by negating myself. I need time separate from service to re-center, but I don’t really have that time. I’m due to meet Deniel this evening: we’ve planned to make something of a celebration of, at last, introducing Yorani to Talsion.
We hoped treats might help kindly dispose them toward each other. I’ve already acquired Talsu’s gift: imported fish snacks. Thiano was so amused I’d ask him for such a thing he charged me a reasonable rate.
If I could have predicted what Yorani’s mood would be like today, though, we’d be headed back to my apartment instead. Yorani spent the afternoon trying my patience, and I’ve seen no reason to believe she’ll tire of it soon. But Deniel is taking the time to cook for me, and I will be attempting dessert. So we will try, despite the ominous portent of Yorani’s tail whipping against my neck in a steady rhythm.
I head to the same Gaellani night market Risteri introduced me to weeks ago for ingredients, overwhelmed by the prospect of trying something so new, today, in front of Deniel, for him. It’s not that he’ll mind if it doesn’t work—I will. And he’ll be happy to help, but we are trying to contribute equally to this evening’s planning and he is already hosting while I am bringing a vexed tea spirit and all my worries.
I take a deep breath, closing my eyes for a moment and blocking everything but Yorani’s tail smacking my neck.
Thwap. Thwap. Thwap. Thwap thwap thwap thwap—
“Spirits, Yorani, what is it?” I open my eyes. But she’s not looking at me, her attention caught by something in the distance. I try to follow her gaze, but instead my attention is caught by something.
Or rather, someone.
Ashen hair quickly ducks away into the crowd. Not hiding, exactly, but—blending.
A skill I know well.
I’m also somehow certain they were watching me.
I continue deeper into the market, hoping this isn’t a mistake, wishing, unexpectedly, Entero were guarding me once again. There’s still been no word from him.
After another minute, I’m sure this girl—most likely; Gaellani boys typically don’t wear their hair long—is following me. She looks around the age of ten, perhaps a bit older.
I try to keep a covert eye on her as I move through the market, where no one appears to even see her.
Except Yorani, who tries to take flight off my shoulder.
I snag her foot. “No, little one. Not just yet.”
I pause at a kiosk, making myself clearly available, wondering if the girl will approach.
I pick up a jar full of something cream-colored and ask the shopkeeper what it is.
“Sweet bean filling,” she says.
“Like for stuffed honey pancakes?” I ask, and inspiration strikes. Perhaps given my lack of focus tonight I can attempt a simpler dessert, but still something new. “Do you know how hard they are to make?”
The woman smiles and launches into an explanation of how it’s done, and when I move on it’s with a different shopping list than I came with.
The weight of the evening suddenly feels less heavy. Perhaps what I need is a distraction, not time alone with my thoughts to brood. Yorani has calmed down, too, as if waiting to see what I’ll do with the girl who is still shadowing us, hunching a bit into her worn clothes as the temperature drops.
I don’t know why this girl is following me in the cold yet won’t approach. If she weren’t Gaellani I’d be more concerned. But the people who might have reason to concern themselves with my activities either don’t associate with Gaellani or wouldn’t rely on children.
Untrained children, at any rate. I imagine Entero started his work young.
So I won’t force this girl into a confrontation. Instead I stop at another kiosk selling steaming beverages and pay for a cup of warm milk with honey.
I shake my head when the shopkeeper goes to pour and describe the girl to him. “If she passes this way, please give it to her,” I say, bowing before I take my leave.


      [image: ]When Deniel opens his door, the frazzled state of his hair tells me his day has not likely gone a great deal better than mine. 
But his expression brightens immediately upon seeing me, and that goes a long way toward improving mine.
“Yorani, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” Deniel says, bowing toward my shoulder.
Yorani chirps at him, accepting this as her due, and we head inside.
I am trying to set my bags down gracefully when Yorani’s claws dig into my shoulder. I freeze, not sure whether dropping the bags will startle her into something rash or if I’m going to need both hands free to restrain her.
“Easy,” Deniel murmurs, bending down to pick up Talsu, whose fur seems fluffier than usual. “Talsion, this is Yorani, a tea spirit in Miyara’s care. Yorani, this is Talsion, a cat who deigns to visit my home on a regular basis.”
Yorani and Talsu lean toward each other hesitantly, sniffing.
Then Yorani abruptly stands up on her hind legs, startling Talsu, who hisses and reflexively bats out with his paw.
I take a quick step backwards, pulling Yorani out of range with me, as Deniel quickly carries Talsu across the room, murmuring softly.
But Talsu squirms enough that Deniel releases the cat, setting him down on the floor where he immediately takes a couple steps back toward me and Yorani.
