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Life in Valenne

[image: ]


Valenne drifts between salt air and silk, where the harbor hums from dawn to dusk with creaking ships, foreign tongues, and the scent of spice and brine. Markets spill over with glass, gold, and rare wonders, while above, the Moon Palace gleams against the cliff side. Music, laughter, and quiet deals fill the nights, but beneath the beauty lies careful balance, where every coin, every word, and every glance carries weight.
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The Art of Becoming Someone Else
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Morning does not break over the Moon Palace so much as it lingers, reluctant and deliberate, spilling itself in thin sheets of silver light through the towering arched windows, stretching across marble floors polished to a mirror sheen, catching on the carved edges of pillars and the delicate filigree of furniture, until it reaches the foot of my bed and settles there like something patient, something waiting, something that knows it will be acknowledged eventually, even if I pretend otherwise for a little longer.

I do not move.

I have been awake for some time now, though I could not say how long, because time behaves strangely in this place, bending itself around routine and expectation rather than the sun, stretching and compressing depending on what is required of me rather than what I might want, and so I lie there, staring upward at a ceiling painted with constellations I know by heart but do not trust, tracing the faint gold lines between them with my eyes as if they might shift if I look long enough, as if the stars themselves might rearrange into something kinder, something simpler, something that does not feel like a map I am expected to follow without ever having been given a choice.

The sea answers instead.

It always does.

Far below the cliffs, where the palace ends and the world begins in jagged stone and restless water, the waves strike with a steady, unrelenting rhythm that travels upward through everything, through the rock, through the foundations, through the quiet halls and empty corridors, until it settles somewhere deep in my chest, a constant pulse that never quite aligns with my own heartbeat, never quite matches it, as if reminding me that there are forces in this world that do not bend, do not yield, do not care who I am or what I am meant to become.

I prefer that honesty.

It is cleaner than court.

“Your Highness.”

Liora’s voice is soft when it comes, measured and calm and entirely unsurprised by the fact that I am already awake, because she knows me too well for that, knows the way my mind works when it is given too much space and too little distraction, knows that sleep is a luxury I rarely allow myself when there is something to be done, even if that something is as simple as leaving the palace without being recognized.

I do not turn to look at her immediately, because there is something fragile about this moment, something quiet that I am not quite ready to let go of just yet, even though I know I will have to, because I always do.

“Too early,” I murmur eventually, though the words lack conviction, drifting into the air more out of habit than belief.

“It is precisely when you asked to be woken,” she replies, and I can hear the faint edge of amusement beneath her composure, subtle enough that anyone else might miss it, but not me.

Of course it is.

I close my eyes briefly, pressing the heels of my hands against them as if I can push the light back, as if I can delay what comes next by sheer will alone, even though I know better than that, even though I know that delay is not the same as avoidance, and avoidance is not the same as escape.

“Come in,” I say, because there is no point in pretending otherwise.

The door opens without a sound, because Liora never allows it to do anything else, and she steps inside with the same quiet precision she brings to everything, her presence filling the room without disturbing it, like a shadow that has learned how to exist without drawing attention to itself, which is a skill I have spent years trying to replicate and have only ever managed in fragments, moments, glimpses of something close but never quite complete.

“You’re already awake,” she says, and it is not a question, because she does not ask questions she already knows the answer to.

“I rarely sleep when I know I have to wake,” I reply, pushing myself upright at last, letting the sheets fall away from me as I swing my legs over the side of the bed, my feet meeting the cold marble floor in a way that is grounding and jarring all at once, a reminder of where I am, of what I am, of what is expected of me the moment I step beyond this room.

“That sounds like something you should be concerned about,” she says, moving past me toward the wardrobe with the easy familiarity of someone who has done this a hundred times before, a thousand, her fingers already reaching for the handles before I have even finished speaking.

“I am concerned about many things,” I say, watching her as she opens the doors to reveal a cascade of fabric that glimmers faintly in the morning light, layers of silk and satin and carefully constructed expectation spilling into view, each piece more elaborate than the last, each one designed not simply to be worn but to communicate something, to signal status, intention, alliances, power. “Sleep simply isn’t one of them.”

It is, of course, a lie.

A small one.

A manageable one.

Liora does not challenge it.

She never does, unless it matters.

Instead, she studies the gowns for a moment, her gaze moving across them with quiet efficiency, cataloging, assessing, already anticipating my answer before I give it.

“Which one today?” she asks, though we both know the answer.

“None of them.”

There is a pause, brief but noticeable, the kind that exists not because of surprise but because of confirmation, because a possibility has just become certainty.

“I assumed as much,” she says, and there is no judgment in it, only acknowledgment.

Dressing, in the palace, is never just dressing.

It is performance.

It is strategy.

It is a language spoken in fabric and color and silhouette, every choice deliberate, every detail considered, every thread carrying weight that most people will never consciously notice but will respond to all the same, because that is how power works here, subtle and constant and impossible to ignore even when you think you are immune to it.

Today, I refuse it.

The gown comes off first, the heavy fabric slipping from my shoulders with a soft whisper that feels almost like relief, pooling at my feet in a way that should feel wrong, should feel careless, should feel like something I will regret later, but instead feels like shedding something that was never truly mine to begin with.

The layers beneath follow, one after another, each removal a quiet act of defiance, until I am left standing in nothing but the barest essentials, the air cool against my skin, my reflection in the mirror unfamiliar not because of what I am wearing but because of what I am not.

“Careful,” Liora says mildly from behind me, her tone light but her eyes sharp, always sharp. “That was embroidered in Orenth.”

“I’m sure they’ll survive the insult,” I reply, reaching instead for the dress she has already set aside for me, simple in design but well made, the fabric soft without being luxurious, the kind of thing that suggests comfort rather than status, anonymity rather than attention.

I pull it over my head myself, ignoring the way it settles differently against my body, lighter in weight but heavier in implication, because this is not just about what I wear, it is about what I choose to become when I step outside these walls.

“Sit,” Liora says, and I obey without argument, because this part matters more than anything else.

The face.

The posture.

The way I hold myself in a world that is not built to recognize me without the symbols that usually surround me.

Her fingers slide into my hair, deft and practiced, weaving it into a loose braid that looks careless but is anything but, every strand placed with intention, every imperfection carefully constructed to appear natural, because true imperfection is often too chaotic to be convincing.

“You hold yourself too straight,” she murmurs, her hands pressing lightly against my shoulders, guiding them downward, forward, altering the line of my posture in a way that feels immediately wrong, immediately unnatural, like trying to walk with a limp you do not have.

“I’ve been trained to,” I reply, adjusting instinctively before forcing myself to stop.

“And now you have to unlearn it.”

Her voice is gentle, but the truth in it is not.

“Again,” she says.

I try.

It feels worse this time.

Less stable.

More exposed.

“Good,” she says anyway.

I catch her eye in the mirror.

“You’re lying.”

“A little,” she admits. “But you’ll improve.”

I huff out a quiet breath that might almost be a laugh, though it lacks any real humor.

“Encouraging.”

“Realistic.”

When she steps back at last, I am left alone with my reflection, and for a moment, I do not recognize the girl staring back at me, not because she looks so different, but because she looks so... ordinary, her features softened by the absence of expectation, her presence diminished in a way that feels both freeing and deeply unsettling, like standing in a crowded room where no one knows your name and realizing that you could be anyone at all, or no one at all, and no one would question it.

“Do I look like someone no one would bow to?” I ask quietly.

Liora studies me for a long moment, her gaze moving over me with the same careful attention she gives everything, weighing, measuring, considering not just what is visible but what lies beneath it.

“You look like someone people would underestimate,” she says at last.

The word settles over me, familiar and sharp and strangely comforting.

Underestimate.

It has always been easier to move when no one expects you to.

“Good,” I say softly, and this time, I mean it.

“Walk,” she says.

I do.

Across the room, my steps measured, controlled, instinctively balanced in a way that immediately gives me away.

“You’re still too careful,” she says.

“I thought that was the point.”

“Not this kind of careful,” she replies, stepping closer, adjusting the angle of my shoulders again, the tilt of my chin, the placement of my hands. “You move like someone who has never been jostled in a crowd.”

I pause.

Because she’s right.

“Again.”

I walk.

Slower this time.

Looser.

Letting my weight shift unevenly, letting my steps fall just slightly out of rhythm, as if I am not entirely aware of the space I occupy, as if I am not entirely certain of my place within it.

It feels wrong.

It feels dangerous.

It feels like stepping into a story where I am no longer the one in control.

“Better,” she says, and there is no lie in it this time.

I meet my own gaze in the mirror one last time.

The girl looking back at me is no one.

And for the first time that morning, something inside me stirs.

Not fear.

Not doubt.

Something sharper.

Something that feels a little too much like anticipation.

* * *
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The streets of Valenne’s Silver Docks were alive before the sun even reached its full height, alive with the scent of salt and smoke, of baked bread and seaweed, of spices imported from lands I would likely never see and yet could taste in every wafting breeze, and with each footstep I took beside Liora, stepping carefully to avoid puddles and uneven cobblestones that shimmered with last night’s rain, I felt the city pull around me, a current of movement and sound that threatened to sweep me under if I did not pay attention, if I did not learn its rhythm as quickly as I could, because here, anonymity was as fragile as the threads of my plain dress, and every glance could mark me as something or someone I could not afford to be.

We passed carts overflowing with citrus so bright they almost glowed in the soft morning haze, lemons and oranges cut open just enough to release their perfume into the air, and the sharp tang made me breathe a little too quickly, catching myself on the edge of the cobblestone, Liora’s hand steady on my elbow before I stumbled; we passed barrels of salted fish, slick and shiny in the early light, their smell mingling with the warm aroma of fresh bread from a nearby stall, baker hunched over kneading boards that floured his hands and forearms like armor, and a cluster of merchants haggling over bolts of dyed silk so vivid they hurt the eyes, magenta and blues and emeralds bleeding into one another, and each color felt almost like a story someone was trying to sell, a story they believed could buy safety or favor or gold.

“Five silver for the cloth,” a young woman said, voice sharp and practiced, her gaze darting over me as if measuring not just the coin I carried but the value of my presence here, and I smiled faintly, lifting a hand as if to examine the fabric while I weighed my words carefully, letting my tone carry the casual ease of someone accustomed to the market yet new enough that the merchant might believe she could sway me.

Liora, standing slightly behind me, did not intervene, as always, because intervention would betray the subtle charade I had spent the last hour constructing, the one that said: I am not a princess, I am just a customer, ordinary, forgettable, and yet capable of walking away with exactly what I wanted if I played the game well enough.