Who immediately launches off my shoulder.
I do drop the bags then, heedlessly, sending Talsion shooting away with the suddenness so I can yank Yorani back.
Yorani breathes smoke in my face, thrashing.
“Miyara, Talsion is fine,” Deniel says, as the cat pokes his tiny furry head around the edge of the sofa, watching Yorani’s wings beat frantically.
I sigh, drawing Yorani closer to me with both hands. She tilts her head back and opens her mouth, and I see the light of a spark in the back of her throat.
“Talsu is important, and I will be very unhappy if you upset him,” I say. “Please be careful. Do you understand?”
I have no idea if Yorani understands anything I say, let alone the concept of “careful.” But the spark dies, and she huffs smoke at me once more. She’s stopped struggling.
I feel, strangely, as though she’s just rolled her eyes at me.
I let her go.
Yorani immediately flutters to the ground, and she and Talsion take each other’s measure from across the room, approaching and circling slowly.
Deniel motions for me to stay back, and I follow his lead, keeping a watchful eye as the two get closer and closer. They sniff each other, heads in constant motion.
Then Yorani darts in quickly, and Talsu, not missing a beat, whaps her on the nose.
But either Talsion didn’t use his claws or they don’t affect Yorani’s scales, because my familiar only looks startled, blinking.
Talsion eyes her for another few seconds before turning primly and sauntering away.
Yorani glances back at me, as if unsure. I smile and nod, hoping this is helpful and not encouraging something dire.
My baby dragon turns and waddles after the cat, chirping.
“We should keep an eye on them,” Deniel says, “but I think that went as well as we could expect.”
I will take his word for it. “What about the treats?”
“Let’s save them,” Deniel says. “I think they’ll be more useful as a nice break or reward later.”
“In that case, I’ll—oh,” I say, finally noticing the result of my sudden dropping of the bags.
Namely, that a bag of flour has split, spreading white powder across the floor.
“I hope you didn’t need all that flour,” Deniel says, amused.
I sigh, spotting a dribble of liquid. “Or the eggs. I’m sorry, I’ll clean it up.”
“I’m not worried about it. Why don’t I get the stuff and you get the floor? I’ll watch the little monsters.”
His lips brush my cheek before he bends down into my mess.
Before my face finishes flaming, I hie myself to the closet where he stores cleaning supplies.
When I return, Deniel asks from the kitchen, “Did you change your mind about what to make tonight?”
“Yes,” I admit. “Today… it’s a long story. I wasn’t feeling up to the other recipe. How did the ingredients fare?”
“The flour looks worse than it is, but how many eggs did you need?”
“Two.”
“Okay, I have enough for us both then.”
I glance up from wiping up the flour. “Did you change your recipe, too?”
Deniel runs a hand through his hair distractedly. “I’m sorry. I meant to do something elaborate tonight, but… I overreached, if I’m being honest. I don’t think I’ll have time for something like that for a while at the rate I’m going, so I have stuff for noodle bowls—why are you looking at me like that?”
“You still had flour on your hands.” 
He blinks, looks down at his hands. Closes his eyes. “My hair is full of flour now, isn’t it?”
I cross to him and kiss him on the cheek, smiling as Deniel swallows. “A little. You have some on your face, too.” I hesitate only a moment—I can still hardly believe I no longer need to restrain the urge to touch Deniel casually.
But I wipe the flour off with one of my towels and pause there, my hand on his cheek, our faces close.
My heart thumps. Touch is not the only new thing between us.
He kisses me slowly, and I melt into him.
Until the sound of chirping makes me tense and draw back.
Talsu is sitting on the small table in front of the couch, and Yorani flies up to join him.
Talsu’s ears flick; his tail swishes. With one mighty bound he lands on the top of the couch and starts washing his face, as if to say, Such prowess is nothing to a cat like me.
“He’s not running away,” Deniel says, amused. “I think this is more like he’s challenging a tea spirit to a duel.”
“That’s… good?”
Yorani starts to lift off; stops.
Then she hops.
And hops again, higher, and higher.
“Can the table take that,” I murmur.
“We’ll find out.” 
Then with a mighty bounce, Yorani launches herself to the top of the couch too. Though she has to scrabble a bit at the end to keep from slipping.
Talsu eyes Yorani for a moment, then seems to decide either this effort is acceptable or at least merits consideration, and settles on the top of the couch as Yorani wiggles happily.
“Should we preemptively rescue your books?” I ask, gesturing at his tall bookcase. “There aren’t many surfaces higher than the couch, are there?”
“There’s the roof,” Deniel says dryly. “And don’t worry, I’m pretty sure Talsu won’t let anything happen to his favorite story books.”