I leaned into the counter slightly, fingers brushing the edge of the silk, letting my gaze slide over it almost carelessly, letting the color reflect in my eyes and in my voice when I spoke, “I think three silver is fair. For both pieces, I mean. Perhaps a little more for the green, but still.”

The merchant’s eyebrows lifted imperceptibly, a flicker of something that might have been surprise, or caution, but they did not speak, because they had learned the same lessons I had: in Valenne, even an ordinary face might hide more than anyone wanted to uncover. And so, after a heartbeat measured only in the smallest flickers of expression and hesitation, she nodded once. “Three silver. Green included.”

I handed over the coins, letting them clink against the wood of the counter in a rhythm that felt like punctuation, an almost imperceptible statement that said I was aware, that I was watching, that I noticed even the things left unsaid, and Liora’s subtle, approving glance reminded me that this was the smallest victory of the morning, the kind that built the foundation for larger games yet to come.

We moved deeper into the market after that, weaving between stalls of pottery so glazed that the sun made them gleam like tiny suns of their own, baskets of nuts and dried fruits stacked high in dizzying towers, fabrics of wool and cotton so coarse you could almost hear the distant hills where the sheep had grazed, and herbs bundled tightly with string, their aroma sharp and medicinal, promising remedies for aches and colds that we both knew the city would not allow to linger too long in anyone’s hands, because commerce and survival were never separate here, not really.

And then I noticed something.

A gap.

A space in the racks where there should have been abundance. A basket of saffron, usually so full it spilled onto the cobblestones in golden threads, now empty, save for a few brittle tips at the bottom. A stall of olive oil, one that had been overflowing last week, reduced to a single bottle polished bright as if begging for attention. Even the crates of dried fish were thinner than they should have been, the usual morning surplus nowhere in sight.

I paused mid-step, letting my hand linger near the empty saffron basket, as if brushing it could coax the missing goods back into existence, and I said quietly, almost to myself, “The east routes are silent today.”

Liora’s eyes flicked toward mine, just for a heartbeat, a subtle tightening around the corner of her mouth, the way someone notices without commenting, and I smiled faintly at her acknowledgment but did not speak further.

The merchant behind the empty baskets, a wiry man with hair pulled back and a nose sunburned pink, straightened slightly as if responding to some invisible signal, and he nodded once at my words, slow, deliberate, as if agreeing that yes, the roads further east have been disturbed, that no amount of forced neutrality in Valenne could hide the creeping touch of war spreading outwards from Dravaryn, that the merchants themselves are pawns just like anyone else.

I did not press further. Not yet. There was no need. Even a subtle remark like that, a quiet recognition of what was already known to the careful, could signal more than words ever would, and the man understood, as did I, that no one here could afford to speak more freely than that.

We continued along the stalls, browsing wares more to maintain appearances than necessity, letting our fingers brush over carved wooden trinkets that smelled faintly of pine and varnish, pulling small copper coins from Liora’s pouch to exchange for fresh bread wrapped in cloth that smelled of butter and heat, letting the simple act of purchase feel like control, like normalcy, like an anchor in a day that promised nothing of either.

I watched the people around me; fishermen in mud-stained boots, women carrying baskets high above their heads with practiced balance, children weaving between ankles with laughter and shrieks that echoed faintly off the stone walls, merchants shouting and calling and waving wares with exaggerated flourish, the smells of the harbor mixing with the earthy heat of baking bread and roasting meat, the occasional tang of salt from fish so strong it made my nose burn and eyes water, and I felt the rhythm of it all, the current of life that ran beneath the city, pulling at everyone in ways they could not name, and I realized that the gaps in the market, the empty baskets and bare shelves, were just as telling as the bustling abundance elsewhere, a quiet warning written in absence, as precise and sharp as any sword.

A boy carrying a crate tripped near us, and I instinctively reached out, catching him by the arm, steadying him before he could stumble, letting him brush past without a word, because the smallest kindnesses in a place like this were transactions of their own, silent credits of reputation, and he would remember my hands as steady, not delicate, and perhaps in some way, that mattered.

The sun climbed higher, and I felt its warmth settle over the market in waves, brushing my shoulders and hands, heating the stone beneath my feet, warming the backs of my knees where the fabric of my simple dress clung, and I realized that even as I moved through anonymity, I was noting everything: which stalls had excess, which had scarcity, which merchants whispered news more freely than others, which children had overheard too much already. Every detail would matter. Every absence was a clue. Every glance, a thread to follow.

I allowed myself a subtle smile, brief and private, as I exchanged a coin for a bunch of herbs wrapped in paper, letting the sharp, pungent scent rise to my face, letting it sting my nose and throat in a way that was almost comforting, almost grounding, almost like being reminded that I am alive, even if the kingdom itself teeters between uncertainty and war, even if the eastern roads carry stories of conquest and fear that will arrive here long before any soldier, long before any army, long before the banners of either empire dare to unfurl within Valenne’s walls.

“Do you notice it too?” I asked Liora quietly as we stepped past a stall where a merchant was rolling small pastries in powdered sugar, careful, precise, practiced.

Her eyes scanned the crowd and the stalls with the same efficiency she always brought to the world, measuring, calculating, cataloging. “The absence,” she said softly, “and the quiet in the east. It has reached them.”

I nodded, lips tight. Nothing more was needed. The market itself had said all it had to say. I only had to listen.

And I did.

* * *
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The tavern waited for us like a mouth opening against the evening light, the amber glow spilling from its windows onto the cobblestones, soft and insistent, promising warmth that smelled of roasted meat and wood smoke, of spilled ale and something sweet beneath it all, like molasses burning too slowly, and as we pushed open the door, the hinges groaning in protest, I felt it swallow us, an embrace both familiar and dangerous, a place where the ordinary and the chaotic collided in a blur of sound and heat and movement.

The air hit me first, thick and heavy with the scent of salt from the harbor outside, mingled with the pungent tang of cured fish, the yeasty sweetness of bread baked in stone ovens, and the sharp bite of spilled spirits on the rough wooden floorboards. My fingers brushed the edge of the doorframe, the varnished wood rough beneath my palm, a tactile reminder of permanence and weight, and I stepped inside, letting my eyes adjust to the dim, flickering lamplight that pooled against the stone walls in uneven, trembling circles, each shadow a promise of hidden corners, whispered deals, and unspoken rules.

The tavern’s floor sloped slightly near the hearth, worn smooth by decades of boots and skirts and spilled drink, cool beneath my feet despite the fire’s heat that licked at the ceiling in low, lazy tongues, and every step echoed faintly against the stone, as though the tavern itself were listening to our arrival. Patrons moved in a slow, unsteady tide, chairs scraping, tankards clinking, laughter rising and falling in waves that carried beneath it something sharper, grit, challenge, the unspoken claim of territory, the sense that here, one had to watch, always, for advantage or insult.

Liora’s hand brushed mine as she led me past the first tables, rough with carved initials and burn marks, the wood sticky in places with old spills that smelled faintly of honey and iron, and I felt the faint pressure of her fingers as reassurance, a tether against the unfamiliar and the rawness of the tavern’s energy. My stomach grumbled, reminding me that our morning of wandering and haggling had left it hollow, hollow in a way that made every smell sharper, every shadow heavier, every murmured conversation more urgent, and Liora’s lips curved into a small, secretive smile as she whispered, “Chowder. Barkeep’s secret recipe. Best you’ll ever taste outside of Moon Palace kitchens.”

She navigated the narrow aisles, her movements precise despite the crowd, until we reached a corner table, scarred and uneven, whose surface bore the fingerprints of hundreds of hands and the faint traces of candle wax hardened into lumps, and she waved a hand at the barkeep, a man with a thick beard and forearms corded with muscle, his skin the color of tanned leather, whose eyes gleamed with recognition and amusement at our approach.

“Two bowls,” she said, her voice soft, almost conspiratorial, and the man grunted once, then went about his work with the ease of someone who had repeated this motion too many times to count.

The chowder arrived in steaming bowls, the aroma rising like a living thing: the sharpness of onions, the earthy weight of potatoes, the creaminess of milk thickened with butter, the whisper of salt, the faint tang of fresh herbs, thyme, parsley, maybe a hint of bay leaf, floating in the steam, curling around my face and pulling a groan from somewhere deep in me. I spooned the first taste carefully, letting the thick, velvety liquid coat my tongue, the chunks of fish tender but firm, the vegetables soft yet present, each bite grounding me in the physical world after the day’s long navigation of observation and subtlety.

Liora leaned forward, her own spoonful disappearing into her mouth, eyes closing briefly in appreciation before she met my gaze, and I caught the faint spark of mischief in her expression.

“You know,” she said, a quiet hum beneath her words, “I once got this recipe directly from the barkeep. Not a soul knows it. Cream, butter, potatoes, onions, a teaspoon of salt, maybe a little black pepper, fish if you can find it fresh, and herbs that make it taste like the sea itself. You stir, you simmer, you taste, you pray it doesn’t curdle. That’s all.”

It was simple. Rustic. Nothing like the intricacy of Moon Palace dishes. Yet it had substance. Power. A warmth that settled in the chest and rolled outward like a tide.

We ate, slowly, deliberately, letting each bite anchor us, the noise of the tavern pressing in around us, laughter, groans, the shuffle of boots on stone, tankards hitting tables, the crackle of the fire and in that chaos, I felt a strange sense of security, hidden in plain sight among merchants and sailors and thieves, all of us participants in the same ritual, anonymous and yet present, observed but observing in turn.

When our bowls were empty, Liora’s eyes glittered. “Games of chance. Silver on the table. I’m feeling lucky today.”

The table we chose bore the scars of countless wagers: dice worn smooth, coins nicked and faded, stains from past spills that had long since become part of the wood itself. I picked up a die, feeling its weight, its cool edges against my fingertips, the smooth surface worn by countless hands before mine, and let a thrill run up my spine; the uncertainty, the possibility, the faint tug of danger, of risk that mattered in ways no palace gamble ever could.

The dice clattered against the wood, bouncing unevenly, clinging for a heartbeat to the edge of chance before settling in the smallest valleys of the table, and we won, by luck or skill or some invisible hand guiding the world toward us, far more than either of us expected: silver, diracs, clinking against each other in a chaotic little cascade that smelled faintly of metal and sweat and possibility, and the crowd cheered faintly, the barkeep nodding with amusement, and I felt my pulse rise with excitement that was equal parts joy and caution, because even here, even in revelry, one had to measure carefully where attention fell.