“It’s the law tomes I’m worried about,” I say. “I know his opinion on those.”
Deniel’s expression tightens, but he shakes his head and asks, “Why does Yorani’s chirping make you tense? I thought that was a happy sound.”
“It is,” I say, “but what she considers grounds for happiness is not always in line with what I do. She chirps every time she breaks something.”
“Ah,” Deniel says, wrapping his arms around me from behind and resting his chin on my shoulder. “I’m sure letting her follow a cat around will definitely not teach her any troubling behaviors.”
I lean back into him, reveling in his warmth, in him. “Why did you look unhappy to be reminded about your law books?”
Deniel huffs out a breath that tickles my ear, making me tingle. “You never miss anything. Why don’t I get started on dinner while we talk?”
“I suppose that means I have to move,” I say regretfully.
“Mm.”
I feel him pause.
He kisses the hollow of my throat.
Warmth suffuses me, and I stand utterly still as my heartbeat thunders, not daring to move.
He kisses a line up my jawline, then gently turns me to face him and kisses me again on the mouth.
Everything else has gone wrong today, but this, here, with him, is still right. Better than.
When we finally pull back for air, Deniel’s eyes are bright, and his smile looks as earnest as mine feels. 
After staring at him besottedly for an eternity, I finally duck my head and take a step back. “We’ll never get to eat if you keep that up.”
“That would be tragic,” he agrees in a soft voice that makes me shiver slightly. I mock-glare, and he laughs in delight.
“Since your recipe may not be totally beyond my ken after all, can I help?” I ask.
“Yes, let’s absolutely work closely together in front of heat sources, there is definitely no way that will go wrong.” He grins. “As long as I get to help with your dessert, too.”
We make space for each other in the kitchen easily, as if we’ve been doing this all our lives and not once in a while over weeks. The ease of this on its own relaxes me.
Until Deniel asks, “So what happened with you today?”
I sigh. “Aside from the challenges of a baby dragon I don’t know enough to care for properly? Too much, unfortunately. Which I will tell you, but only after you. I always end up unloading my worries on you right away.”
It’s Deniel’s turn to sigh. “Yes. Because I am far happier to try to ease your burdens than I am to dwell on mine, which are insignificant in comparison.”
“Not to me,” I say.
He nods. “I use starter sauces for the noodle broth. It’s technically more expensive, but so much less time consuming everyone does it when cooking at home. Don’t let anyone wealthy tell you real home cooking is the same as from scratch, because those are the people with all the time in the world to waste.”
I’d never thought of it like that. “And you don’t have that time.”
“No.” Deniel pours carefully. “I was already busy with making art and running my business. Adding in council work…”
“It’s not just the work,” I say. “It’s learning the work. I know you’ve been going to council meetings for years, but—”
“Right, I’m used to looking at things from the other side. I don’t know all their processes. Which some members of the council are only too happy to remind me at any opportunity.”
My fingers clench on the vegetables I’m holding. “Are they.”
Deniel waves this off. “I expected this, honestly. I’m Gaellani, and I was forced on them.”
“I expected better,” I say, my voice cold.
“The problem isn’t really their attitude,” he says. “It’s that they’re not wrong.”
I frown. “What do you mean? You’ve probably attended more council meetings than they have. You know the troubles facing the Sayorseni and the Gaellani in particular, you’ve studied law—”
“All that is meaningless if I can’t demonstrate how it’s useful,” Deniel says. “I want to believe I can get there, but that doesn’t help me now.” He laughs, but it’s an empty sound. “And I don’t know enough law. That’s actually part of the problem. I’ve read a lot of theory, but I have no experience in practice. I can sometimes tell enough to know when I really ought to look up the details on something they’re trying to slip past me, but not always, and I don’t have time to stop every time. In theory there are city employees who could assist me, but I don’t even know what, or who, to ask. And every time I ask questions I look that much more incompetent.”
I pass him the vegetables I’ve chopped while he takes a breath. “I doubt that’s it.”
Deniel shakes his head. “You don’t see how they act.”
“No, I don’t dispute they’re disparaging you, though I wish it were otherwise. They may not embrace change as wholeheartedly as I had hoped. Until recently, they’ve been comfortable in their positions. Your taking this work seriously, and trying, and learning, is more than most of them have had to do, or are willing to do. Seeing you do so will be threatening to them, because they can sense if they don’t knock you down now you’re going to surpass them and they won’t be able to.”
Deniel is silent for a moment. “I’m worried you have too much faith in what I can do.”
I still. “Would you have preferred if I hadn’t made the council accept you?”
“No,” he says, though he sounds hesitant enough that my heart aches. “No, I want this, but I fear I’m… outclassed.”
“Never that,” I say.
“You know what I mean,” Deniel says. “Even if you’re right, it unfortunately doesn’t help me with all I don’t know now.”
“Can I help?” I ask. “I realize you can’t give me all the specifics, but I may be able to help save you time researching the histories of some laws, or at least refer you to sources. Treat me like a consultant and send me questions via messenger.”
“If I make a habit of that, I’ll be seen as your puppet among the council,” he says. “Coming to you whenever I need help won’t help me in the long run.”
“But it may help you now,” I say. “I do see your point, but maybe after dinner we can talk about a few of the laws you had questions about?”
“Hmm,” he says. “I’ll take you up on that, but perhaps you don’t know what I mean. It is a class thing. Because it’s not just the information I don’t know; it’s the social cues. It’s how to make people take me seriously so we can do the work that matters. I learned to present what Istals with money expect to see from a high-end artisan, but it’s not the same. You’ve been steeped in learning that since you were born, so perhaps you don’t realize it’s not something everyone can navigate so easily.”
“Oh no,” I say, “it is certainly a skill.” I’ve seen enough varying adroitness in it at court I can never pretend it’s irrelevant. “But you’re right, it’s one I was expected to become adept at so young and that I took to naturally, that it may be… difficult for me to be helpful in that regard.”
And I should have anticipated this, and arranged for something. A tutor, perhaps? But who could I possibly call on, or trust with that?
“Not to mention, you learned as a princess,” Deniel adds. “I’ll never be able to interact with these people the way nobles do, because they’ll never see me as one of them. From what I understand I might have learned some tactics if I’d been able to actually attend law school. But I couldn’t. So every time it’s not just the council business on paper I have to learn, it’s this whole invisible world behind it I have no access to. Does that make sense?”
“They won’t see your merit if you don’t have a reputation they respect, and you can’t get that reputation if you can’t demonstrate your merit,” I say.
“Yes,” he says, blowing out a breath that’s half frustration, half relief that I understand inasmuch as I can. “That’s it exactly. Pass me the eggs?”
We focus on cooking for a few minutes.
Then Deniel adds suddenly, “I don’t expect you to solve this for me. In case I gave that impression.”
“You didn’t,” I say, hesitating, then add, “though I do feel like this is my fault and I should be able to help regardless.”
Deniel shakes his head. “I don’t want to rely on you for this. I need to be able to stand on my own feet.”
“That’s not the same as not being able to accept help,” I say, “as you have pointed out to me often enough these past weeks.”
He flashes a grin. “I suppose I have. And I newly understand how frustrating it must have been to listen to me.”
“Oh, so you’re the only one who gets to chide me about not wanting to depend on others? I hardly think I can agree to that.”
Deniel snorts. “Allow me to still feel badly that I had hoped to overwhelm you with a beautifully crafted dinner and instead I’ve had to resort to noodle bowls, because I couldn’t summon the time or energy to cope with the task that should’ve been a gift.”
“So in the midst of everything you still made sure you’d be able to feed me, and instead of your original plan you’ve taught me how to cook yet another dish I’m unfamiliar with. Or to put it another way, you’ve offered your knowledge and given me a safe opportunity to practice with it so I can stand on my own more confidently.”
He looks at me sidelong. “I see what you did there.”
“I cannot change what you feel,” I say, “but nor can I accept your justifications for feeling badly about this.”
Deniel rolls his eyes, but it’s with a smile. “You underestimate yourself. You can change what I feel, at least for a little while. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” I follow him to the table, each of us carrying bowls and utensils.
“Now let’s talk about your day,” he says.
I hesitate. “May I offer one more thought, that was once given to me?”
Deniel pauses. “By whom?”
“I can’t discuss the details,” I explain. “It was part of my dedication ceremony.”
His gaze sharpens. “The one where you chose to abandon being a princess.”
“Yes,” I agree, “and probably I shouldn’t even say this much about it, but I don’t think the spirits wish for wise counsel to be hoarded.”
“I think they will forgive you,” Deniel agrees, bowing slightly, “and I’m honored you would share it with me.”
“There will always be work for those who know how to listen,” I quote. “It’s not just what people say. It’s how they say it, and what they leave out. It’s the sound of silence, the speed of reaction, the force behind their words.
“I don’t know how you listen, only that you do. You listen when you make art, and you hear the heart of what matters when we speak. While it is true I engage with you sincerely, if you can argue me to a standstill, as you have in the past, I do not have any doubts you’ll be able to learn to cope with the councilors. I don’t mean it will be easy, just that my faith in you is not borne out of my bias towards you, but from your actions.”