The drinks came quickly, mugs of dark ale that smelled of roasted barley and something sharper beneath it, something bitter and warm that coated the tongue and curled down the throat like smoke, and we drank too freely, laughed too loudly, spilling coins and hearts alike onto the scarred surface, until the warmth of it wrapped around me like a second skin, the tavern itself rocking slightly in my perception, the light flickering against faces I recognized only in fragments, and I felt it in my hands, the pressure of the table, the sweat cooling against my palms, the fire brushing my skin in waves, the air heavy with the smell of smoke and salt and spilled drink, moving, alive, almost sentient in the way it pressed in against the edges of the world I had known outside these walls.

And then the fight began.

It started as a shove. A misjudged elbow. A mug tipped over in passing. Laughter too loud, anger too sharp. I could feel it before I saw it... the shift in the air, the tension that hung like cobwebs between bodies, the press of heat and scent and the hard edges of wooden chairs and splintered tables. My own stomach churned with the mix of ale and excitement, a tangle of laughter, fear, and something like exhilaration, and I could hear Liora beside me, low chuckle vibrating against my arm as she whispered, “You’re not usually this reckless.”

And I wasn’t.

Until I was.

Hands grabbed, mugs swung, chairs tipped, the roar of shouting filling the room, and I found myself ducking, ducking and weaving, feeling the heat of bodies near enough to burn, the press of movement and energy that made the air thick, the taste of ale sharp in my mouth, the salt and smoke of the tavern stinging my nose, the wood beneath my palms slick with sweat and spilled drink, and in that moment, every sense sharpened to survival, to flight, to something dangerously alive that no palace walls could ever replicate.

And then she appeared.

Selene.

The sorceress.

Entering as if the room itself bent to make space, the firelight catching her hair in a shimmer that seemed almost liquid, her presence cutting through the chaos like a blade through fog, drawing my gaze even as my instincts screamed for me to hide, to disappear, to become nothing at all, and my hands tightened into fists, my body coiling with the reflex to retreat, to leave, to vanish into some shadowed corner where she could not find me.

Liora, meanwhile, gave me a sidelong glance, one eyebrow arched, lips twitching with a humor that was subtle but sharp as a knife. “Careful, Your Highness,” she murmured, almost too quietly for anyone else to hear, “I think someone’s stealing hearts as well as attention.”

I felt my face flush, warmth rising in my ears and neck, the taste of ale suddenly bitter, the tavern itself a blur of heat and color, and I ducked, slipping toward the door with the careful desperation of someone who knows they are far too visible for their own good, hoping the shadows and the firelight would conspire to hide me even as my heart hammered a rhythm that matched the roar of the tavern, the sound of fists on wood, the scent of spilled drink and smoke and salt, all blending together into a tide I barely dared to navigate.

Outside, the air was cool, crisp against my flushed skin, the night sky above like a dark canvas splattered with stars that seemed to blink at me with quiet judgment, and I drew a long breath, letting the tavern’s chaos fall behind me, letting the sound of voices and laughter and curses recede into something distant, something almost pleasant in its removal, while Liora followed, her small smirk a reminder that even in danger, even in the brush of hearts and fists and stolen glances, she could still tease, still see, still point out the truth I was far too aware to admit aloud.

* * *
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Outside, the night air hit me like a cool wave, crisp against my flushed skin, carrying the faint tang of salt from the harbor and the distant warmth of lanterns spilling from the tavern behind us, and I drew in a shuddering breath, letting the chaos of overturned chairs, shouting, and clinking tankards fall away behind me, leaving only the slick cobblestones beneath my boots, the rough texture of the walls brushing against my fingertips as I moved, and the quiet pulse of the city settling into a rhythm I could almost control if I focused hard enough, almost enough to steady my racing heart.

Liora’s footsteps were soft but deliberate beside me, her presence a tether to sanity as the echoes of the tavern faded, and I could feel her amusement coiling in the space between us before her words came, low, teasing, almost a murmur meant only for my ears: “Maybe you do have a thing for her.”

I froze, a reflexive jolt running through me, the words ricocheting in my chest with the sharpness of a blade, my fingers gripping the edge of a stone ledge for purchase, and then I let out a short, sharp laugh, a sound meant to deflect, to sever the thought before it could root itself in anyone’s perception, and I shook my head, letting the motion sweep my hair back over my shoulder. “A thing for her?” I said, voice flat but measured, with just the slightest edge of exasperation, as if the suggestion itself were absurd. “No. You misunderstand entirely.”

I drew my gaze upward, letting it linger on the stars above Valenne, cool points of light that shimmered faintly in constellations I had always tried to memorize, and the city stretched around us like a living organism, breathing and alive in the dark, shadows pooling in alleys and against walls, the faint hiss of the harbor water against the docks mixing with the occasional cry of a gull far above, and I let my voice soften, careful, deliberate, carrying the weight of fascination instead of heartbeats.

“My interest is not... personal,” I continued, letting my eyes flick sideways at Liora, who had already caught the faint flush creeping along my neck and cheek but said nothing, only waited with that infuriating patience she always had. “I am intrigued... by her magic. By the way she bends the constellations to her will, the subtlety of the stars in her hands. She moves through the world like she can see threads no one else notices, manipulate currents invisible to anyone but herself. That is remarkable. That is... worth study.”

I pressed my fingers into the rough stone of the quay, grounding myself, letting the texture, the chill, the tiny vibrations beneath my touch remind me that I was the princess and the observer both, and not some foolish girl chasing curiosity dressed as attraction. The city smelled of salt and smoke and the fading heat of the tavern, the night brushing over my shoulders with soft insistence, carrying faint sounds of late-night merchants closing stalls, of sailors laughing too loudly, and I let all of it mingle with the quiet fascination that had taken hold of me, the pull of someone who commanded forces I barely understood but desperately wanted to see in motion, dissect, anticipate.

Liora’s smirk softened, amused but knowing, and she let the silence stretch between us, filled only with the quiet music of the night, water lapping, lanterns flickering, distant voices fading and then she said, almost conspiratorially, “Studying magic. Of course. That makes perfect sense. Stars over hearts, every time.”

I drew a long breath, stiffened my posture as though to lock away any betrayals of impulse, and let the city cradle me in its shadows, its cold stone, its salt-sweet air, knowing I could deny everything with truth because fascination with magic was a truth that could occupy me fully, leaving no room for confessions I would never dare speak aloud, no room for whispers of desire in the quiet night air between cobblestones and starlight.

I said nothing further, letting Liora’s chuckle echo softly behind me as we moved away from the quay, letting the city’s rhythm and Selene’s unseen presence linger like a silent current I could follow, study, and perhaps someday understand...
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Morning at the Garden Court
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Morning arrived like a soft gasp, spilling pale gold across the Moon Palace windows, painting the polished floors in warmth and light, but I lingered in bed a moment longer than I should have, letting the sunlight brush my shoulders and catch in the strands of my hair, curling them faintly at the edges, before I finally threw off the heavy sheets with a flourish that spoke more of drama than necessity. 

My reflection in the polished glass of the chamber caught my eye as I padded across the room in bare feet, the cool marble floor pressing against my soles, and I allowed myself the tiniest smirk as I tilted my head just so, testing angles, letting the rising light exaggerate the golden warmth of my hair, the faint curve of my cheek, the subtle arch of my brow that always seemed to suggest amusement, superiority, or mild indignation depending on how I chose to frame it.

Liora, perched on the edge of a carved chair, had already set out the fabrics, silks and satins so fine they whispered across the table as if impatient to meet my skin, and she held a silver comb in one hand, a brush in the other, her expression carefully neutral but the faint twitch at the corner of her mouth betraying her amusement at my theatrics, and I let it ripple into a sigh that was perfectly practiced, deliberate, like a melody composed to convey boredom rather than haste.

I draped the fabrics across the bed, lifting one after another in the soft morning light, letting the silk slide over my fingers, the satin press cool against my skin as I held it to my chest, considering it carefully in the reflection of the ornate mirror across the room, tilting my chin in that way that always demanded attention, that always suggested I was thinking deeply even when my mind flitted lightly over the surface of everything, glossing past matters of importance in favor of appearance and effect.

“Which do you think, Liora?” I asked, voice airy, soft, deliberately light, as though I were pondering the weight of life itself rather than merely choosing between a gown embroidered with silver thread that caught the morning like scattered starlight or a blush pink silk that smelled faintly of roses and candle wax, as though the question itself carried gravity, when really it was only an excuse for performance, a subtle invitation for her to react, for her to admire my consideration or, at least, pretend to.

Her fingers lingered briefly on the pale pink silk, brushing against the fabric as if testing its temper, and she let her voice rise in careful moderation, “The pink will... complement the sunlight on your hair, Your Highness.”

I let my eyes flick to hers, just the slightest shift, a spark of awareness that her words meant more than mere flattery, she was noting, always noting, but I tilted my head again, letting the sunlight catch on my cheek, and smiled softly, vacantly, as if I had not caught it at all, letting the performance settle like a second skin over my shoulders.

“Of course,” I murmured, lifting the pink silk and letting it slip over my arm like it might slide off entirely if I did not hold it just so, letting the folds spill and glimmer, catching on the edge of the chaise lounge and the mirror’s gilded frame, and then I allowed a small laugh, soft and lilting, airy as wind through glass. “I do tire so quickly of decisions. One must rely on one’s attendants.”

Liora’s lips twitched into a faint smile, restrained, professional, as she moved to help, adjusting the silk across my shoulders, smoothing the folds, brushing a stray strand of hair that had fallen forward with gentle efficiency, and I allowed a faint tilt of my gaze toward her, just long enough to hint at shared amusement, then let my eyes drift back to the reflection, catching the tiny, fleeting angle of the Star Tower in the distance, Selene’s tower, subtle as always in the morning haze, and my chest fluttered in a way I refused to name, letting the feeling twist into something harmless, something intangible, something that could easily be rationalized as... curiosity.

I swept a hand through my hair, letting it fall across one shoulder with calculated negligence, and then lifted the hem of the silk to examine it in full, swaying slightly, letting the fabric brush my thighs with soft whispering touches, the folds glimmering in the light, and I let my tone float, light, unburdened, almost airy: “Do you think it’s too much? Or will they see me as dull if I choose simplicity?”