I meet Deniel’s eyes, and we are both silent for a moment.
Finally, he bows. “Thank you. For your faith, and your words. I will endeavor to be worthy of them.”
“You already are,” I say.
He ducks his head. “The person who told you that,” he says. “Do you think they knew what you needed to do?”
I take a bite of my noodle bowl, savoring it. As always, even under stress his work is incredible. “Specifically, I’m not so sure,” I say. “In fact, I suspect she may have had something else in mind. But she knew I needed something different than the options I considered available to me.”
“What do you think it was?” he asks.
“Well, I don’t think she knew I’d leave Miteran, or Entero would’ve found me faster.”
Deniel pauses with his food almost to his mouth. “We’re talking about the dowager queen?”
I sigh. So much for respecting the sanctity of the ceremony and my knowing how to carefully weigh words.
Or maybe it’s that I want him to share this with me.
“Yes,” I say. “I don’t think tea mastery is what my grandmother had in mind for me.”
Then I wince, and Deniel says, “I gather something happened.”
“To put it mildly,” I say, and launch into the explanation as we eat.
It takes enough telling that we finish eating and move back to the kitchen to start experimenting with dessert.
Deniel has to help show me how to flip the honey pancakes, and he takes advantage of the opportunity by standing close behind me, his hands covering mine.
Holding very still, I ask, “Is this how your parents taught you to flip pancakes?”
Deniel huffs a laugh against my hair. “Sort of. But there are some key—” he kisses my temple “—differences.”
My first attempts to flip the pancakes result in a not insignificant amount of pancake batter outside of the pan.
“With results like that,” I say, my cheeks still warm, “perhaps I should try more teasing and less baking.”
He laughs, but I do finally manage a few passable pancakes mostly on my own.
I overstuff the first honey pancakes too full of sweet bean filling, and it glomps onto the ground as I try to squeeze the edges together.
Yorani zooms past, licking it off the ground and giving me a very pleased-with-herself look before darting off again.
Gazing after her I notice the string.
“What in the world…?”
“I believe your tea spirit has stolen Talsu’s ball of yarn,” Deniel says. “I’m not sure which of them to hold responsible for how it’s strung across the room.”
Leaning over the kitchen counter, Talsu bats at the string on the ground as Yorani flies around, carrying the ball that is its source.
Then Talsu’s paw has trapped it so securely that Yorani can’t get any further without breaking the string—and she doesn’t.
She lands on the ground and grabs at the string herself until Talsion releases his hold to pounce anew.
“Yarn,” I breathe. “Do you think she’d play with it without Talsion?”
“One way to find out,” Deniel says. “That is—or was—my only yarn ball here, but the night market will still be going when you head out.”
Yarn. I close my eyes. A toy humans and cats alike enjoy playing with, and one that’s not destructive—at least not usually.
No wonder she’s been so frustrated.
I haven’t been listening well.
“Can I try making a pancake? I have an idea,” Deniel says.
“By all means,” I say. “I wanted to try making another kind of filling, if you’ll make some space there.”
He scoots over, and I pull out the supplies I think I’ll need.
“Are you worried about whether you’ll win this tournament?” Deniel asks. “I know the competition is fierce, and you’ll be starting in the finals.”
“I’ve hardly had time to worry about it,” I say. “But yes. I don’t know what I’m getting into, and everyone else will have more experience. Normally that wouldn’t faze me, but I feel as though I’ve been… out of sorts? Unsettled. I worry it will affect my ability to meet this challenge.”
“It’s natural not to feel settled.” He frowns over the batter and adjusts it with the spatula.
“I know,” I say as I work, “but I should be doing better by Yorani, and you, and Lorwyn and Risteri and spirits, Entero, whom I’ve still not heard a word from. If I can’t do this much—”
“You’re comparing yourself to an impossible ideal no person ever meets, no matter how they seem,” Deniel says. “I know you’re still relatively new at being on your own, so please, please take my word for it. You’re doing far better at everything than anyone could have expected, even if they knew you.”
“But what if it’s not enough,” I say quietly. “Spirits, I’ve been trying to care for Yorani and couldn’t manage to think of yarn.”
“No one else did, either. Miyara, you’ve hardly had a chance to breathe.”
“And now I don’t get one,” I say. “Oh, I know that must sound silly—”
“It doesn’t.”
“I just wanted to try to settle,” I say, distressed to realize I’m tearing up as I say it. “I wanted to be able to try.”
Deniel doesn’t say anything to that, just stops what he’s doing and draws me into a hug. I bury my face in his shoulder and take a deep breath.