“Never dull,” Liora said carefully, eyes scanning the lines and embroidery, noting, always noting, but I let the words settle as if they were mere flattery, something to sprinkle into the performance, the coquettishness I was weaving over the truth of my thoughts.

I lifted a delicate fan, painted with tiny constellations across its folds, brushing it against my lips as I contemplated the effect, letting a faint smile curve in the reflection of the glass. The air felt warmer against my skin now, the rising sun catching on the polished stone of the floors, on the gold embroidery of the pillows and drapes, and I let my voice drift, airy and careless, teasing the edges of attention: “One must be seen, Liora. That is the only currency that matters in these events. Beauty, charm... subtlety of expression. The rest is tedious labor.”

She adjusted my sleeve, the silk sliding with soft friction against the skin of my arm, and I let a faint, distracted glance fall toward the window, toward the distant Star Tower again, letting my lips curve without thought, letting the image linger in my mind, not longing, of course, but fascination, calculation, intrigue, but in the mirror, my reflection appeared utterly naïve, utterly charming, utterly self-absorbed, as if the sunlight itself had chosen to kiss only the surface of my skin and not the secret coiled beneath it.

The heels clicked against the polished marble as I finally moved, walking toward the doors that led into the garden court, fabric swishing around my legs in a deliberate rhythm, arms lifted slightly as if to allow air to pass, gestures practiced, languid, graceful, a little careless, a little flighty, the type of movement that commanded attention and demanded admiration without seeming to require it, and I let the sunlight brush across the folds of my dress, across the curve of my neck, and I allowed a tiny, fleeting lift of my brow toward the towers in the distance, the faint silhouette of Selene’s figure against the rising day, and my chest tightened with something I refused to name, twisting it into fascination, into intrigue, into curiosity, letting the outward performance of self-absorption remain utterly intact.

I smiled faintly, deliberately, a little vacantly, brushing a stray curl from my temple, and let my voice float over Liora’s shoulder, light and airy, “It is exhausting, all this preparation. One must conserve energy for the smiles and bows later, or else one appears careless, or worse... ordinary.”

Her smirk was faint, knowing, almost imperceptible, but I caught it. I did not acknowledge it. Instead, I swept my fan lightly against my chin, letting the morning light shimmer across the painted constellations, and I allowed a tiny, imperceptible glance toward the distant Star Tower, toward the subtle curve of its spire, the glint of light along its windows, letting the memory of last night’s chaos drift faintly through my mind, teasing at the edge of awareness, and I tilted my head again, soft, airy, distracted, utterly self-involved in the perfection of my performance, as if I had no other purpose in the world but to be admired, observed, envied.

And yet, in that moment, the tiniest flutter of awareness, the faintest pull of something untamed and luminous, hovered at the edge of my vision, and I let it sit there, unacknowledged, letting the act of distraction and arrogance carry me fully into the morning, into the event, into the careful choreography of self as spectacle, as mask, as performance, as armor.

* * *
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The garden court sprawled before me like a stage set for sunlight, the marble terrace polished to a mirror sheen that caught the morning light and fractured it into tiny prisms, throwing scattered rainbows across the carved balustrades and gilded columns that framed the fountains, where water arched high before cascading in crystalline sheets into stone basins etched with twisting vines and snarled beasts. 

My dress swished across the marble as I stepped forward, a carefully measured sway, letting the fabric brush against the cold stone with soft friction, the delicate embroidery catching glints of sunlight and reflecting them like little sparks in the folds of rose and silver, and I tilted my chin, allowing my eyes to skim the gathered crowd of nobles, merchants, and visiting dignitaries, each clustered in tight groups beneath the lattice of flowering vines that draped over trellises like lazy ribbons, heavy with scent, the air thick with roses and jasmine and something faintly metallic from the silver trays of morning refreshments.

A tall, lanky duke approached first, bowing with exaggerated flourish that bent his spine too far, his hand trembling as he offered it toward mine. I allowed a faint tilt of my head, letting the sun hit my lashes just so, letting my fingers hover in indecision above his before I finally touched his hand lightly, the brush of skin deliberately minimal, letting him feel the weight of my attention for just an instant before I withdrew, a soft, airy laugh rising from me that carried on the warm air like a feather drifting across the courtyard. He stammered, flushed, adjusting his cloak as if it might conceal his shame, and I pivoted slightly on my heel, letting the swish of my skirts push the attention elsewhere, a small orbit of light and fabric that demanded observation without effort, without explanation.

A cluster of young ladies chattered near the fountain, their fans fluttering like captured birds in delicate rhythm, and I sauntered past, trailing one fingertip along the smooth marble railing as though testing its texture for curiosity rather than support, letting the sunlight bounce off the silver thread in my gown in tiny sparks, and I paused, not for thought, not for reflection, but for effect, letting my gaze drift lazily toward the spire of the Star Tower far in the distance, almost, just almost, a glance of attention that lingered longer than it should have, a spark of recognition at a familiar silhouette I did not allow myself to name.

The table of refreshments was a riot of polished silver, porcelain bowls filled with fruit so vivid it seemed impossible that they were real, tiny cakes and tarts stacked like miniature towers, and crystal decanters spilling amber liquid that caught the sunlight and turned it molten, and I leaned slightly over the edge, lifting a tiny tart between thumb and forefinger, letting the weight of it balance perfectly in my hand before taking a delicate bite, chewing with exaggerated delicacy, eyes drifting over the crowd in slow, lazy circles, and a small sigh escaped me, soft and airy, as though the effort of tasting had left me exhausted from the sheer burden of refinement.

A baroness approached, hand extended in polite greeting, but I allowed a small tilt of my head, brushing a stray curl from my temple with a movement so languid it seemed accidental, and let her words drift past me almost unnoticed, answering with a faint hum and a soft smile, letting my eyes flit to a carved fountain cherub that seemed to mimic the tilt of my head, its marble lips pursed in faint mockery, and I gave a slight, airy laugh, soft enough to sound like amusement, bright enough to suggest attention, but nothing more substantial than that, leaving the baroness blinking in confusion, her hand lowering slightly as she searched for another anchor in the social tide I moved through so effortlessly.

The gardeners had been at work early; marble pathways were bordered with beds of blooms in riotous color, their petals pressed by dew and sun into shining mosaics of red and gold and violet, and I allowed my eyes to wander slowly, deliberately, letting the scent of damp soil and crushed petals drift through my nose while my fingers barely brushed the tips of a rose, trailing the softness of the petals with an almost imperceptible insistence, a delicate theft of texture to match the theft of attention I carried in every glance. 

The fountains spouted rhythmically, the water catching sunlight in arcs that curved like spun glass, and I leaned slightly toward the nearest arch, letting the sunlight glint off the silver thread at my waist, tossing a casual comment to a passing lord about the quality of the marble, so airy, so offhand, that he blinked and laughed nervously, unsure whether to take me seriously or simply admire the effortless brilliance of my composure.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed the shimmer of distant silk at the Star Tower again, the faint glint of a figure moving among the spires, and I allowed a half-smile to tug at my lips, barely visible, so slight it could have been a reflection of the sunlight across the marble, and I let my eyes return lazily to the garden court, as if my glance had meant nothing, as if the currents of intrigue and observation were the concern of someone else entirely.

The sun rose higher, pooling across fountains and latticework in pale gold, painting the edges of every robe and sleeve and delicate shoe in light so precise it almost seemed sculpted, and I allowed myself to drift through the clusters of attendees, lightly pressing fingers against the railing of the terrace, trailing them along carved vines, letting the curves of the marble remind me of the curves of attention I wielded here, each smile a lever, each tilt of my head a soft pivot, each languid step a demonstration of ease and dominance, the delicate chaos of the garden court bending around me as though it were part of my performance, part of my control, part of the theater I had mastered almost as easily as breathing.

The band struck a new tune, a ripple of strings and wind that moved through the court, and I lifted my fan, fluttering it lazily against my cheek, letting the motion scatter the light in tiny, deliberate fragments, letting laughter escape me at some trivial remark that barely grazed my awareness, letting conversation drift over me as though I existed outside of concern, and still, always, just beneath the surface, there was the faint glimmer, the shadow of attention toward a distant spire where light and figure met, where intrigue lingered, and I let it remain a secret, a private curiosity wrapped delicately beneath the polished, disarming surface of my airs and graces.

A tall, powdered-faced ambassador from Eryndor had drifted near, his robes brushing the marble, the intricate embroidery of golden threads catching sunlight like tiny sparks that danced over his chest, and he leaned in with an air of authority, extending a hand to indicate the trade agreements he had so painstakingly prepared, papers bound with thin ribbons and wax seals that gleamed in the morning light, and I tilted my head, letting the sunlight glint off the fan in my hand, letting my fingers brush the delicate lace at the edge, and murmured, almost too softly for him to catch, “Oh... those papers, yes... very important,” letting my voice float airy and uncertain, as though I were thinking deeply and forgetting momentarily what I should say next.

He gave a faint, impatient cough and cleared his throat, leaning slightly closer, his eyes bright behind round spectacles, and I smiled, tilting my chin in what I intended as charming consideration, though the motion carried more hesitation than polish, and I let a faint laugh slip out, high and airy, brushing against the edges of the marble like the whisper of silk: “I do hope the trade... um, flourishes?” My words faltered at the end, fragile and uneven, the rhythm of the sentence twisting in ways that betrayed my unfamiliarity with the proper diplomacy, and I caught his slight frown, the twitch of his lips, and the faint crease forming between his brows, a crease that spoke volumes in silence.

“Oh, yes, quite,” he said carefully, clearing his throat again, and I fanned myself lazily, letting my eyes wander across the garden court, letting the fountains glint in the sun, letting the spires and trellises distract both of us, as if I had been entirely engaged with my surroundings rather than the content of our discussion, and I added, almost casually, “Though I must admit, I do not... fully understand the nuances of... treaties,” letting the words trail lightly over the marble, airy and delicate, and the effect was immediate, a shift in his posture, the slightest droop of shoulders, a subtle relaxation as if the world’s weight had suddenly lifted, leaving me as a charming, naïve creature, a princess so distracted by flowers and fountains that she could hardly be considered a threat to anyone’s cunning or plots.

He smiled faintly, lips tight, as though masking relief, and I offered a nod, slow and deliberate, brushing a lock of hair back with my fingers and letting my fan twirl lazily in the other hand, the gesture light, airy, almost careless, and I let my eyes flit toward a nearby trellis, where morning light scattered across blooms in shades of crimson and gold, letting the sunlight glint across my dress and
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