Then he swears and lets go suddenly. “I’m sorry. This dragon may have had a little too much fire exposure.”
I peer over his shoulder. “Spirits, are you making dragon-shaped pancakes with the batter? And—is that a cat? With whiskers?” I gape at him. “Deniel! You are showing me up again.”
He grins, unrepentant. “I couldn’t show off my skills with dinner, so I thought I’d give this a try. You should see what my mom can do, though.”
I nod. “Yes, I’m quite certain I will never, ever be able to bake in front of her.”
He laughs. “And what are you making?”
“Tea-flavored custard,” I say. “I hope.” I dip a spoon in to taste, but before I can Deniel intercepts the spoon. He holds onto my wrist, eyes sparkling as I feed him the custard, and I suddenly feel very warm once again.
“You’ve succeeded,” he says. “For someone with no cooking experience, your ingenuity with flavor is remarkable. For what it’s worth, I think you’ll be able to meet the challenge ahead of you. You have everything you need.”
“But so will they,” I say. “And I don’t know the rules of the contest yet.”
“Then it’s too soon to worry,” he says, “though I realize that won’t stop you.”
I smile. “Instead all I’ll have to worry about is—well, hello, little ones,” I say to the two faces who’ve arrived together on the counter.
“I think perhaps it may be time for treats if we’re to have any of our own,” Deniel says.
We each pull out our treats—and do a double take.
Thiano provided me a jar of magically preserved marbles of fish, imported from the Istal coast, for Talsion.
Deniel has an identical one for Yorani.
“No wonder Thiano was so amused,” I say. “I suppose I don’t get points for originality after all.”
Deniel shakes his head, smiling, and tosses two marbles from his jar into the air.
Cat and baby dragon alike gleefully leap to catch them and devour them in instants.
“The results of our execution, on the other hand, cannot be contested,” Deniel says.
I lean my head against his shoulder and take a breath. We’re not where we need to be, but perhaps we’ll be able to figure out how to get there.






  
  Chapter 3
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I arrive at Talmeri’s early for a shop meeting. Since the tea guild won’t sponsor me, Talmeri has agreed to take on that responsibility, in name at least if not in actual finances. Tea Master Karekin arranged things with her—his willingness to deal with her on my behalf is unexpectedly heartening—so she’ll be explaining how the tournament works. 
Lorwyn is, as usual, already in the back when I arrive, though she pauses at my entrance. “What is that smell?”
“You don’t want to know,” I say.
She turns toward me frowning, trying to identify it. “I mean, it’s not a bad smell, exactly—”
“Do you truly wish me to tell you about spirit poop?”
Lorwyn hesitates. “Actually, yes, I think I do. Really?”
I sigh, patting the baby dragon curled contentedly around my neck. “Yorani ate some magecraft-preserved treats last night, which she was very fond of, but apparently her system processes them… uniquely.”
“At least it processes them at all,” Lorwyn notes.
“I have yet to find anything she can’t eat,” I say, “which is good and bad. I’ve had an epidemic of spirit poop on my hands all morning.”
“Now you know what having baby sisters is like,” Lorwyn says.
“I do have one of those,” I remind her. “Or I did. While it’s true I wasn’t responsible for her care, I’m reasonably certain this is not the same.”
She shrugs. “There’s more overlap than you’d expect. So, any idea what the surprise meeting this morning is about?”
I look at her sharply. “Talmeri didn’t tell you?”
Lorwyn’s eyes narrow. “Tell me what?”
I insert myself between her and the door to the front. She needs to hear this from me, and not in front of an audience.
“Remember how you mentioned yesterday all the people suddenly in town?” I ask. “The event they’re here for is a competition to determine the top tea specialist from among the remaining continental nations.”
Lorwyn scoffs. “Oh, so Talmeri thinks we can capitalize on this? Great.”
“Not exactly,” I say. “The tea guild challenged me to compete in the finals. If I win, I’ll be inducted into the tea guild in truth.”
Lorwyn blinks slowly, and then a scowl gradually darkens her expression.
“What,” she says crisply.
“Had I refused, they would have revoked my tea mastery for good,” I clarify.
“Oh, I understood the first time. You just accepted an ultimatum like that?”
“I am displeased,” I snap, and her eyebrows lift in surprise at my tone. “But I’m not yet in a position to negotiate. I intend to change that, but I will need help.”
“Will you,” Lorwyn says, her own tone decidedly cool. “How unexpected. I take it I’m to play a role.”
“If you don’t want to, when we walk in there I will make sure Talmeri doesn’t give you any trouble,” I say.
“I can fight my own battles.”
“And you have others on your hands already. I will defend your choice, whatever it is. But—”
“But of course you have some compelling reason why this is actually in my best interests,” she says flatly.
I open my mouth, shut it. “Sort of,” I admit, “but…” I bite my lip.
“But?” she prompts.
I sigh. “I didn’t want to lead with this, because it’s selfish. But mainly I really don’t want to do this by myself, and I’m also not sure I’ll win without your help. But if you’re not willing to, of course I’ll try.”
“You’ll try regardless,” Lorwyn says, and to my surprise the edge has gone out of her voice. “And you’re right, I know enough about this silly tournament to agree you need me. So what have you come up with that’s in it for me?”
I frown at her. “That’s what you needed to hear?”
“Look, you don’t feed me spirit poop, I won’t feed it to you. I know how important tea mastery is to you. But I do want to know what could possibly be in this for me, because I really don’t have time for something this ridiculous.”
“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. I know Ostario doesn’t want me involved, but can I help at all with the magecraft training like you helped me with tea mastery?”
“Maybe,” Lorwyn grunts, which tells me how badly she thinks it’s going. “So?”
“You don’t want to work for the state,” I say, “but you’ve already been outed as a witch, which means the state would afford you protection. I think if you compete in this tournament as my partner, or at least visibly, it’ll help you make your own reputation. You can establish yourself as a tea specialist so that if you want, not only will you be able to leave Talmeri’s one day, you’ll have other options without state support.”
Lorwyn crosses her arms. “You mean compete openly as a witch.”
“You don’t have to,” I say, “but if you want to establish your reputation, yes. I think you’d have to be open about that for it to matter.”
Lorwyn nods. “Yeah, that sounds like a terrible idea. I’ll think about it.”
I’m not entirely certain how to take that. “So does that mean…?”
“Yes, of course I’m with you, and yes, I maintain I should have left you sopping in the darkness all those weeks ago. Let’s go.”

      [image: ]“There are three contestants Miyara will be competing against in the finals,” Talmeri explains. “You’ll face them in three different contests.” 
“What sort?” I ask, trying not to worry that Yorani has scampered off toward the tea counter, where there is all manner of trouble for her to get into.
“We won’t know the specifics in advance, but you’ll learn what the first one is later this afternoon,” Talmeri says. “I’ll write the time and place of that meeting down for you later. But what I do know—”
Someone bangs on the door.
Talmeri frowns. “How odd. Our hours are listed right on the door. The ‘closed’ sign is out, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” I agree, standing. “Shall I see what’s so urgent?”
“No, no, I’ll take care of it,” Talmeri says, shooting to her feet with alacrity.
I exchange an amused glance with Lorwyn; Talmeri is so beside herself with excitement about the marketing opportunities this tournament presents she’s being uncharacteristically considerate of us.
My amusement evaporates when I hear the person at the door announce coldly, “I am Princess Saiyana of Istalam, and I’m here to speak to Miyara.”
Talmeri bows as low as I’ve seen, backing up out of the way while remaining bent over.
Frozen in place, I exchange a very different glance at Lorwyn.
Her expression asks, Are you okay?
I manage to nod, a minute jerk of a movement, though my whole body feels like it’s gone rigid like ice that can shatter at any moment. I’ll be okay.
Her expression twists; she knows that’s not an answer. But she lets me get away with it so she, too, can drop into a deep bow.
I’ve never seen Lorwyn bow like this. It looks wrong on her.
Especially since I know that from her, the bow does not indicate respect. She’s only bowing to prevent trouble from falling on her or her family. And not from someone like Kustio, but from my own sister.
I dislike this immensely.
“Well,” Saiyana says, looking me up and down. “Here you are.”
I incline my head to my sister without bowing. I am still provisionally part of the tea guild, and that means I do not answer to her.
Her eyes narrow.
“Grace Talmeri,” I say, “would you excuse us for a few minutes? I believe the princess may have questions for me about recent events in Sayorsen.”
“Is that what you believe,” Saiyana says.
“I’m not sure why else you would approach me in such a way, your Highness,” I say.
At my use of her title, Saiyana’s expression turns disgusted. “Yes, leave us. I see this may take a few minutes.”
“Of course, your Highness,” Talmeri bows again. She doesn’t even bother to gather her things, just edges out the door, shaking.
“Was that really necessary?” I ask.
“It was your idea,” Saiyana says.
“And you know perfectly well,” I say, “I’m referring to your high-handedness. Your Highness.”
“Would you have had me tell her why I’m really here?” she asks sweetly. “Yes, that’s what I thought you were implying. This one can leave too.”
Saiyana wouldn’t have said something like that except to get a rise out of me, but I let her have the reaction. “This one has a name,” I say. “She also already knows who I am. Was.”
“Really,” Saiyana says, looking her over. “Then you must be the witch.”
I see Lorwyn’s frame seize—with tension at least, and likely fear and anger besides—and I pass through shock at my sister straight into fury in an instant.
Enough.
“Lorwyn, please rise,” I say. “No one who behaves this badly merits deference of any kind.”
“Thank you, I’d like nothing better than to be brought into the middle of your fight,” Lorwyn drawls at me as she straightens. Spirits be thanked, her spirit isn’t broken—and even more, she’s trusting me to handle this.
I cannot let her down. Not now; not in this.
I draw in a breath, focusing, as Lorwyn continues, “For someone who was a princess until only very recently, you have a very loose grasp on observing forms.”
“For someone who has spent the bulk of my life observing them,” I say, “I find I have little patience when the gestures are empty.”
“You think you can turn your back on everything you were given and disrespect it to my face?” Saiyana demands. “Yes, tell your poor little friend here to go before I remember the part of the story where she knew there was a warrant out for you and didn’t turn you in. Or perhaps the part where we both know perfectly well she’s an unregistered witch and should be brought up on charges.”
Lorwyn goes still, and I step between them, right into my sister’s space, forcing her to fall back a step.
“How dare you,” I say in a low voice. “How dare you threaten her like that, even implicitly. And a ‘letter of the law’ argument no less, from you, on a law I know perfectly well you despise? You’re angry with me. Don’t take it out on her.”
“I will do what I please, and how dare you attempt to threaten me,” she growls, stepping back in so our faces are separated only by breaths of space.
“Yes, what a fine reflection of your commitment to service it is to abuse your station to intimidate someone you should be helping,” I snap. “What a pinnacle of grace you are, a paragon we should all aspire to no doubt! What can have inspired me to leave supposed royal service, it is quite a mystery.”
Saiyana’s jaw clenches.
“For the record, I’m not intimidated,” Lorwyn says behind me. Her voice is carefully controlled, and I know she’s keeping it together as much to convince herself as anything. “And you can stop trying to block her view of me. If I were going to be brought up on charges it would’ve happened by now.”
Saiyana snorts, but takes a step back. “You clearly don’t understand bureaucracy.”
“I do,” I say coldly. “Intimidation was still the intent behind my sister’s words, even if it failed, and it was uncalled for. You should know I am not so easily manipulated, Saiyana.”
“Should I?” she asks.
“If you thought so, you’d never have suggested I follow in your footsteps.”
“A suggestion you rejected in the most dramatic fashion possible without ever discussing with me why! What should I know about my sister who would turn her back on all her responsibilities and abandon everything with no explanation?”
She’s right that I never told her how badly I didn’t want the life she’d laid out for me, and I understand she must see my departure as a betrayal—of her trust, and our relationship.
Once upon a time, I would have attempted to mollify her, and part of me wants to, because I don’t want her to be upset. But I’m surprised that instinct isn’t stronger.
I’m no longer that Miyara.
“Which responsibilities did I abandon, precisely?” I ask.
She’s incredulous; outraged. “You need to ask?”
“Yes, I do,” I say. “I made the only possible choice to be able to serve people meaningfully, and I wonder which responsibilities you think trump that.”
“You call this meaningful?” Saiyana waves her hand around. “You run a common shop! You’re playing around with tea when you should be working on behalf of your family to do the work that—”
To my surprise, and Saiyana’s, Lorwyn interrupts. “Uh, like negotiating a peace treaty in one sitting at a first meeting and exposing a nobleman’s criminal enterprise, saving an entire city and all of Istalam’s refugees in the process? Within weeks of leaving her royal life behind? Pretty sure Miyara’s got you there, Princess.”
I blink at Lorwyn. I’m glad to hear her sounding more like my irreverent friend, but a little surprised to hear her put my role in those terms.
I don’t know why I doubted she would have my back in the tea tournament. I evidently have a lot to learn about friendship.
Saiyana makes a sound of disgust. “I’m sure you think so. I’m sure she’ll keep being able to pull such coups out of her teapot, too, so staying here is definitely worth her while. And do you realize how much cleanup work Miyara created with that treaty, let alone how much of a nightmare this is on the investigative side?” She glares at me. “If you’d done this properly—”
“I’d have done nothing at all,” I say. “Because I wouldn’t have been here, as you weren’t. As no one was holding Kustio accountable, and no one would have known the extent of what was amiss until it was too late. I regret the workload I have dumped on you, but I won’t apologize for it.”
Her expression tightens. “We’ll see about that.”
The door from the back slams open. “Ah, Lorwyn, there you
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